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            The Milkman

          

          By Tabatha Kiss

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The neglected housewife.

        The irresistible milkman.

        We all know the story…

        but you’ve never heard it like this before!

      

        

      
        Nathaniel Scott is back.

        I never looked twice at him in high school.

        Now, five years later, he’s the town’s new milkman.

        Handsome, charming, and so eager to please.

        He’s that tall glass of milk I’ve always craved.

      

        

      
        But the home I’ve made belongs to another man.

        A man who refuses to give me what I need.

      

        

      
        I never thought I could be that woman.

        The kind who wrecks her own life for selfish pleasures

        but I’ll do whatever it takes to feel alive again.

      

        

      
        The milkman is coming.

        And I’m leaving my backdoor unlocked.

      

      

      AUTHOR’S NOTE: This Kindle version includes the tie-in novel, The Mechanic, for free as a thank you! The Milkman ends at 42% and is approx. 52,000 words.
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          Nate

        

      

    

    
      My life is a joke.

      But not one that’s actually funny.

      The last time I stood in this living room, I had big dreams and an even bigger ego. Things were just going to happen for me and the only thing holding me back from all this happening was being stuck in this house.

      “I’m never coming back,” I said.

      I stood right where I’m standing now with my duffel bag proudly lumped over my shoulder, stuffed to the edges full of whatever the hell I felt was important enough to take with me.

      And my father. He looked up at me from his usual spot on the couch, waved a calloused hand, smiled, and said, “Yeah, sure.”

      Yeah, sure.

      Yeah, sure?

      I was livid.

      How dare he not see my potential?

      How dare he underestimate what I’m capable of on my own?

      How dare he assume that I was going to waste my life on this dairy farm just like he did and my grandfather did and my great-grandfather did?

      So, I puffed out my chest, flexed the muscle-mass I earned spending every day of my twenty years tending to his damn cows, and walked out the front door with enough motivation to make it about halfway to Portland.

      Turns out, you need gas, too.

      And money to pay for it.

      But I’ve done well over the last five years. Well enough to keep my macho-promise to never set foot in this living room again.

      Until now, that is.

      I stare into the open casket and lean over to get a closer look at my old man’s cold, dead face. Is he fucking smirking?

      I slide the silver flask out of my suit pocket and twist the cap. “Well played, asshole,” I say.

      I raise the flask once in his honor and take a sip.

      “Nate?”

      I turn around, discreetly hiding the flask away as my mother raises a stern brow from the other side of the empty room.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say.

      She walks in wearing a black dress, a much different look than her usual colorful self. I almost smile at the pair of sky-blue heels she snuck in just beneath the edge of her skirt. No one’s going to question the shoe choice of the grieving widow after all, not even the snobbish, gossipy townfolk of Clover, Kansas.

      “I didn’t hear you come in,” she says.

      I shrug. “Eh, I figured I spent years sneaking in and out of here. What’s one more for old times’ sake?”

      She stops in front of me and opens her arms. “Welcome home, honey.”

      I give my mother a hug. I’m not completely ungrateful to the home I was raised in. I honestly couldn’t have asked for a better buffer to stand between me and my father. Might have even taken that for granted once or twice.

      “How are you doing?” I ask as I pull away.

      “Oh, you know...” Her face feigns pleasantness. “It was sudden but quick. I’m happy he’s at peace with our dear Lord.”

      “There’s no one else here, Mom,” I whisper.

      “I’m a fucking train wreck,” she says, her voice hardening. “After everything I’ve done for that man for thirty years, he up and dies on me in his goddamn sleep.”

      I smile. “There’s my mother.”

      “Pardon me,” she says, blowing out. Her head twists from side-to-side to confirm that we’re alone. “I’ve been holding that in.”

      “Hey, let her rip. I won’t judge you.”

      “Thanks, kid.” Her head tilts as she flips right back toward pleasantness. “How are you?”

      I turn toward the casket. “Well, Dad died.”

      She stares at him, too. “He did.”

      “Hasn’t quite sunk in yet.”

      “You’re lookin’ at his corpse, honey. What further proof do you need?”

      I chuckle. “You know what I mean.” I nod toward the kitchen. “Keep expecting to hear the back door swing open and him stomping mud off his boots.”

      “Madi!” she bellows. “When’s dinner?”

      “Nate!” I dip into a deep drawl. “How many times do I have to tell you not to smoke in the damn barn?”

      Her face brightens. “Hey, you’re getting good at that.”

      I bow my head. “Thank you.”

      “You quit smoking?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      She pats my arm. “Good kid.”

      We laugh, but quickly go quiet again. My mother gazes at my father and her eyes soften, gently glistening over as she smiles.

      “I’m gonna miss him,” she says.

      I wrap an arm around her little shoulders. “Yeah. Me, too. I think.”

      She rests her head against me and we stare at that cold, dead face for a few moments more.

      My ears instinctively twitch toward the driveway as gravel cracks and crumbles in the air.

      “Truck’s coming up,” I say.

      She nods. “I said the viewing was at noon, so I expected people to start showing up around ten.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, that sounds like Clover.”

      I walk to the window as the white truck parks at the edge of the house. The logo on the side stands out and I raise a brow.

      “VanHouten Farms?” I read, glancing back at Mom. “What do they want?”

      She joins me and lets out a heavy sigh. “Christ,” she mutters, “he couldn’t wait until he was in the damn ground?”

      “Who couldn’t wait for what?”

      She doesn’t answer. She bolts toward the front door instead and I follow a few steps behind her out onto the porch.

      A man in a black suit steps down from the truck with an over-sized envelope in his hand. He whips his aviator sunglasses off and tucks them into his jacket pocket before flashing my mother a shit-eating grin across his twenty-something face.

      “No,” she says before he can speak.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Scott,” he greets.

      “I said no.”

      He slinks closer to the house and raises his hands. “Now, Mrs. Scott, I’m not here to—”

      “Get off my farm.”

      I take a step forward. “Mom, what’s going on?”

      “You must be Nathaniel!” he says, thrusting his open hand in my direction. “I’ve lived in Clover for three years. I can’t believe we haven’t met yet.”

      I reluctantly shake his hand as I look at my mother’s annoyed expression. “Yeah, I don’t come home often.”

      “I’m Curtis VanHouten,” he says.

      “Nate Scott,” I say.

      “I wish this could have happened under better circumstances. I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

      My mother rolls her eyes.

      I glance between them, slowly shifting a little closer to her. “Yeah, don’t take this the wrong way, Mr. VanHouten—”

      “Curtis,” he corrects.

      “Right. What the fuck do you want?” I ask.

      He laughs. “I admire a man who likes to get down to business.” He turns his other hand and presents the envelope to me. “Quick pitch: I’m interested in buying your family’s dairy farm.”

      “No,” my mother says.

      He ignores her and focuses on me, slyly dropping the envelope into my open hand. “I’m more than willing to pay top-dollar for it, including whatever re-location expenses you or your mother require to make it happen. You can read it all in here.”

      I raise a brow. “You are?”

      “Nate.”

      My eyes jump toward her scolding face.

      She squints at me. “We are not interested in selling,” she says, stabbing every word. “It’s time for you to go, Mr. VanHouten. We have a very busy day ahead.”

      “Of course,” he says, nodding softly. “It was not my intention to intrude. I’ll be on my way.” He extends a hand to me again. “It was nice to finally meet you, Nate. I hope we can speak again soon.”

      I shake his hand again. He squeezes even harder this time, almost like we were sealing whatever his deal may be.

      “Yeah. You, too,” I say.

      He turns around and steps back up into his truck.

      My mother crosses her arms, silently fuming until he’s long out of sight down the highway.

      I bite my cheek, hesitating. “So...”

      She spins on her sky-blue heels and walks inside, slamming the screen door behind her as she goes.

      “Okay, then,” I murmur.

      I release the clasp on the envelope and slide out the folder of paperwork. I scan the letterhead with curiosity, slightly chuckling at the fancy, shiny letters bulging off the page.

      VanHouten Farms. Topeka, Kansas.

      The undersigned, Curtis VanHouten, would like to extend an offer to buy your property for a total of no less than—

      My jaw drops.

      “Uh... Mom.”

      I follow her inside, trailing her soft shuffle back toward the kitchen. She stands with her back to me, furiously wiping down the already shining counters.

      “VanHouten Farms wants to buy us out?” I ask her from the doorway.

      “No,” she says.

      “Really? Because this contract says otherwise.”

      “No, I mean—” She tosses her rag away with a huff and turns around to look at me. “Yes, they want to buy. No, we aren’t selling.”

      “Okay, but...” I scan that opening paragraph again. “There are a lot of zeroes here...”

      “No.”

      “Mom, come on. Don’t you think we should talk about it first?”

      She raises a pointed brow. “We?” she asks.

      “Yeah, we.”

      “There’s no we here, honey. There’s me and your father. You made that choice. Didn’t you?”

      I open my mouth to argue, but really, I can’t. She’s right.

      I close it again.

      “I’ve already thought about it,” she says. “Your father already thought about it when Curtis approached us last year. And the year before that. And when Curtis’ father used to crawl up our driveway every year before that. The answer, my son, is no. It’s always been no and it will always be no until the day I’m gone. When that time comes, you’ll have the legal right to do whatever you want. Until then… Curtis VanHouten can shove those zeroes right up his ass.”

      I blink. “But why?”

      She stands up taller and gestures to my left. “You see that?”

      I don’t look. I already know that she’s pointing to the photo on the wall by the refrigerator; the one of my great-grandfather, my grandfather, my father, and me outside the Scott’s Dairy sign on the day I was brought home from the hospital. Four generations of Scott men in one photograph. I’m the last one left.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Those men understood the importance of taking pride in your name,” she says. “Of working for yourself and carving out a place in this world that’s rightfully yours; a place no one can take from you — especially not corporate twits like Curtis VanHouten. Life isn’t just about making money and getting laid, you know.”

      I cringe at her saying the L-word. “Mom, believe me, I understand the sentiment completely, but if you ask me, you’re not thinking rationally about this. You can’t run this place on your own.”

      “You’re right,” she says with a nod. “I can’t.”

      Then, she stares at me. Long and hard.

      I sigh. “No.”

      “Why not?” she asks. “You grew up here. You know the business. You know how this place runs. You’ll be your own boss — when I’m not around, obviously…”

      “I don’t want to be a dairy farmer,” I say. “It’s the whole reason why I left in the first place. And it’s not like I can just pack up and move back here. I have a life to get back to.”

      Her head tilts with amusement. “Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “No!”

      “A fuck buddy?”

      I cringe again. “Jesus, Mom—”

      “How about a roommate?” she asks.

      I deflate, exhausted. “No, I live alone.”

      “A stable job?” Her lips curl. “Even I know you haven’t worked anywhere long enough to accrue the three days of vacation you’re using just to be here right now.”

      “Okay, fine. I don’t have much but it’s better than being a damn dairy farmer!”

      “All right, then. Convince me. Say we do it. Say we sell off this land, this house, everything your family has spent four generations building. What would you do with all that money? Blow it all away? Invest in your own business? Invest in someone else’s? If you were to die in your sleep a year from now, how are people going to remember Nathaniel Scott?”

      “I...” I exhale. “I don’t know.”

      She nods her head slowly. “I’m not selling my home,” she says. “And I’m not going to force you to live the life you don’t want, either. Never have, never will.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I will ask that you stay here and help me out until I can find a few ranchers to employ full-time. Then,...” she waves a hand, “you can piss off back to whatever non-life you live out in God-knows-where. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

      “Help you for how long?” I ask.

      “A couple weeks?” she says. “Three, tops.”

      I wince inside but it’s not like I can leave my own mother hanging out here.

      “Fine,” I say. “But only if I don’t have to clean out the stables.”

      She chuckles. “Oh, I have a very specific job in mind for you.”

      I ease back nervously. “What?”

      She lifts the white hat off the hook on the back door and drops it on my head with a wide, sinister smile.

      I glare at her from beneath the shiny, black rim. “Oh, come on…”

      “It’s easy!” she says, throwing her hands up.

      “Not the milk route,” I say with a groan. “Anything but that.”

      “What’s wrong with it? You worked it throughout high school.”

      “Exactly. It was the most embarrassing experience of my life.”

      She scoffs. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”

      “Three.” I hold up three fingers. “Three housewives on my route got knocked up during my junior year and Bryan Sumner started a rumor that I did it. The milkman.”

      “They were just joking, honey,” she says, chuckling.

      “The council had a town meeting about it!” I say. “I got pulled out of class and questioned by the sheriff.”

      “Well, did you do it?”

      “No!”

      “Then, who cares?” She rolls her eyes. “Don’t let the bored busybodies of Clover keep you from earning an honest living, Nate. I told you that then, I’m telling you that now.”

      I pull the hat off my head and stare at the hand-drawn cow logo on the front.

      Scott’s Dairy.

      We’re always there for you.

      “Three weeks, tops?” I repeat.

      “I swear it on your father’s grave,” she says.

      I blow out, accepting the inevitable. “Okay. I’ll work the damn milk route.”

      She smiles. “Perfect.”

      We turn our heads toward the driveway, both of us hearing that crackle of gravel again.

      My mother straightens up, her expression shifting. “Lord, give me strength,” she murmurs.

      I withdraw my flask from my suit pocket and offer it to her. She raises that stern brow again but swipes it from my hand and takes a quick swig anyway.
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          Kimber

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my black-gloved right hand sitting in my lap. The air in the office is heavy and quiet, just a bit too cold to be comfortable but I’m not one to complain.

      I turn my head and glance at the empty armchair beside me to the right.

      “Are you still painting?”

      I look up at Dr. Sumner on the couch across from me. She puts on a short smile as she stares back, her friendly gaze iron-locked on my exposed left eye.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Do you still find it helpful?” she asks, gently tapping her pen against the notepad in her lap.

      “It is,” I answer. “Can’t hold the brush for too long yet but... it’s getting better, I think.”

      “Keep it up,” she says. “Just a little every day should help.”

      I nod, biting my cheek.

      Sumner’s eyes drop to my glove and she jots down a few words on her pad. What she could possibly find interesting about that, I don’t know. Maybe she’s just bored. I would be, too.

      The door opens and Curtis walks in. I look up at him, hoping to catch the start of an apology but he just stares at the floor with a fixed jaw as he nudges the door closed again.

      “Good evening, Mr. VanHouten,” Sumner says, forcing a smile. “Lovely for you to finally join us.”

      Curtis plops into the empty chair beside me. “It’s been a busy day,” he says.

      Look at me, I think to myself. Just for one goddamn second.

      He doesn’t.

      Sumner clears her throat and sits up. “So, we ended last week with a goal. How’d that go?”

      Her eyes bounce from him and me and back again, though I suspect she already knows that answer.

      I wet my lips. “We didn’t—”

      “We didn’t have time,” Curtis says over me.

      She nods. “Mr. VanHouten, the point of the exercise was to make time for—”

      “Well, we didn’t.”

      I take a breath. “He didn’t,” I say. “He didn’t make time for us.”

      “Christ, Kim. Really?” He crosses his arms. “I just sat down. You can’t wait five minutes before blaming me for your problems?”

      “You’re twenty minutes late.”

      “I said I was busy.”

      I press my lips together.

      “Mr. VanHouten,” Sumner says, tilting her head, “what’s been going on in your life this week?”

      “Work,” he merely says.

      “How about at home?”

      He glares at her, impatient. “I wake up, I go to work, I come home, go to sleep, and then I get up and go to work again. I do not have time to coddle her.”

      She looks at me. I keep my head down.

      “Therapy only gives what you put into it,” she says slowly. “Now, you and Kimber have been through a lot — almost too much for any marriage to undertake. Your issues will not solve themselves. It’s important to make time for intimacy, just as you would make time for eating, sleeping, or working.”

      Curtis exhales hard but stays quiet.

      “Maybe we’re moving too quickly here,” she says, shifting forward. “Let’s go back and talk about what the two of you want out of this marriage. Mr. VanHouten, during our first session together, you said you wanted Kimber to heal. You wanted her to, as you put it, be alive again. Do you remember that?”

      I look at him out of the corner of my right eye, my vision slightly obscured by the curtain of my hair between us.

      “Yes,” he says.

      Sumner shrugs. “Is that still what you want?”

      Curtis flexes his jaw. “No.”

      “What do you want now?”

      “I want my wife back,” he says.

      “She’s sitting right next to you.”

      “No, she’s not.”

      I swallow hard, forcing the lump in my throat to cease growing.

      “Kimber.”

      I turn my head up an inch.

      “Do you remember what you said during our first session?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      She nods. “Is that still what you want?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was it?”

      I look at Curtis, his expression hard and sharp. “I want you to tell me I’m beautiful.”

      “Well, you’re not!” he says, finally looking at me.

      I recoil from the boom in his voice, closing my eyes to hide the tears. I listen to him beside me. Breathing hard, his hands shifting on his knees. For a moment, I rationalize it. I tell myself that it’s just a one-time outburst. He’s in pain, it’s understandable. I’ll forgive him if he just says that one word to me. I’ll forgive him... if he just tries.

      “Mr. VanHouten,” Sumner says. “I think—”

      “This is stupid,” he says, standing up. “I’ll be in the truck.”

      I open my eyes as he passes in front of me. The door slams behind him, gently shaking the picture frames hanging on the wall beside it. I focus on them. Happy, smiling faces. Sumner and her husband. Their grown children, both of which I went to high school with. A grandchild.

      A perfect life.

      “Kimber?”

      I stop a tear on my cheek with my glove. “I’m sorry about that. He’s just...”

      “You don’t have to apologize for his behavior,” she says.

      My breath shakes as I force it out. “So, what do you think?” I ask, my face burning.

      “Well... in my professional opinion, you two still have a long way to go. As always, I’d recommend a few private sessions where I can speak to both of you separately, but we already know his opinion on that.”

      “Yeah.”

      She stands up. “But if you want my personal opinion?” she says. “Kick him to the curb, honey. Ain’t no woman deserves this.”

      I nod, though I’m not sure I believe her.

      Sometimes, we get exactly what we deserve. And nothing more.

      I sit still for another moment before leaning down to grab my purse off the floor. “We’ll see you next week,” I say.

      “Hey.”

      I pause.

      “Try something small this week,” she says. “Say hello to a neighbor. Have lunch with a friend. Something small.”

      I bite my lip, considering it. “I’ll try,” I say.

      She feigns another light smile. “Goodnight, Kimber.”

      I raise the hood on my sweater before opening the door. “Goodnight, Dr. Sumner.”

      Curtis sits idle in his truck in the driveway. The headlights blare in my eyes as I walk around the house from the back office entrance and my gut rumbles as he quickly turns the engine.

      I tighten my hood and head for the sidewalk instead.

      “You walking?” he asks.

      “It’s just a few blocks,” I say as I pass his window.

      “Fine.”

      His window slides upward and he shifts into reverse, quickly swinging out onto the street. My entire body clenches as the tires loudly squeal. I hold my breath until I can’t hear it anymore but even then I just stand here, fixed in place on the quiet street.

      I wrap my arms around me, embracing the smooth, warm night air as I begin the short walk home. I breathe easier than I did inside. Street lamps illuminate the way, lighting the left side of the road. I stick to the right side, lingering on the edge with the shadows.

      I take my time getting home, traversing the quiet streets of Clover. I go the long way around the town square, passing in front of Marv’s Auto Repair because it’s always closed at this hour. It’s still early enough for other businesses to be closing up and the teenagers like to hang out by the gazebo across from the Sheriff’s station. I steer clear of them with my head down but I can hear them, joking and laughing to themselves.

      I exhale the tension as I step off the square onto First Street.

      Curtis’ truck is already parked in our driveway. He’s long been inside, obviously. Most likely sulking in his study or lounging in front of the television with a beer.

      I walk past the porch, following the sidewalk around the house toward the back door instead. I push it open, instantly pausing in the kitchen as a few voices echo in from the living room across the house. Television it is, then.

      I unzip my hoodie and hang it on the coat rack behind the door. My tongue is dry and I feel a headache coming on. A glass of warm milk should help relax me before I head to bed.

      I pull open the refrigerator and reach inside for the glass milk carton with the familiar cow logo on the label.

      “I told you to stop buying that shit.”

      I pause, letting the cool refrigerated air linger on my face for just a moment longer before closing the door and turning around. Curtis tosses his empty beer bottle in the recycle bin by the trash can. I take a wide step back out of his way as he walks up and fishes a fresh one out of the refrigerator door.

      “It’s just milk,” I say as I set the glass carton by the stove top.

      “You know what I mean.” He twists the cap off his bottle and tosses it toward the trash. It bounces off the wall and falls to the floor. “If you need groceries, go out and buy them yourself like a normal person.”

      “I’m not ready yet.”

      He scoffs beside me. “And yet you’re ready enough to keep dragging me out to that fucking quack once a week. At 8 P.M. After the sun goes down. Like a damn vampire.”

      I grab a small pot from the drying rack by the sink. “It’s helping me...” I mutter.

      “Yeah, right. You know what would really help you?” He reaches toward my face. “If you stop living behind your stupid hair and—”

      I jolt backward as he tries to push it aside.

      He laughs and takes a swig from his bottle. “Uh-huh. Damn fine progress you’re making there, Kimber.”

      “Stop,” I whisper.

      “And you wanted me to fuck you this week? Wasn’t that our goal? You barely even let me touch you at all, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Stop.”

      He leans in closer and I recoil from the beer on his breath. “You want me to hug you? And kiss you? Whisper sweet-nothings in your ear after we make love at the stroke of midnight?” He cocks his head. “You want me to lie to you and tell you I desire you? Do you think that’d help?”

      I wipe away a tear with my glove. “Yes,” I answer.

      Curtis shakes his head. “That’s real pathetic, you know that?” He steps back toward the living room. “Real pathetic.”

      I take a quick breath, feeling a burst of adrenaline and courage in my veins.

      I’ve rehearsed this. I’ve told myself the next time he does this or says that, I’d do it. I’d ask for a divorce. I’d be done with this, as he’s obviously done with me.

      A hundred times, the moment passed. I made some excuse, told myself to wait for the next time he makes me feel this way. Maybe that was the last time. Maybe it’ll get better now.

      Or maybe it won’t. Maybe it’ll be the same old shit.

      “I want a divorce,” I say.

      Curtis stops in the doorframe and gazes back at me, his eyes twisted with amusement.

      “Drink your milk and go to bed,” he says. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      He continues on, leaving me alone.

      My life wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      The world was my oyster, as the saying goes. I had youth, talent, beauty. All I had to do was run up and seize any opportunity I wanted.

      I took Curtis’ hand instead. Still, I thought I had it all. I had my youth. I had talent to spare. And I had a husband who told me I was beautiful every day. I thought life was going one way… until it suddenly stopped cold.

      I’m sick of standing still. I’m ready to break free and pick up the pieces of the girl I used to be. The girl Curtis says he wants. I’m still young. I’m still talented. Is it really too much to think beauty isn’t just on the outside? Is that all Curtis ever saw in me at all?

      I drink my milk and go to bed.

      I’ll feel better in the morning.

      Just as dear husband requested.
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      My alarm clock rattles on the bedside table.

      I groan, still half-asleep. Surely, it’s not four already. I just lied down.

      I reach in the dark, a long forgotten instinct somehow managing to let me push the right button to shut the damn thing up.

      Rise and shine, Nate. People need... their... milk...

      I start to drift off again, clutching the thick, warm pillow beneath my head.

      “Moo-OOOO!”

      I shoot up in my bed and come face-to-face with a cow poking her head in through the window above the bed.

      “Hey!” I rub my eyes. “Shoo! Go away.”

      She stares at me as she licks her lips every few seconds.

      “Moo-OOO!” she says again.

      I blink repeatedly as I adjust to the light and throw my feet to the floor.

      “Okay, fine,” I spit. “I’m up, you stupid heifer.”

      The cow takes a slow step back and wanders away from my window.

      Well, I sure as hell don’t miss this. The middle of the night wake-up calls. The scent of animal shit and morning dew drifting in the windows. And, oh yeah, the occasional roaming cow to chase down because somebody left the barn unlocked last night.

      Okay, fine. That somebody was usually me but I didn’t do it this time.

      I hop in the shower for a quick blast of cold water to wake me up. That along with a few cups of coffee is what got me through my teen years at this place. Still, I feel sluggish as I tear open my duffel in search of a shirt and jeans.

      I toss on some socks and grab a pair of old work boots from the closet before making my way toward the kitchen. My nose twitches with the scent of coffee before I even leave my room. Of course, Mom’s already up and motivated.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say mid-yawn as I walk in. “One of the cows got out.”

      Mom glances out the window above the sink as she sips her mug. “Yeah, that’s Gertie,” she says, pointing a pinkie. “I’ve been keeping an eye on her so I don’t lose her before I can get out there.”

      I sit down at the kitchen table to slip my boots on. “She do this a lot?” I ask.

      “No,” she answers. “First time.”

      I chuckle. “Must be me, then. Caught her poking her head in my window.”

      Mom grabs a travel mug from the cabinet and fills it with coffee. “Well, you know what your dad used to say. ‘A cow who roams,—’”

      “‘—roams for a reason,’” we say together.

      “Yeah. Thanks,” I say as she lays the mug in front of me. “Apparently, Gertie’s reason is to get me out of bed.”

      Mom smiles. “Good cow. Want some toast?”

      “Sure.” I gesture to the stack of papers on the table beside me. “This my list?” I ask.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I flick through the pages and scoff. “Why do this many people still get milk from the milkman?” I ask.

      “It’s tradition,” she says as she pushes two slices of bread into the toaster. “One that puts food on our table, so don’t knock it.”

      “I’m not knocking it. I’m just curious.”

      “There was a time when nearly every growing child in Clover was raised on milk from our farm—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say, hearing it all before.

      I scan the list and one name jumps out at me.

      “VanHouten?” I ask out loud. I look at Mom. “Why do we deliver to the VanHouten house?”

      She turns away from the toaster and sighs. “Oh, that poor thing.”

      “What poor thing?”

      “Curtis’ wife. You know her.”

      “I do?”

      “She was in your class. Oh, what’s her name?” She snaps her fingers twice. “Kim — Kimi? Kimber! Kimber VanHouten.”

      I raise a brow. “You mean Kimber Kyle?”

      “Yes! That’s her.”

      I snort. Can’t say I’m surprised to hear the head cheerleader married an ass like VanHouten.

      Again, my mother sighs. “Poor thing.”

      “Why is Kimber Kyle a poor thing?” I ask.

      “You didn’t hear?”

      “No.”

      The toast pops up and she quickly slathers a layer of butter on them with those swift, motherly skills. She wraps them in a paper towel and sets it on the table as she sits in the chair across from me.

      “About a year back,” she says, “Curtis and Kimber were driving home late one night. Came up and around that curve on 70 when another driver fell asleep at the wheel. He turned out of the way in time to miss him but rolled his truck twice and got slammed by another car passing in the opposite lane.”

      My guts churn. “Whoa.”

      “Curtis walked off with barely a scratch on him, but Kimber...” She shakes her head. “Crushed her whole right side. Her arm, her hand, her foot. Almost lost it all.”

      I sit back. “Jesus.”

      “And if that weren’t enough, her face got scratched up, too. She rarely leaves the house now. Just sits up there on her own all day…”

      I nod as I read the list. “And we deliver her groceries on Fridays?”

      “Yes, we do.”

      “Why doesn’t her zillionaire, corporate-douche husband do that?”

      “Nate…” She glares at me. “Kimber was one of those kids raised on Scott’s Dairy milk. She requested our services and your father obliged. That’s all you need to know.”

      “Fine, fine.”

      I bite into my buttery toast as I flash back to high school.

      Tall, blonde, and beautiful Kimber Kyle. I haven’t thought about her in a while but she definitely spent a lot of time in my head when I was a teenager. Long, mermaid hair. Short, cheerleading skirt.

      I swallow my toast and reach for coffee. “Hard to imagine the Prom Queen being a shut-in now,” I say.

      “Life isn’t always kind to us,” my mother says. “You know that.”

      “Neither was Kimber Kyle,” I mutter.

      She points a stiff finger at me. “You leave that girl alone. She’s been through enough.”

      I raise my hands in surrender and stand up. “All right. I’m gonna go load the truck.”

      I hold my toast in my mouth, grab my coffee and clipboard, and head for the back door.

      “Don’t forget the hat!”

      I glare at Mom as I take the stupid, white hat off the hook and drop it on my head.

      She winks. “Gorgeous!”

      I roll my eyes and walk out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Drive, drop, and go.

      The life of the local milkman.

      Drive up to the house, drop the order outside their preferred door, and go on to the next house. Monday, Wednesday, Friday. It’s easy once you get the hang of it. I used to pretend I was a secret agent performing a dead drop. Slinking up the lawns, checking over my shoulder for enemy targets. National Security in the palm of my hands.

      The fate of the country is on you, kid. We’re all counting on you.

      But in the end, it’s just milk. Some families take advantage of our fresh veggies and free-roam eggs, but mostly, it’s just milk.

      At least it’s quiet.

      Or it should be.

      It seems every housewife in Clover is up bright and early this morning to pay their respects.

      I’m so sorry to hear about your father.

      The service yesterday was beautiful.

      How is your mother?

      Are you holding up all right?

      It’s so sweet of you to come home and take over for your father...

      I just smile and nod a thank you. No sense in getting into it.

      A few, on the other hand, have very good memories — particularly Mrs. Clark, the pastor’s wife. She looks at me in this white hat and her eyebrows fire up into the sky.

      It’s that Scott boy! Bet he doesn’t even pay child support to the families he’s ruined.

      He never should have come back.

      I just laugh and flash her a wink. She lets out a gasp and runs back inside, pearls tightly clutched.

      Get a hobby, ya old crone.

      Finally, I reach First Street, home of the last houses on my list. It’s the nicest street in town with big, family homes and trimmed lawns full of fancy gnomes that I might have stolen or shuffled around to other gardens as part of my misspent youth. I’m not proud of it. Not all that ashamed of it, either, come to think about it…

      I round a house, grab the two empty bottles off the stoop, and replace it with two fresh ones, moving extra quiet so I don’t have to endure another awkward conversation with—

      “Well, well. Look who’s back in town...”

      Well, crap. I guess the country is screwed.

      I glance up and instantly smile at the woman with long, brown hair standing behind the screen door with an infant balanced on her hip. I blink twice on her familiar face, wondering if I’m imagining it but no. It’s her.

      “I should say the exact same thing,” I say. “How have you been, Jovie?”

      Jovie Ross nudges the door open and I step forward to grab the bottles for her so she doesn’t have to bend down.

      She hooks the containers with her free fingers and lets them hang by her side. “Thank you,” she says. “I’m doing pretty well.”

      I gesture to the child. “Yeah, I can see that. She’s a cutie.”

      “Of course, she is. She takes after me.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Joanne,” she answers.

      “Pretty.” I chuckle at the house. “I thought you ran off for good like I did. What are you doing back here?”

      She shrugs. “Eh. I went, I lived, I came back, I live again.”

      “On First?” I ask. “We used to TP this whole street every Halloween.”

      “Turns out, some people really do change,” she says.

      “You, though?”

      “Strange, I know.” She laughs but then, her voice goes soft. “Sorry about your dad.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      “Did you come back to help your mom out?”

      “Yeah, it’s just temporary.”

      She smirks and bounces the baby on her hip. “That’s what I said, too.”

      “Hey, Jove, who are you talking to?”

      “Come see for yourself, Will,” she says over her shoulder. “The cat hath dragged in a good one.”

      A man in a mechanic’s jumpsuit pauses over her shoulder and grins at my hat. “Nice.”

      I sigh at my old friend. “Hey, Myers.”

      “Back on the milk route, eh?” He grins. “Clover, hide your wives.”

      “Very funny,” I mutter.

      Jovie gives him the milk cartons and he sets them on the counter behind them.

      “You back for good?” he asks.

      “Oh, it’s just temporary,” Jovie answers.

      He chuckles. “Sure it is.”

      “A few weeks,” I say. “Just until my mom can hire some ranchers.”

      “Sweet.” He runs a hand through his brown hair. “Want to get together for a drink before then? Catch up?”

      Jovie brightens. “Oh, that sounds amazing! I’m in.”

      I laugh. Will and Jovie always did come as a pair. “Sure,” I say.

      “Lucky’s bar?” he asks. “Tomorrow night? We can get a sitter by then, right?” he adds for Jovie.

      “Uh, I will make it my own personal mission,” she says. “Mama needs a night out.”

      “Tomorrow night works for me,” I say. “Is seven a good time?”

      “Hell yeah!” Jovie says.

      Will scolds her and plants his palms against the baby’s ears.

      “Hell yeah,” she whispers again, prompting him to roll his eyes. “Meet us here. I’ll drive us over. I’m still technically in the designated driver phase of motherhood.”

      I raise a thumbs up. “Will do. I’ll see you then.”

      Jovie grips Joanne’s hand and makes her wave at me. “Say, ‘Bye, milkman!’”

      I wave to the baby. She is really cute. “Bye, Joanne!”

      “Bye, milkman!” the two of them say in unison.

      “Stay away from my wife,” Will says.

      I flash him my middle finger, prompting Jovie’s loud cackle to echo through the neighborhood.

      I head back to my truck on the street, ready to bolt in and high-tail it back home so I can catch up on sleep but I notice the last few bottles in the back.

      Oh, right. The VanHouten house. At least I don’t have to travel far. It’s right next to Will and Jovie’s.

      I fill an empty crate, packing it with a half-dozen eggs, some fresh veggies, a loaf of bread, cheddar cheese, and two bottles of milk. It’s the largest order on the list but if Kimber VanHouten, nee Kyle, doesn’t leave the house anymore, as my mother claims, then it’s understandable.

      I grab the crate and walk down the sidewalk toward their house.

      The difference is night and day. The rest of the lawns on First Street are neat and trim, while the VanHouten’s is overgrown. The porch could use a fresh coat of paint. Dead daisies fill the flower beds. Gnomes lie on their sides. You’d think the corporate-douche would hire a gardener or something to help out.

      I carry the crate, following the sidewalk around to the back door. Every window I pass along the way has thick, black curtains blocking out every possible angle to peek inside. I scowl in disappointment. I’d hoped to catch at least a little glance of Kimber.

      I reach the back door and I pause. It’s open slightly and I hear a light scratching noise coming from inside.

      I ease closer, tapping into my previous oh-so-important government stealth training. I peek in through the crack in the doorway, just barely ajar enough to make out the shape of the woman standing in the kitchen with her back to me. Dressed in black from head-to-toe... to-fingertips, too. But the long, blonde hair gives her away.

      Kimber.

      She stands before an easel, her left hand tapping dark blue paint along the bottom corner of a canvas with a thin brush. I lean to the side, trying to peek around her and get a better look at what she’s painting.

      The rim of my hat pushes the door forward and it creaks loudly.

      Kimber twists around, knocking her stool to the floor. I blink, nearly gasping at the series of deep scars trailing down her right cheek.

      She flings the hood of her sweater over her head and turns away.

      “Who’s there?” she asks. “What do you want?”

      I jump back from the door. “I’m sorry—” I hold up my hands, thinking fast. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just making a delivery in your back door — at your back door. I’m the milkman.”

      I cringe at myself. I’m the milkman.

      I shake it off and wait, listening closely to any movement inside. After several silent moments, I finally hear the soft shuffle of feet and the door slowly opens on her.

      Kimber peeks out at me, showing nothing by the left side of her face around the black hood. Her blonde hair has been strategically pushed over to obscure everything to the right of her nose.

      My chest skips at the sight of her bright, blue eye peeking out at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      “It’s okay,” she says, looking at the crate in my hands. “You can just set it on the table.”

      She opens the door a little wider and I step inside.

      I do as she asks and set it on the table, letting my curious gaze drift to the canvas in the corner. It’s a stunning landscape. Jagged and a bit sloppy, but still stunning with a smeared purple and blue sunset.

      “You’re Nate, right?”

      I turn to her. “Yeah,” I answer.

      She nods. “I was sorry to hear about your dad,” she says. “He was real sweet to me.”

      I chuckle. My father? Sweet?

      “Thanks, that’s... strange to hear, honestly. But thank you.”

      She widens the door again, hinting for me to leave, and I quickly walk through it.

      “Give your mother my best,” she says.

      “I will.”

      I linger by the door, still drawn to her. Is this pity? Or sympathy? Or some twisted satisfaction of seeing the most popular girl in school cowering in the shadows? The girl who never looked twice at me, no matter how long I stared at her.

      “It was nice to see you again, Kimber,” I say.

      She stops, her hair gently shifting as she inches the door open again. “I didn’t think you remembered me,” she says, amused.

      I scoff. “Are you serious? I’m shocked you even know my name.”

      “You’re the milkman’s kid,” she says, her voice lighter. “Kind of hard to forget.”

      I wince. “Yeah, I guess.” I look at the painting again. “Did you do that?” I ask.

      “Uh...” Her head turns down. “Yeah, I just... it’s supposed to help me...”

      Her words fade off as she flexes her gloved right hand.

      “Well, it’s great,” I say.

      Her shoulders bounce beneath her hood. “It’s all right.”

      “No, you’ve got style,” I say. “I like it.”

      She hums a soft laugh. “Maybe.”

      “Anyway... I’ll let you go. Again, I’m sorry I scared you.”

      “It’s all right. Really. I’m just jumpy.”

      I take a slow step back. “Have a good day, Kimber.”

      “Thanks.” For a second, she smiles. “You, too, Nate.”

      She closes the door and I let out my breath.

      Well, I can’t say I miss this feeling of breathlessness. Kimber Kyle showing me attention usually knocked the wind out of me when I was fifteen but I didn’t expect that instinct to still be there.

      I didn’t expect the scars, either.

      I step away from the door and head back to the truck, actively shaking the willies out of my limbs. I can’t begin to picture what that must have been like for her. Not sure I even want to try. To go from the queen of Clover High to… what she is now.

      Some people really do change.
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      I unpack the crate of Scott’s Dairy goods, or as Curtis loves to call it: “That shit I could easily go out and buy myself like a normal person.”

      He’s not wrong.

      What dear husband doesn’t seem to understand is that healing takes time. I may never become one-hundred-percent of who I used to be. Correction: I will never be. I might not be in physical pain anymore but I can still hear the crack of bones if I let my mind wander for too long.

      But I’m trying. I would like nothing more than to be her again but I need him to meet me halfway.

      Is it really too much to ask that my husband meet me halfway?

      I think not.

      I open the refrigerator and I realize I forgot to set my empties out again but I’ll do that next time. Mr. Scott always forgives me. No big deal, he always says.

      Or said.

      That’s the last thing he said to me, now that I think about it. I bite my lip, feeling a sudden rush of grief in my stomach. I’ve known that man since I was a child and now he’s gone. I’ve known his son since our first day of kindergarten.

      Nate Scott. Can’t say I ever thought twice about him, outside of the silly high school rumor-mill, naturally. I hope he’s doing okay. He seemed all right.

      I put the groceries away. As the cool, refrigerated air touches my face, I notice the soft upward curl on my lips. I’m smiling. Feels good.

      I pause and wonder where it came from.

      You’ve got style.

      I’ve never shown anyone my paintings before, not even Curtis — though, that’s not for lack of trying in his case. To be honest, I think they’re shit. I don’t paint for art’s sake, after all. I do it to try and train my hands again. Not everyone remembers what it was like to learn how to hold a pencil or a brush and even fewer know what it’s like to learn it with only two working fingers on your dominant hand.

      But alas, I smile.

      Because a cute boy told me I’ve got style.

      Maybe Curtis is right. I am pathetic.

      I wander across the house, letting light feet guide me toward the library just left of the stairs. It wasn’t always a library. It was going to be a nursery but the accident put those plans on hold. I couldn’t use the stairs for several months afterward, so Curtis set this room up for me. A single bed so I could sleep alone without Curtis accidentally moving around too much and hurting me, a big chair for me to lounge in, and a large bookshelf packed tightly with dozens upon dozens of books. Reading was all I wanted to do when I finally came home from the hospital. TV screens, computer monitors, and even smartphones hurt my eyes and give me headaches nowadays, but I can read. So, that’s what I do now.

      I read and I paint. Alone.

      That last bit is all my fault, though. Friends reached out. Family overstayed their welcome. In the end, I couldn’t stand the way they looked at me anymore. I stopped returning calls. I ignored texts and emails. Eventually, they gave up and stopped coming around at all. It made me happy, for a while. I had Curtis.

      For a while.

      I walk to the bookshelf in the library and bend down, reaching for the thin hardcover book in the bottom corner. Clover High School yearbook. Reach for the Stars!, it says on the cover.

      I sit down, flip open the front cover, and there I am. I think I might be on every single page of this thing. Cheerleading squad practice. Football games. Student government. Prom and Homecoming court. Just flashing a smile for any random camera raised at me in the hallway. Strike a pose, girl.

      She was a horrible person. Don’t let the bright, bubbly persona fool you. She was ugly and cold on the inside. She had no idea what real pain was or what real life was like. What I wouldn’t give to reach into these pictures and smack her across the face.

      She got what she deserved, I suppose.

      I turn a page and find a few familiar faces. Three teens standing in front of bright red lockers. My neighbors, Will Myers and Jovie Ross, and the new milkman himself, Nathaniel Scott. If I recall, Will and Jovie were always as inseparable as this photo suggests with their arms locked around each other and her pink lips pressed against his cheek.

      And Nate… he stands there with his arms crossed over his chest and a deep smirk on his mouth. A bit awkward, a little dorky, but handsome in his own way.

      And there’s that smile again.

      I lick my lips as they stretch along my cheeks but it’s not long before I hear Curtis’ voice in my head again.

      Am I really sitting here, smiling over nothing more than thirty seconds of a male’s attention?

      Pathetic.

      The thick pages flop to the back cover and I scan across the sea of signatures. Some names I recognize, some vaguer than others. An inside joke here. A crude illustration there.

      I look at the right corner and pause at the inscription along the bottom.

      I hope you get everything your heart desires. -N.S.

      Did Nate write that? How many N.S.s did our class have?

      I don’t remember asking him to sign it. Then again, our class was pretty small and these books got passed around in just about every class on the last day of school. I signed dozens without really knowing whose it was.

      Have a great summer! -Kimber K.

      I wrote it in my own yearbook without even realizing it. I just loved what it was like to sign an autograph.

      Nate’s reads more personal than my boring platitude. Or maybe that’s what he wrote in everybody’s book. Maybe he really did want everyone to get what their hearts desired.

      But alas, I smile.
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      I still remember Kimber Kyle signing this yearbook like it were yesterday.

      It was the last hour of our last day of senior year. Mrs. Nelson’s Advanced English Lit class. She threw on a movie because what the hell was she supposed to do, teach? The rest of us passed around our yearbooks and counted down the final minutes of our high school existence.

      I stare at it now, still recalling the gentle whip of her hand as it scurried along the page. She closed the book and passed it off to the next person and I held my breath until it finally came back to my desk.

      Have a great summer! -Kimber K.

      Cliché? Yes. Generic? Sure. But I didn’t care. I thought it’d be worth something someday. We all did.

      Kimber Kyle was going places.

      I close my yearbook and toss it back into the bottom desk drawer before heading downstairs.

      Mom looks up from her Kindle as I enter the kitchen. “You look nice,” she says, her chin propped up on her hand. “Going out?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to Lucky’s with Will and Jovie,” I say.

      She lets out a quick laugh. “Will and Jovie. Haven’t seen them in a while. Didn’t she have a baby?”

      I nod. “Yeah, Joanne. I met her yesterday. She’s cute.”

      My mother leans back and crosses her arms. She says nothing and just stares at me with an amused twist on her face.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she says.

      I don’t move. “What?” I ask again.

      “Reconnecting with old friends. Hanging out at Lucky’s bar.”

      “What’s your point, Mom?”

      “No point. Just sounds like you’re making yourself quite at home again.”

      I exhale. “Have you put out an ad for ranchers yet?”

      “Goes live on Monday,” she says, still smiling.

      “Cool. Don’t wait up.”

      She scoffs. “What the hell do I care how late you stay out? Just don’t wake me when you get in or I’ll put cow dung in your Cocoa Puffs.”

      I chuckle as I grab my jacket off the door. “Love you, too.”

      “Bye, kid. Drive safe.”

      I nudge the door closed behind me as I step outside, sliding my jacket on as I move toward the milk truck. I’d rather drive anything else around the town of Clover but, unfortunately, this is the only mode of transportation I have right now.

      The highway into town is mostly deserted for a Saturday night but Clover doesn’t exactly attract tourists in the first place. I glare at the sign as I pass it by.

      Clover, Kansas.

      The Forgotten Paradise.

      Fitting, sure, if your idea of paradise includes three different yarn stores but no Starbucks.

      But I digress.

      I turn onto Main Street, picking up my speed a bit to navigate past the teenagers lounging around the gazebo. Back in my day, that gazebo was off-limits after sundown but I guess the three-man law enforcement team at the Sheriff’s station realized that it was a lot easier to keep tabs on the youths in plain sight than banning them from the center square.

      Back in my day? Christ, I’m getting old.

      I drive down to the end of First Street, coming to a stop by the curb outside of Will and Jovie’s house. My eyes lock on the motorcycle in the driveway. The Bolt. Will’s pride and joy. It’s good to see some things never changed.

      I hop out of my truck and walk up the porch to knock.

      The door swings open quickly and a petite, middle-aged woman stands there. Her jaw drops as she looks at me and gasps.

      “Nathaniel Scott? Is that you?” she asks.

      I smile wide. “Hey, Dr. Myers.”

      “Rachel,” she corrects.

      “Nope,” I say, shaking my head. “It still doesn’t sound right.”

      “You’re the only one of my son’s friends I never wore down. You know that?”

      “What can I say? A respectable woman like you deserves to be addressed with respect.”

      She opens her arms to me. “Oh, shut up and give me a hug.”

      I step forward and she wraps her arms around my chest. She pats my back hard and lingers there a moment longer before speaking in my ear.

      “How are you holding up?” she asks.

      I pull back and nod as she closes the door behind me. “I’m doing all right,” I answer.

      “And your mother?”

      “She’s keeping her sense of humor about it.”

      She gives a sweet smile. “That’s what I like to hear. You let her know that if she needs anything, she can call me, all right?”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Her eyes fall to my mouth. “How are your teeth?”

      I press my lips together. “Uh…”

      “Oh, boy.” She ticks her tongue in disappointment. “You come and see me while you’re in town. I’ll fit you in for a cleaning.”

      “I’ll… check my schedule.”

      Jovie glides in from the other room wearing a little, black dress and a blue, denim jacket. She balances Joanne on one hip and holds a pair of strappy, black heels in her free hand.

      She notices me and smiles. “Oh, hey, Nate. Will, Nate’s here!” she shouts across the house.

      “Hey, Jovie,” I greet.

      Rachel’s attention instantly shifts to the baby. “That’s right. Nathaniel’s here. So, give me the baby and go away.”

      Jovie slides Joanna into her arms. “You sure you have everything you need?” she asks.

      Rachel nods. “I have extra diapers, a pair of clean jammies, and Chinese take-out on the way. This Saturday night is about to get lit up, as the kids say.” She looks at me. “Do the kids still say that?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea.”

      Will walks in, rolling up his sleeves as he goes. “Hey, Nate,” he says. “Mom, you remember Nate, right?

      She grins. “How could I forget my favorite milkman?” she says, flashing me a seductive wink.

      I roll my eyes. “Here we go...”

      Will squints as he glares between us. “What’s that now?”

      “She’s kidding,” I say.

      “No, I’m not,” she says. “He was so quick and punctual. Always put his milk in exactly the right spot—”

      “We should get going now,” I say quickly as Will towers a little taller over me. “Right, Jovie?”

      She smiles. “I want to hear more about you and Will’s mom.”

      I groan.

      Rachel laughs and smacks Will’s arm. “Lighten up. You guys have fun.”

      Will leans over and kisses his daughter on the head. “We’ll be back later,” he says, switching to a more soothing tone. “Goodnight, Jo.”

      Jovie does the same, pausing to poke the baby’s cheeks. “Bye-bye, Joanne,” she coos.

      “You have my number, right, Mom?” Will asks.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, get out,” Rachel says. “I raised two of these things already, you know.”

      He laughs. “Okay. Bye, Mom.”

      I wave as I walk out the door. “It was nice to see you, Dr. Myers.”

      She flashes another wink at me. I instantly slink away only to run right into Will’s annoyed glare again.

      I throw up my hands. “I never touched your mom, dude.”

      “Good,” he says. “Keep it that way.”

      Jovie closes the door behind us, cackling softly to herself.

      I let out a long sigh, partially regretting coming out here tonight as Will cracks a massive grin and slaps my back.

      “Let’s go!” he says.

      Sure, it’s just an inside joke but it’s a joke that gets old fast once everyone at school accuses you of banging their mom.

      I follow them off the porch and we head toward Jovie’s old powder blue car in the garage.

      My eyes drift to the VanHouten house next door. The curtains by the front door sway into place, suddenly dropped before my gaze can focus on them.

      I smile, sensing opportunity. “Hold on a second, guys.”

      I skip up the sidewalk and hop onto the VanHouten’s porch.

      “Nate, what are you doing?” Will asks. “Nate?”

      “Nate,” Jovie says. “What are you doing?”

      “Nate.”

      I wave to them without an answer and knock twice on the front door. Seconds of silence pass but I can sense something move on the other side.

      I knock again. “Hey, Kimber, you home?”

      Finally, the lock turns and the door slowly opens.

      Kimber stands there, slouched over with that same black hoodie pulled over her head. Her long, blonde bangs hang over her right eye, blocking those scars I swore I saw before.

      “Hey, Kimber. How you doing?” I ask.

      “Hey,” she says, eying the street behind me. “What’s up?”

      “So, we’re heading over to Lucky’s for some drinks,” I say. “You wanna tag along?”

      Her eye grows wide. “Really?”

      “Yeah, It’s just me, Will, and Jovie. And while being their third wheel sounds amazing, I also kinda want to have some fun while I’m in town, so how about it? Be my date?”

      “Oh, I’m...” She shakes her head. “I’m married.”

      “I know,” I say, taking a step back. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just wanted to be nice and neighborly and extend the offer. No pressure or anything. I thought maybe you’d like to hang out and catch up, is all. I’m sorry if I bothered you...”

      I turn to leave.

      “Wait, I...”

      I pause and glance back from the porch stairs.

      Kimber takes a single step outside. “I...” She nods. “Yeah, sure, I’ll come.”

      “You will?” I ask.

      “Yeah.”

      I look at Jovie. “Does your car seat four?” I ask.

      “It sure does!” she answers.

      Kimber backs up. “Well, I don’t...”

      I hop up to the door again. “Don’t what?”

      She lowers her voice. “I don’t ride in cars,” she whispers, a bit of fear in her eyes.

      “Oh.” I recall what my mother told me about her accident. Hell, I don’t blame her one bit. “Well, that’s cool. I’ll walk with you. It’s just a few blocks.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks.

      I wave at Will and Jovie. “You guys go on ahead, we’ll meet you there.”

      They slowly lower into the car, their expressions full of shock and awe. Either no one in town thought to extend a friendly hand to Kimber VanHouten before... or they have and she never took it until now.

      I look at Kimber and she shows that little smile again.

      “Can I have a minute?” she asks, pointing inside.

      “Yeah, take your time,” I say. “I’ll wait out here.”

      She nods and slinks back inside, closing the door behind her.

      As soon as it latches, I exhale a hard breath I didn’t realize I was holding. If I had tried this ten — or even five — years ago, I’m not sure it would have ended in my favor. Or maybe it would have and I’m just a little too late.

      She’s married. To a corporate tool. But still, married.

      The door opens again after a few minutes and Kimber steps out. She wears a pair of blue jeans and a long-sleeve black sweater with a black glove on her right hand. It’s almost seventy degrees out but I don’t dare comment on it.

      Her hair falls over the right side of her face, locked in place by a light brown beanie hat.

      “Okay,” she says, gripping her purse. “I’m ready.”

      I throw on a smile and casually slide my hands into my pockets. “Shall we?” I ask.

      She nods. “Let’s go,” she says.
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      And just like that… silence.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting.

      We make it down the block before I finally can’t take it anymore. I’m hanging out with Kimber Kyle, for Christ’s sake!

      Fucking say something, you idiot.

      “So...” I clear my throat. “What have you been up to?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?” she asks, looking forward.

      “Well, the last time I saw you, you were voted Most Likely to Be on Broadway,” I say. “I’m curious why you’re still here in Kansas.”

      “Oh.” She pauses. “Yeah, I tried for a while, but...”

      “It didn’t work out?”

      “Big no,” she says. “I went to New York for a few years. Did a few off-off-off-Broadway shows.” She shakes her head. “Eventually ran out of money.”

      “You came back?”

      “Crawling,” she says with a little laugh. “I moved back in with my parents. The next day, I walked to the coffee shop in the town square, ordered a huge caramel latte, and cried into it for what seemed like hours. After a while, I looked up and a man was standing over me. Three months later, we were engaged.”

      “Curtis VanHouten?” I ask.

      She nods. “He was passing through the area on business for his dad, stopped in for a cup of coffee, and the rest is history.”

      “Was he passing through my family’s farm, by chance?” I joke.

      “Actually, yes.”

      “Sounds like him.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard him and his father talk about your farm.” She glances at me. “Are you guys gonna sell?”

      “It’s tempting, not gonna lie,” I answer. “But it’s a no, as long as my mother has anything to say about it.”

      “Good.”

      I look at her. “Good? I figured you’d be all for it.”

      “Curtis’ business is his business,” she says. “Scott’s Dairy is a piece of my childhood, you know? I used to wake up every morning, sit down for my cereal, and the milk bottle always had your family’s logo on it.”

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “We all did.” She kicks a rock down the sidewalk. “And despite the many times I’ve told Curtis how much your farm means to this town, he’s still determined to make that sale. It’s actually the very reason why he moved out here in the first place.”

      “He didn’t move here to be with you?”

      “No.” She lets out a laugh. “His father was obsessed with it. And now so is he. Being with me was just… a bonus, I guess.”

      I stand a little taller, suddenly feeling a burst of that family pride my mother gushes about. “Speaking of, where is hubby tonight?” I ask.

      “Working.”

      “On a Saturday night?”

      “Every night,” she says, her voice low. “Like I said, he’s obsessed.”

      I gawk at her. Why would a man work all day and night if he had a woman like Kimber at home?

      We turn off onto the town square. I notice her pace slow down as a burst of laughter rises from the gazebo in the center. Just a bunch of kids playing around. I ease back with her and she slowly resumes her normal stride.

      “What about you?” she asks. “Last time I saw you I figured you’d be the next milkman.”

      “Yeah, everybody did,” I say. “It’s what my old man did. It’s what his old man did.”

      “Sounds like a lot of pressure.”

      “It was. Still is,” I say with a nod. “I packed a bag and left.”

      “To where?”

      “Anywhere,” I answer. “I was just so sick of being Nate Scott. I wanted to go someplace where people didn’t know who I was, or where I came from, or every little detail of my life or my family.”

      She nods. “I know what that’s like.”

      “On one hand, I understand it. You have a name and a purpose. It’s right there. Built-in from birth. But on the other…”

      “It’s built-in from birth,” she says.

      “Exactly. It’s like I had no choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.” She glances at me. “It’s just the options usually wound up being damned if you do damned if you don’t.”

      I nod, letting it sink in. “Yeah.”

      We walk in silence down the street, the road quickly brightening as we move closer toward Lucky’s bar. The dark concrete lights up beneath the red and blue neon bulbs promising half-off wings and Ladies’ Night specials.

      Kimber’s stride slows again and I get another close look at her face. She holds her breath with nearly-closed eyes as if the bright lights bother her. The large group hanging out at the entrance laugh out loud and she cringes, though I’m positive it has nothing to do with her.

      “Hey,” I say, extending my arm. “Let’s have some fun, eh?”

      She looks at my elbow, her smile inching up as she slowly hooks her arm with mine.

      “Let’s have some fun,” she repeats.
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      I can’t believe I said yes to this.

      Lucky’s bar on a Saturday night? Of course, it was going to be packed. Of course, people would stop and laugh at me, trying to get just one peek at my damaged face. Why the hell do they care so much anyway? But this is Clover, after all. Your business is their business. It’s always been this way.

      What was I thinking?

      That I needed to get out of the house, that’s what. That I needed to break out of this prison I’ve made for myself.

      But I’m not ready for this.

      Maybe I should just leave.

      Maybe I would… if Nate Scott weren’t holding my arm right now.

      Well, that’s a strange thought.

      “Hey, Nate, over here!”

      Will and Jovie sit at a small table just off the entrance, right behind the large group congregating by the bar. I stiffen but I pretend not to as Nate leads me toward them.

      We stop by the table but Nate doesn’t sit down in the two empty chairs waiting for us.

      “Hey! Let’s move to the back,” Nate shouts over the noise, pointing toward a vacant booth in the back, shadowed corner.

      I almost smile.

      Will follows his finger and nods, giving a thumbs up as he and Jovie grab their glasses and the pitcher of beer off the table.

      I keep close to Nate as he pushes between the crowd. I can practically feel their eyes boring holes into me, recognizing me and whispering my name. We pass the pool tables and the jukebox and I keep my head down beneath the bright, fluorescent bulbs.

      Oh, dammit, Kimber. Come on. You’re out here. You’re doing this. Just raise your head and try.

      Just try.

      I turn my head up to meet the eyes around me... only to realize that they aren’t following me around at all like I feared.

      They’re following him.

      Looks of pity and solemn head shakes. The latest death in the Clover family.

      Nate takes it all in stride, calmly issuing a few quick salutes and waves. It follows us all the way into the back corner until Nate plops down into the booth and slides in to put his back against the wall next to a small lamp on the table. Will and Jovie take the bench across from us and I lower into the empty spot next to Nate.

      He leans closer to me. “You ever get the feeling everyone is staring at you?” he whispers.

      “I thought it was just me,” I say.

      “Let’s ignore them together, shall we?”

      He pushes the small table lamp away, setting it on the far corner and it grows just a little bit darker on our side.

      I smile a thank you and he nods as a tall, red-headed woman appears over our table.

      “Hey, Lucky,” Will greets her with a smile.

      She smiles back, her little eyes scanning around the entire table. “Well, this is an array of faces I haven’t seen in a long while.”

      Jovie shrugs. “We’ve been busy with the baby.”

      “How’s the night off so far?”

      “Excellent,” Will says, raising his pint glass. “Can we get two more glasses, please?”

      Jovie gestures to hers. “And a refill on mine. Water with lemon.”

      “Coming right up.” Lucky pauses with her painted eyes locked on Nate. “Welcome home, Mr. Scott.”

      He flashes an awkward grin. “Lucky. How are ya?”

      “Lonely,” she answers, her red lips curling. “You?”

      “Not particularly,” he answers.

      Jovie’s soft snort draws my eyes across the table. She and Will try hard to stifle their laughter and I swear I feel Nate’s shoe kick out to strike Will in the shin beneath our table.

      “I’ll go get your glasses,” Lucky says, her eyes finally straying from Nate.

      “Thanks, Lucky,” Jovie says, her voice a bit too loud.

      Lucky barely makes it three feet away from the table before Will and Jovie finally crack and Nate deflates onto his hands.

      I stare at them with confusion. “Okay, what did I miss?”

      Jovie gasps. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Nothing,” Nate says. “Can we not?”

      Jovie ignores him. “You remember the rumors about Nate?”

      I look at him as his eyes pinch shut. “Yeah, but they were just bull, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Will says. “They were. All except...” he smiles at Nate, “for one.”

      Nate groans.

      My jaw drops. “You banged Lucky?!”

      “And these assholes won’t let me forget it,” he mutters.

      “I actually had forgotten about it until she flashed you those fuck-me eyes,” Will says, batting his lashes.

      “Me, too,” Jovie says.

      Will straightens up. “Really, man, I would not have suggested this place if I thought it’d make you uncomfortable,” he says. “We can leave if you want.”

      “No,” Nate says. “I’m not uncomfortable. It’s fine. It’s ancient history.”

      I bite my cheek, barely able to contain myself. “So, did she pick you up, or what?”

      Jovie slaps a hand over her mouth as she snorts again.

      Nate exhales. “Okay, now I’m uncomfortable.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, holding in a laugh. “You don’t have to answer that. Never mind.”

      “No, it’s all right.” He clears his throat and smiles. “Actually, I picked her up.”

      I raise my brows. “Really?”

      “I know, right?” Jovie says. “You wouldn’t expect it but I’ve seen Nate sweet talk his way beneath a lot of skirts.”

      Nate frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She cocks her head. “Oh, come on. Kimber, you know what I mean.”

      He looks at me. “What does she mean, Kimber?”

      I hesitate, muttering my words. “I guess… she… means that you…” I pause as I look into his amused eyes. “Okay, it is a little shocking. I mean, I wouldn’t expect you to have it in you to pick up a woman like Lucky.”

      “Nathaniel Scott,” Will says. “The man. The myth. The milkman.”

      Nate squints. “Shut up.”

      Lucky appears over our table again and the four of us freeze in a pin-drop silence. She bends over way too far and lays down the two empty pint glasses, one in front of me and the other in front of Nate — her seductive, green eyes locked on the latter the entire time.

      Without a word from any of us, Lucky turns around again and walks off.

      Jovie nods. “She forgot my refill.”

      We all crack up, Nate included. I cover my mouth, laughing against it and making sure my hair doesn’t stray too far out of place.

      When I look at Nate again, I realize he’s gazing at me. His eyes drop quickly and he reaches for the pitcher of beer on the table to fill his glass.

      I lower my hands to my side but my grin stays high.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stare at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. My pink cheeks hurt from smiling all night and I can’t remember that last time I drank this much but I can’t seem to make myself care either.

      At some point, somewhere in that dark corner surrounded by people I never once thought could be my friends, I felt a piece of the old me coming out again. That carefree Kimber with bright eyes and an infectious laugh. I’d forgotten what my own laugh sounded like.

      I’d forgotten what my own laugh sounded like.

      Wow.

      The door opens behind me and I roll my shoulders back as Jovie walks in. She lets out a happy groan and joins me by the mirror.

      “You all right?” she asks, raising her fingers to just beneath her nostrils.

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I breathe out. “Just needed to splash some water on my face. Been a while since I’ve had this much to drink...”

      She chuckles and rubs a glob of soap over her palms as she soaks her hands beneath the tap. “That’s gonna be me in a few months.” She brings her soapy hands to her nostrils again and winces. “I’m never going to rid myself of this onion ring smell, am I?”

      I laugh. “They are quite pungent.”

      “Blegh.” She finishes washing up and rips off a fresh paper towel. “It feels so good having a night out, though. One of the first we’ve had since Joanne was born.” She glances at me in the mirror. “You and Curtis don’t have kids, right?”

      “We haven’t... crossed that bridge yet.”

      “It’s an interesting bridge, that’s for sure.” She tosses the paper towel away and turns to face me. “So, what’s the deal with you and Nate?”

      I pause. “What do you mean?”

      “We were kind of shocked he asked you to come along,” she says, smirking. “You weren’t exactly on each other’s radar in high school.”

      “I’m just as surprised as you are.”

      “Oh, I’m not surprised. Just shocked he had the nerve to talk to you at all.”

      I tilt my head. “Okay, you’ve lost me, Jovie.”

      She fidgets on her feet. “Okay, so this was a million years ago, but... Nate had quite the eye for you back at Clover High.”

      Heat pours into my cheeks again. “He did?”

      “Well, everybody did. Obviously. But especially Nate. We used to give him shit about it.” She waves a hand. “Don’t take that the wrong way or anything. You remember how teens can be assholes to each other about crushes and whatnot.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “So... shocked.” Her smirk deepens. “But not surprised.”

      “I get it,” I say with a nod.

      “I am a little surprised you said yes, though,” she says. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you outside of your garage.”

      My gaze falls to the old, chipped sink in front of us. “Yeah, I just... I’m trying to branch out and feel normal again, if that makes sense.”

      “It does.” Her face goes soft. “Kimber, I’m sorry if I haven’t been very neighborly to you this year. I’ve been wrapped up in my own baby-centric world and I never really made myself available to you when I should have...”

      “No, it’s not your fault. I haven’t been very approachable in a long time.”

      “I know what it’s like,” she says. “Not what you went through, specifically, but loss, grief. I’ve been to some dark places before.”

      I nod. Everyone in Clover knows a thing or two about Jovie Ross’ family history and her epic falling out with Will Myers.

      “If you ever need to talk to somebody, I’m right next door,” she says. “I probably should have said this a year ago, but... I’m hoping for a better-late-than-never situation here.”

      I smile. “Thanks, Jovie. That means a lot, actually...”

      “I’m happy you came out with us tonight,” she says. “We should make it a regular thing — if you want.”

      “I might take you up on that.”

      “Or if you’d prefer something a little lighter, there’s always Will’s sister’s book club.” She rolls her eyes back and makes a long snoring noise. “He makes me go. They meet on Tuesdays. I’d really dig the friendly company.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, sure. That sounds fun.”

      “Fun is a stretch,” she chuckles, “but we’ll power-through the horrendous quote-unquote literature together. Do you like to read? I usually just throw on an audiobook while hanging out with the baby, to be honest. Sitting still for too long makes me antsy.”

      “I love to read, actually,” I say.

      “Oh, good. You’ll fit right in and show me up. It’ll be just like high school again,” she quips, gently nudging my elbow with hers.

      “What are they reading now?”

      She pauses, glancing up in deep thought. “Some romance by... something Rose? Not my genre of choice. I’ll stop by and let you know before this week’s meeting.” She gestures at the door. “Anyway, we should get back out there before the guys find their way over to the karaoke machine.” She raises a palm. “Trust me, no good will come of it.”

      “I’ll be right out. Just gonna wash my hands.”

      “Okay.”

      Jovie opens the bathroom door and a wave of sounds carry in, everything from voices to laughter to music to the clack of billiard balls.

      The door swings closed behind her and the noise falls away. I turn to stare at myself in the mirror again. Bright, blue eyes. Full, pink cheeks. The old Kimber shining through…

      But...

      I slide my beanie off my head and tilt forward, allowing for my hair to fall thicker in front of me. I fix the hat back on, sliding it down to secure the hair in place over the scars tearing their way down my right cheek.

      But I’m still the new Kimber, no matter how much the old one wants to come back.
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      Will and I stumble out of the bar, our arms loosely wrapped around the other’s shoulders.

      “I’ve got friends in low plaaaaces!” we bellow together, out-of-sync and pleasantly tone-deaf.

      I turn my head in time to see Jovie rolls her eyes at Kimber.

      “See? No good,” she says.

      Kimber laughs.

      “Hey, hey!” I say, pointing a finger. “Are you dissing us?”

      Will spins around. “Oh, hell naw. You can’t say a disparaging word about the talented vocal duo of Willon and Natefunkel.”

      I frown. “I thought it Naten and Willfunkel.

      He scoffs. “Uh… no. That’s never been a thing.”

      I push him off me. “I beg to differ, sir.”

      “Boys…” Jovie says.

      Will raises a few lose fists. “I’ll fight you for it.”

      Kimber cringes. “Uh-oh.”

      Jovie shakes her head. “This man fathered my child.”

      I keep my hands at my sides and stand up tall. “She’s got a point,” I say to Will. “We should be role models for your little girl.”

      Will nods and drops his arms. “All right—”

      I reach out and smack his cheek. “I win!”

      “Cheater!”

      “Wuss!”

      “Boys,” Jovie warns again.

      Will and I straighten up and present our hands in surrender.

      “Sorry, Jove,” Will says.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Sorry.”

      She crosses her arms but she’s unable to hold back a smile. “We should get them home before Sheriff Thompson does his rounds,” she says to Kimber. “You guys want a ride back?”

      “Nah,” I say, as Kimber’s eyes fall downward. “Want to walk it off with me, Kimber?”

      She lifts her head and nods. “Sure,” she says.

      “Okie-dokie.” Jovie latches onto Will’s arm. “We’ll see you later, then. Goodnight!”

      I wave goodbye. “Night, Jove.”

      “Goodnight, Jovie,” Kimber says.

      Will throws up a hand. “Bye, Kimber. Bye, Natefunkel.”

      I frown as Kimber chuckles.

      Jovie sighs and yanks Will toward her car. “Come on…”

      We watch as she gets him inside and swings back around to the driver’s side.

      “Thank you.”

      I look at Kimber to find her staring at me with light, serious eyes.

      “For what?” I ask.

      She shifts on her toes. “For not making it too obvious why we’re walking,” she says.

      “Oh, that?” I swat the air. “No big deal.”

      “No, it is. Really. I haven’t...” She slides her hands into her pockets. “After the accident, I got into Curtis’ car at the hospital and I couldn’t breathe. They had to sedate me just to get me home and ever since, I just...”

      “Hey,” I say. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain yourself.”

      She swallows hard. “Thank you.”

      I gesture to the sidewalk and we make our way there with slow, comfortable strides.

      “Thank you, actually,” I say. “To be honest, I was kind of dreading this. You made it somewhat bearable.”

      “Why were you dreading it?” she asks. “I thought you, Will, and Jovie were close.”

      “Oh, we are. No, it wasn’t them. I was just dreading... you know, Clover. In general.”

      She goes quiet for a second. “And Lucky?” she finally asks, her lips curling.

      I hold my breath. “Okay, yeah. Her, too.”

      Kimber chuckles. “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” I shrug. “I just always felt like a joke around here. It’s hard to be taken seriously when you drive around in a white truck with a cow on the side, you know?”

      “I see.”

      “It’s all just temporary, though,” I add. “I’ll be out of here again soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “Three weeks, tops.”

      “Where are you living now?” she asks.

      “A tiny shack just outside of Portland,” I answer.

      Her brow piques with interest. “Oh, yeah? Do you like it out there?”

      “It’s...” I pause. “Well, it’s not Kansas. So, yeah, I do. If that makes sense.”

      She nods. “It makes perfect sense.”

      I glance over at her just in time to catch a street lamp igniting her pink cheek. “You think you and Curtis will ever get out of here?”

      “Uh...” She takes a breath. “I don’t know. Part of me hopes so.”

      “And the other part?”

      She raises her head and looks around. “Part of me thinks this is home,” she says. “it’s hard to imagine settling down anywhere else. Raising kids, growing old. That’s what Clover was made for…” She peeks over at me and we lock eyes for a second. “If that makes sense.”

      I nod. “Part of me wants to say yeah. It does.”

      “And the other part?”

      I chuckle. “The other part thinks you’re crazy.”

      She laughs, then pauses. “I wonder...”

      “Wonder what?” I ask.

      “Is it... easier to blend in out there?” she asks. “There’s not a whole lot of crowd to get lost in out here.”

      “Yeah, definitely,” I answer. “But...”

      “But what?”

      “Out there you get lost not because no one sees you but because no one cares about you,” I say.

      Kimber nods slowly as she takes in my answer.

      We move silently, turning with ease as we reach First Street.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” Kimber asks, breaking the silence. “It might seem weird, but...”

      “Yes,” I answer, exhaling hard. “Lucky’s carpet does match her drapes.”

      Kimber cracks up, firing a bit a lightning through my toes. “Okay, that’s not what I was going to ask... but I kinda figured,” she adds with a shrug.

      “Sure, go ahead,” I say. “I live for weird questions.”

      She bites her lip. “Do you remember what you wrote in my yearbook senior year?”

      I slow my stride. “Your yearbook?” I ask, innocently.

      “Yeah. I was looking through it the other day and I saw an inscription with the initials N.S. and I couldn’t remember if it was you or not.”

      “What did it say?”

      Kimber pauses on the sidewalk. “I hope you get everything your heart desires,” she says.

      My stomach flips at the memory. “Oh, wow...”

      “Was it you?”

      I scratch the back of my head, hesitating. “Uh, yeah. Yeah. That was me.”

      She smiles. “You sound embarrassed.”

      “No. Not embarrassed. I forgot that I wrote that. It was so long ago…”

      “Did you write it in anyone else’s?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Why did you write it in mine?”

      I tap the toes of my shoe along the concrete. “I... wanted you to be happy, I guess.”

      Kimber looks up at me, the edge of her right eye just barely visible behind the veil of blonde between us. Her chest rises and falls with thick breaths but she doesn’t speak.

      “Kimber, where the hell have you been?”

      Our eye contact breaks as we turn toward the man practically shouting from her front porch.

      Curtis VanHouten.

      His sharp gaze juts at me and his expression quickly shifts to something much warmer and welcoming the moment he recognizes me.

      “Nate Scott,” he says, smiling as he descends the porch steps. “Well, this is a surprise.”

      Kimber clears her throat. “Nate was just walking me home,” she says.

      “From where?” he asks.

      “Lucky’s.”

      His brow rises. “You went to the bar?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I was meeting up with Will and Jovie next door, so I asked Kimber if she’d like to come along and catch up with us while I’m in town. And she did.”

      He nods once. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other.”

      “Oh, Kimi and I go way back.” I nudge her arm. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yeah,” she says. “Way back. High school. Junior high school.”

      “Elementary,” I add. “Diapers, really.”

      Curtis steps closer and drapes his arm over Kimber’s shoulders. “Well, that does sound fun. Maybe I’ll come along next time. I don’t know many of Kim’s friends.”

      It’s subtle but Kimber goes stiff beneath his touch. She throws on a smile to not bring attention to it but it’s obvious to anyone with open eyes.

      I feign a smile, too. “Sure. That’d be great.”

      He stares at me, his fingers coming to a tight grip on her shoulder.

      “Anyway,” I say, pointing behind me at the milk truck down the street. “I should get going. Feeling nice and sober now.”

      “Drive safe,” Kimber says. “Thanks for the walk.”

      “Anytime,” I say, studying her eyes for any hidden signals she might send me.

      She gives me nothing. Maybe I just imagined that stiffness from before. Maybe — just maybe — Kimber VanHouten feels perfectly safe in her husband’s embrace. Maybe it’s just my own wishful thinking that she doesn’t.

      “Goodnight,” I say.

      Curtis waves at me as the two of them turn toward the house. “Goodnight, Nate,” he says.

      I hop up into my truck and sit down in the driver’s seat, trying not to make it too obvious how hard I’m staring at them as I turn the ignition.

      Curtis keeps his grip on her up the porch steps and she flashes a sweet smile as he holds the door open for her. I’m too far away to tell whether or not it’s real.

      Who am I kidding? Of course, it’s real.

      Look at her perfect life with her perfect house and her perfect husband. It’s perfect.

      Oh, well. Can’t feel bad about losing something you never had a chance to have in the first place.

      Still, it was a fun night. I made her laugh.

      That was nice.
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      Curtis’ touch leaves my body the moment the door closes behind us. I instantly miss the sound of crickets and the cool breeze on my face. The air is always so heavy in this house. So silent…

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were going out?”

      I pause to hang my sweater on the coat rack in the hall and turn back toward Curtis. He stands with his back leaning against the front door. His hands in his pockets.

      “It was a spur of the moment thing,” I answer. “Wasn’t even sure I’d go until I was out the door.”

      He nods. I search his face for emotion but it’s completely still. Not warm or cold. Just... still.

      “It was fun,” I say, swallowing. “I’m sorry if I worried you.”

      He blinks twice. “You didn’t.”

      I study his face for another moment. “Are you mad?” I ask. “I’m sorry I didn’t think to leave a note or—”

      “No, quite the contrary. This...” He pushes off the door, his eyes finally showing some light. “It’s great.”

      I exhale my breath. “I know,” I say, finding a smile. “I just did what Dr. Sumner told me to do. Step out of my comfort area, talk to a neighbor, and then... It was really great. I feel like—”

      “You can talk to him for me.”

      I pause. “What?”

      “Nate,” he says, stepping forward. “You say you grew up together. How close are you?”

      “... Why?”

      Curtis cracks a devious grin, like a predator stumbling on his prey’s hiding place. “They won’t even let me in the door, doesn’t matter how much we offer them. I’m an outsider. But if you — the childhood friend, the loyal customer — give them a reason to think twice...” He pinches his chin. “This could work.”

      My face falls. “You want me to try and talk Nate into selling his father’s farm?”

      “Honestly, if I had known about your friendship, I would have told you to much sooner!”

      I gawk at him, unable to speak. This is why he’s happy?

      This is why my first night out since the accident is so great?

      Because of how it could benefit him?

      I turn around and walk out of the foyer.

      Curtis follows behind me. “How about his mother?” he asks. “Do you know her?”

      I reach the refrigerator and yank it open with my gloved hand. “I... I’m not sure. Not really.”

      “I thought the old woman would fold as soon as her husband kicked the bucket but she’s as stubborn as he was,” he says with a scoff. “But everyone has a breaking point. Everyone has a price.”

      My eyes land on the glass bottle in the refrigerator door.

      Scott’s Dairy.

      We’re always there for you.

      I grab the plastic bottle of water beside it and slam the door closed.

      “Did he mention anything about it tonight?” he asks behind me. “What do you think would make them break? What does he want?”

      I exhale hard, forcing all the air out of me as tears threaten my cheeks. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, there’s got to be something.”

      I walk away from him with my head down. “I’m actually really tired, Curtis. Can we talk about this some other time?”

      “Yes, but—” Curtis rushes forward and slides in front of me. His places his hands on my shoulders and I glare at that childish grin stretched on his face. “This is great. We can work with this, darling. I think this is exactly what I needed.”

      We? Darling?

      Exactly what he needed?

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Goodnight, Curtis.”

      I slip from his hands and turn the corner to head into my library. He lets me go and I listen to his feet shuffle through the house toward his study. I’m sure he’s in for a long night of plotting and scheming but I won’t be a part of it.

      I close the door behind me and fall into the big chair by the window. I gaze through the window blinds beside me at the quiet street, feeling a pang of sadness that the milk truck isn’t there anymore. Not even sure what I’d do if it were still there. Nothing, probably. It’d just be nice to see it there.

      I hope you get everything your heart desires.

      Yeah, Nate. I did, too.
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      Sunday. Glorious Sunday.

      The one morning of the week I was always safe from the alarm clock.

      Unfortunately, my dumb, drunken ass forgot to turn it off.

      It rattles on my bedside table. I raise my throbbing head and stare at it for ten whole seconds before I realize where I am.

      Ugh…

      I turn it off and sit up, cringing at the taste of my own morning breath. A light, morning breeze drifts in through my open window. I take a deep breath of it, filling my lungs and blowing it all the way out again.

      Kimber’s smile flashes in my mind.

      I’m definitely awake now.

      I head to the bathroom to brush my teeth and clean up my face. Might as well stay awake if this is going to be my schedule for another few weeks.

      I throw on a shirt as I walk out into the kitchen, pausing as a soft sound twitches my ears. Something human, familiar, and a little heart-breaking.

      I hear it again and ease toward the open front door to peek out onto the porch through the screen door.

      My mother sits on the porch swing with a dark blue shawl wrapped around her shoulders. She brings the crushed tissue in her hand to her face and gently wipes her nose.

      I half-turn to leave, thinking that I should give her space, but that far-off expression on her wet face tugs me right back.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say.

      She flinches and looks away from the door. “Hey, kid,” she says, forcing a pleasant tone. She sniffs and dabs her eyes, banishing evidence but it’s too late for that. “You’re up early.”

      I push open the screen door and step out onto the porch. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, reaching out to grab her coffee mug from the small end table beside the swing. “Just enjoying the sunrise.”

      “Mind if I join you?” I ask.

      She shrugs and I take the empty seat next to her on the swing. My hands twitch on my knees as I hop back and forth between patting her shoulder or just being still. We sit silently and look out across the fields in front of us.

      “Fifteen hundred and sixty.”

      I glance at her. “What?”

      “I did the math,” she says, clearing her throat. “I figure... fifty-two weeks in a year, so there are fifty-two Sundays per year, give or take. Fifty-two multiplied by thirty years. That’s fifteen-hundred and sixty Sundays we sat on this porch. Watching the fog roll in. Listening to the rain. Smiling at the snow.”

      My chest aches. “Mom...”

      “It comes in waves,” she says, wiping her eyes again. “The old habits you’re used to are suddenly... gone.”

      I raise my arm and lay it over her shoulders.

      “I managed to keep it together through the first days waking up alone and the funeral arrangements. Even the service itself but it…” She exhales hard. “It was the goddamn Sunday mornings that did it.”

      I rub her arm, pulling her closer. “It’s okay, Mom. You’re doing great.”

      She lets out a weak sob but quickly reels it in. “It means a lot,” she says, briefly glancing at me. “Having you here.”

      “I’m happy to help out,” I say. “You know that.”

      “Not just to me. To them, too.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, you know Clover folk, honey,” she mutters with a smirk. “Change isn’t part of their vocabulary.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “You’re right about that.”

      “The morning the news broke about your dad, I got nine calls in an hour. You still delivering tomorrow morning?” She scoffs. “Ended up setting it off the hook for a day or two.”

      I shake my head. “Dicks.”

      She laughs. “Yeah. Dicks.”

      I pat her back. “I’ll stick around for as long as you need me, Mom.”

      Her eyes nearly spill over again but she swallows it down. “Thank you, Nate. I’d appreciate that.”

      “You hungry?” I ask. “I could whip up some scrambled eggs and… well, scrambled eggs.”

      “Sure,” she says, standing up with her mug. “Or I can do it and you can go take a shower. You smell like a damn carny.”

      I shrug. “I had a good night.”

      She hums judgmentally and walks inside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Third Street. Seven deliveries on Third Street... I think.

      Two bottles for you. One bottle and a dozen eggs for them. Another two bottles here...

      I glance at my order form and nod with satisfaction that I got it right. Ahh, he can be taught.

      As I lean into the cooler to grab the fresh bottles to fill my crate, a police siren cries out once behind me. I look through the back window to find a police car pulling up behind my truck. It stops and Sheriff Thompson steps out in his glorious, tan-colored hat and bushy, black mustache.

      I stack the bottles into my crate and push open the back door as he walks up.

      “Nathaniel Scott,” he says.

      I pinch the brim on my hat and tilt forward. “Hey, Sheriff.”

      He does the same, bowing to me as he slides his hat off, revealing an even balder scalp than I remember.

      “I heard you were back in town,” he says.

      “Yeah, well...” I nudge the door closed behind me. “Someone’s gotta deliver the milk, you know?”

      He nods. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, son.”

      I sigh at my shoes, flashing back to a few very awkward meetings in his office concerning some rumors. “Here we go...”

      “I just want to make sure you remember what kind of place this town is,” he says. “You’ve been gone a while and you might have forgotten the rules.”

      “Such as...?”

      “Now, I’m only going to tell you this once.” He takes a few steps forward, his hard eyes sliding from my face to my milk crate. “For the sake of me, this town, and your own damn self-respect, never — and I mean never — sing karaoke at Lucky’s bar ever again.”

      I snort. “Oh. That.”

      “You and Myers butchered a classic song for no good reason.”

      “Hey.” I hold up my hands. “Blame Jovie. She was our sober buddy.”

      He chuckles. “When Jovie Ross is the voice of reason, I know I’m in for some overtime.”

      I laugh. “Sheriff, I’m just here to fill in until my mother can find a permanent replacement. Then, I’ll be out of your hair.” I glance up at his shiny scalp. “Figuratively speaking, of course. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I know. I’m just giving you shit, son.” He flashes a wink and puts his hat back on. “I’ll let you get back to work. You take care. Give your mother my best.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Sheriff.”

      He opens his car door. “Oh, and Nate...”

      “Yeah?” I ask as I pick up my crate.

      “Keep your pecker in your pants,” he says.

      I nod. “And there it is.”

      He drives off, his face permanently displaying a wide, childish grin.

      I sigh and finish up the deliveries along Third Street. My memory isn’t as great about Second Street’s orders but I sure have no trouble remembering First’s.

      I blow through the rest of them quickly and snatch two more bottles before heading up the sidewalk toward the VanHouten house.

      The back door is closed. I smile at the empty stoop. Kimber must have forgotten to put out her bottles again.

      I knock once, craning my neck to try and see through the thick curtains in the way. There’s no answer, so I cautiously try the knob. It turns easily, unlocked.

      I take a slow step into the kitchen, leaving the door open behind me. “Kimber?” I say. Still no answer.

      There’s a canvas sitting on the easel in the corner. Another landscape in the works. I step farther in to get a closer look at it. A sunset with deep oranges and tepid blues. Rolling hills and bushy trees.

      Kimber appears from the hallway and pauses, obviously startled by my sudden presence. “Nate...” she says, breathing out.

      “Sorry,” I say. “Just came to drop these off...” I set the glass bottles on the kitchen table.

      “Thanks,” she says, her head turned down. Hair falling along the important bits.

      I gesture to the painting. “This one’s nice, too.”

      She nods. “It’s okay.”

      “Do you have more?”

      “Uh, yeah. A few dozen, maybe.”

      “Really?” I look down the hall, spotting nothing but blank, white walls. “Got any hanging up somewhere? I’d love to see them.”

      “Oh...” She paces to the refrigerator. “No, Curtis doesn’t like them, so I just keep them out in the garage.”

      “You serious?”

      “Yeah, he doesn’t really...” She pulls out an empty glass bottle and sets it on the table beside the new ones. “Care,” she spits out.

      I turn to face her as her eyes start to swell. “Kimber?”

      She wipes her gloved fingers beneath her eyes. “Thank you for the milk, Nate, but do you think you can go? Please...”

      I don’t move. “What’s wrong?”

      Kimber exhales and presses her lips together to hide that they’re trembling. “It’s nothing,” she says, her voice barely audible.

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.” I slide my hat off and toss it onto the table. “What’s up? You can talk to me.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she says, chuckling once.

      “Try me.”

      “No, I mean...” Her head shakes. “I wouldn’t want to foil my husband’s master plan to seize your farm.”

      “His what?” I laugh.

      “When we got back from the bar the other night he seemed so happy,” she says, her eye glistening. “I thought that maybe he was proud of me for taking a chance and getting out of the house. You know, getting better.”

      “And he wasn’t?”

      “No, he was. He was so fucking ecstatic that I knew you. He started asking me if I could talk you into selling your farm since we’re such old friends and all.”

      I scoff. “Jeez...”

      “He didn’t even care that I...” She sniffs, fighting the tears a little harder. “I haven’t left the house like that in nearly a year. And he cared more about what that could mean for him... than what it meant for me. Or for the two of us. It was all about him and that damn farm.”

      A tear rolls down her cheek. She quickly brushes it off and turns away from me.

      I take a soft step closer. “Kimber.”

      She bends forward, obviously sobbing. “You should go,” she says.

      “I’m not leaving.” I lay a hand on her shoulder, gently guiding her back to face me. “Come here.”

      I slide my arms around her, holding her close. I expect her to push me away but she doesn’t. She leans in and buries her face in my chest. Her scent wafts up from her hair and I try not to focus on it. This isn’t about me, no matter how much I’d like to focus on how Kimber Kyle is in my arms right now.

      “He doesn’t love me anymore,” she says.

      I rub her back. “I’m sure he does.”

      “No...” She turns her shaking head up. “He won’t even look at me,” she says, her blonde hair sticking to her cheeks. “All I want is for him to look at me. Not through me. Not around me. At me. I want him to see that I’m still me. I’m a little bit broken but I’m still me…”

      Kimber takes a quick step backward out of my arms. I drop them to my side, giving her the space she needs as she recoils in shame.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      “Don’t be,” I say.

      She half-turns away to look at her canvas. “I didn’t mean to unload on you like that.”

      “It’s okay.” I smile. “Oddly enough, you’re not the first sobbing woman I’ve comforted recently. I’m getting pretty good at it.”

      “God...” She sighs. “That’s right. You just lost your dad and here I am, whining about my stupid shit.”

      “It’s not stupid,” I say. “Honestly, it sounds rough.”

      She nods. “He wasn’t always like this. After the accident, he just...”

      “Changed?” I ask.

      “Not exactly. He was always kind of a... well, you know.”

      “A total douche?” I say.

      She laughs. “Yeah. But not to me. I thought I was immune. I thought I was worthy.” Her eyes roll back. “Sounds so stupid to think about now.”

      “So...” I pause. “Sorry if this is a shitty question, but... why haven’t you left him?”

      “You mean why haven’t I divorced him and taken half of what’s legally mine?” She cocks her head. “You think a VanHouten would dare part with that kind of money?”

      I frown. “He won’t let you go?”

      “No,” she says, taking a breath. “I keep thinking that things will get better, you know? You’d think that he’d be the one person who understands what I’m going through. The one I can count on to tell me I’m beautiful, even if it’s all a lie.” Her shoulders bounce. “I guess if there’s one positive thing you can say about Curtis VanHouten, it’s that he’s no liar.”

      I lean back, stunned at the thought. “Kimber, you are beautiful.”

      Her breath catches in her throat. She turns slightly and looks at me out of the corner of her exposed eye.

      “Nate, you don’t have to...”

      I step closer, gently bending at the hip to try and get a better look at her. “Kimber, look at me,” I say.

      She hesitates as a new trail of tears falls down her cheek.

      I raise my left hand and she flinches with wide eyes. I stop, letting it linger in the space between us as she stares at me.

      “Kimber,” I whisper her name again and her gaze softens. “It’s okay...”

      She turns her head and curiosity spreads along her face. My fingertips graze her right cheek, firing a sudden shockwave up my arm and down my spine. She doesn’t move. She lets me draw a line up her cheekbone. I push her hair back as I go, revealing the tangled web of scars clawing down the right side of her face.

      But I don’t care about them. I care about the girl behind those fearful eyes.

      I tuck her hair behind her ear and leave it there. “See?” I ask, smiling. “You’re beautiful.”

      Kimber exhales a quivering breath. A few spare tears build-up behind her eyelashes. I wipe away the line on her cheek, slowly moving my hand down until my thumb rests beneath her bottom lip.

      My heart jolts in my chest as we lock eyes. I flex my jaw, feeling a twisted mix of sadness and anger. Sadness for her because there’s a not a damn reason in the world for Kimber fucking Kyle to think she’s not beautiful.

      Anger for him for making her feel that way.

      I tilt her head up as I lean over and I don’t stop until my lips touch hers.
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      His mouth touches mine and the world stops.

      I nearly gasp, I would if my body could remember how. My lips purse on their own, blending with his without a moment to think or breathe.

      I kiss him back.

      I kiss Nate Scott.

      I kiss…

      Not my husband.

      “I’m sorry, I...” I turn my lips away. “I can’t. I’m—”

      “I know,” he says, hovering over me. “I knew it was wrong. I couldn’t help myself. I’m sorry...”

      We stand still, barely moving as we breathe in each other’s air.

      “Do you want me to leave?” he asks.

      My muscles lock in place.

      Yes, I think.

      That’s the correct answer. It’d be easier to say it out loud if he didn’t have that soft hand still clinging to my cheek.

      “Nate,” I whisper, hesitating.

      “Tell me to go and I’ll go,” he says, his finger slowly moving toward my ear again. “You can forget this ever happened.”

      My lips twitch. “Would you forget?”

      “Are you kidding?” He smiles. “You’re Kimber Kyle.”

      I look up into his playful eyes. “Nate…”

      “Kimber...” he leans closer, “if you don’t tell me to go right now, I’m going to do it again.”

      “Nate—”

      He crushes his mouth on mine. I open my arms to him, falling even deeper into his warm embrace as his hands roam behind me to rest on my lower back.

      My heart pounds. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched this way, held this way, kissed this way. I feel the desire on his breath, the trembling of his hands, the bulge of his groin…

      I should stop this. I should tell him to go. I’ll let him keep his teenage dream come true but this can’t go on. This can’t...

      I’m a married woman.

      I part my lips and his tongue massages mine. I tighten my grip on his body as my knees buckle and my ankles sway. Nate flexes, easily holding me up as he eases me backward onto the kitchen table.

      I’m a married...

      His hands move up my curves, graze my breasts.

      I’m…

      His lips drop to my neck and he kisses me with a growl in his throat.

      I...

      His touch slides under my sweater and I feel his hand touch the scars on my ribs.

      I tense up.

      “Stop—!” I gasp.

      I jolt backward but he’s got me pinned against the table. The glass bottles shift on top as the table legs scratch along the hardwood floor.

      Nate pulls his hands away. “I’m sorry,” he says, breathing hard.

      I hug my waist, clinging to the sweater and forcing it back down. “I’m not...” My voice breaks. “I don’t want you to see—”

      “Shh,” he whispers. “It’s okay. You don’t have to show me.”

      I cower under his gaze as guilt fills my gut. My eyes burn and my lips tremble. I keep my head down, feeling ready to collapse.

      “Kimber,” he says. “Look at me.”

      I take in his soothing voice. Slowly, I do as he asks me. I turn my head up again, staring into those darn playful eyes of his.

      With a smile, he leans in and kisses my forehead. Then, he flicks my hair out from behind my ear, letting it fall back down to its usual place.

      “You’re beautiful,” he says again.

      My teeth chatter in my mouth, wrecked by a burst of warmth I haven’t felt in so long. Goosebumps travel from my fingers to my toes. Everything radiates brand new.

      “Say that again,” I say.

      He smiles wider, still hovering so close to my lips. “You’re beautiful,” he says. “And he doesn’t deserve you.”

      I tilt my head. “Nate...”

      “He might have once, but...” His hands find their way back to my arms. “Not anymore. He shouldn’t make you feel like this. He should be standing where I am now. He’s the one who should call you beautiful, you’re right about that.” I shiver beneath his touch as it slowly climbs up my arms. “He’s the one who should be kissing you, not me. But if I’m gonna be honest here, I’m happy he’s not.”

      I look up into his bright face, unable to stop the smiling stretching along my mouth. “You are?”

      “Close your eyes,” he whispers.

      I raise a sharp brow.

      He chuckles. “You can trust me. Close your eyes.”

      I let my lids fall and I take a soothing breath.

      Nate takes my left hand and guides my fingers to grip the back of his right hand. “Show me where you want to be touched,” he says.

      “What?” I ask, my eyes still closed.

      “Guide my hand,” he says. “I won’t move it anywhere else, I swear.”

      I tremble as my heart pounds. His hand sits loosely in mine, ready and willing to be moved and placed wherever I want it to go. I exhale, relaxing my thoughts as I bring his open palm to my left cheek again. It’s a good place to start.

      After a moment, I gently slide it down to my chin. He shifts his thumb to rest beneath my bottom lip and my tongue twitches on the roof of my mouth.

      “Can I do this?” he asks, giving it a slow swipe toward the edge of my mouth.

      I nod. “Yes,” I breathe.

      He leans in again and his lips graze my forehead as I feel another swipe along my lip. I let my instincts drive us forward as I inch his hand down to my neckline.

      “And here,” I say.

      His fingertips travel from my chin to rest on my sweater just above my collarbone.

      “Like this?” he whispers as he gently tilts my face upward. He kisses me again, softly and slowly.

      “Yes,” I say, breathing harder. Our mouths blend into another kiss for a second longer, the sensation twinging every nerve in my body.

      My body begs for more and I move his hand a little lower.

      His palm stiffens against my left breast. “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      Nate kneads me once with his fingers and I feel my nipples stand as chills run down my back. My jaw hangs open as I inhale sharply. A burst of pleasure expels from my core and I press my lips even harder against his. His tongue massages mine, deepening our kiss as his hand continues the soft touch on my breast. He shifts his lips to the side to kiss my cheek, leaving a trail of small kisses as he moves downward along my jawline.

      “For the record,” he says, smiling, “you can touch me anywhere you want.”

      I laugh and tilt my head back, submitting to the heat of his breath as he kisses my neck.

      “Hey, neighbor! You in there?”

      Nate rushes backward, letting go of me as Jovie’s voice calls out from outside. I hop off the table, quickly pushing my hair back in place in front of my cheek just before she appears in the open doorway.

      Jovie shoves her smiling face inside. The edges of her mouth twitch the moment she sees Nate standing beside me.

      “Oh, hey, Nate.” She folds her hands in front of her, one of them clenching a paperback book. “Whatcha guys doing?”

      “Nothing,” we both say.

      Nate clears his throat. “I’m just making a delivery,” he says.

      “And I was just...” I pause and gesture to the easel. “He wanted to see what I was working on, so...”

      “It’s pretty good, right?” he asks Jovie.

      Jovie’s little, brown eyes hop back and forth between us repeatedly before they finally flick over to the canvas. “Yeah,” she answers with enthusiasm. “It’s beautiful, actually.”

      She takes a few steps into the kitchen, her head tilting as she studies it and I grow another shade of red. I don’t usually like sharing my paintings but if this excuse masks what was really going on, then I guess it’s a shade of red I’ll have to handle.

      “Anyway, I should get going,” Nate says. He turns away from Jovie to wipe his lips and grabs the empty bottles off the table, along with his hat. “I’ll see you guys on Wednesday...”

      I nod.“Yeah. You, too.”

      Jovie waves. “Bye, Nate!”

      Nate walks out, his gaze taking one final look at me before he disappears out the back door.

      “To bed with you.”

      I flinch and look at Jovie. “What?”

      “That’s the name of the book,” she says, extending her hand. “For tomorrow’s book club. I finally remembered it.”

      “Oh!” I take the paperback from her extended hand. “Thank you. I, uh... I’ve actually read this one.”

      Jovie groans. “Apparently, I’m the only woman in the world who hasn’t.”

      I chuckle. “At least I’ll show up prepared.”

      “A step ahead of me already.” She crosses her arms and sighs. “Typical Kimber Kyle. Or, VanHouten, I mean. Sorry, old habit.”

      “Yeah.” I nod as I lick my tingling lips. “VanHouten,” I repeat.

      I’m Kimber VanHouten.

      I’m a married woman.
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      Well, I guess we all knew this day would come eventually.

      I’m that milkman now.

      I turn off onto the highway, pushing my toes into the gas to gun it even faster. The engine roars and I blaze past the Clover, Kansas sign and civilization disappears behind me. Nothing but bright, green fields for miles and miles and I just kissed Kimber fucking VanHouten.

      I press harder on the gas.

      What was I thinking? I wasn’t thinking. That much is obvious. She was there, standing in front of me with tears in her eyes and her lips were so soft and plump and I couldn’t stop myself. Neither could she. She wanted it. She liked it when I kissed her and when I touched her and if Jovie hadn’t shown up at that moment…

      I adjust my jeans, shifting my hard-on into a more comfortable position as I take a curve at high speed.

      I wonder how far it would have gone. Would Kimber have pushed my hand lower? I can still feel her warm tongue against mine. Her sudden intake of breath echoes in my head as my hand glided down her chest. Her soft, perky breast in my palm. Christ, I just wanted to—

      Oh, fuck.

      There’s something standing in the middle of the road.

      No, not just something.

      A cow.

      I slam on the brakes, my insides churning with the sudden change in inertia. Empty bottles rattle in the back. A few of them fall and break along the floor. I hold my breath and clench my eyes shut as time goes just a little too slow for comfort.

      The truck stops just short of the cow’s blank face. I open my eyes and glare at its familiar markings. Those big eyes. They’re stared into my soul once before.

      “Gertie?”

      I ease off the brake and turn off onto the shoulder, being extra careful not to hit this goddamn cow. I turn off the engine and hop out, looking both ways and listening for any incoming traffic that might take that turn just a little too fast like I did.

      I stare her down. “Dammit, Gertie!” I say. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      She raises her head. “Moo-OOO!”

      I hook a few strong fingers around her collar. “Come on,” I say, yanking her toward the shoulder.

      She doesn’t budge.

      “Get off the road, you stupid heif—”

      “Moo—OOOOOOO!”

      “You beautiful, majestic creature,” I say instead. “Let’s go.”

      Gertie raises her hoofs and lets me guide her off the road. I look out across the field, counting the half-mile or so walk back to the farm.

      “A cow who roams, roams for a reason.” I click my tongue. “What’s your reason, eh?”

      She doesn’t answer. Not sure why I expected her to.

      We continue on, taking slow strides along the road. A few cars pass by over the next minute or two. I ignore them while I focus on getting my pulse back to normal but it’s still racing. Not from that near-death head-on-collision with Gertie here.

      From that kiss.

      “I kissed Kimber VanHouten,” I say out loud.

      I look at Gertie. She doesn’t react.

      “Kimber VanHouten,” I repeat. “I kissed her.”

      Gertie keeps walking.

      “I mean, that right there would be an accomplishment at any stage in my life, but...”

      I glance around for eavesdroppers but the highway is empty except for a blue car way too far ahead to be dangerous.

      “I don’t know if you know this, Gertie, but she’s married. I kissed a married woman. On her kitchen table.”

      “Moo-OOOOOO!”

      “I know,” I say. “I’m a walking cliché but… Kimber’s my dream girl, man. What was I supposed to do?”

      Gertie exhales hard.

      “Hey, you weren’t there! She was all… blushing and vulnerable and… heaving breasts. I’m just a man, you know?”

      I stop and take another look at Gertie.

      “I’m a man arguing with a cow.”

      “Moo-OOOO!”

      “Yeah, I know you don’t care.” I pat her head with a sigh. “Let’s get you home.”
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      “Thanks for walking with me, Jovie,” I say as we step off Main Street toward Third.

      Jovie scoffs as she pauses to slowly roll the stroller up onto the sidewalk. “Are you kidding? You did me a favor. Five months since I’ve had this kid and I still can’t figure out the car seat.”

      I smile. “They aren’t really my area of expertise, either.”

      “Car shit is Will’s area. Mine is toys.” She turns her head up and takes a deep breath of fresh air. “Besides, the weather is beautiful today. I don’t mind the walk at all.”

      She looks at me, her eyes partially falling on my hat and gloves. I know she wants to ask. I would ask, too, if my friend wore thick, winter clothing at the end of June.

      But she doesn’t ask. We continue down Third Street and I push my sunglasses a little higher up my nose to block out the harsh, summer sunlight.

      “And we’re here!”

      Jovie comes to a stop in front of a big, blue house. Four cars line the driveway and I bite my lip in thought.

      “Hey, Jove, how many people are in your sister-in-law’s book club?” I ask.

      “Uh...” She bends down and picks up Joanne from the stroller. “Five or six? Not everybody makes it sometimes. There will be plenty of room for you, I promise. Can you push the stroller to the door for me?”

      “Sure.”

      I grip the handle and give it a little push to follow her up, slowly feeling a smile inch up my cheek. I spent the last few hours talking myself into this, trying to convince myself that I wasn’t ready for it, but it was all just bullshit. Little parties, social gatherings, mingling. This is what I was known for. What I lived for. It feels nice to be invited somewhere again, to get out of the house for a few hours. Away from my library and my kitchen…

      And Nate.

      Yeah. He’s been on my mind, too.

      I kissed another man. On my kitchen table.

      And I liked it so much I couldn’t even look Curtis in the eye this morning.

      Not that he noticed, of course…

      Jovie shifts her baby a little higher up her hip and knocks twice on the front door. After a few moments, a tall, brown-haired woman in dark pink scrub bottoms and a black t-shirt opens the door and instantly gushes over little Joanne.

      “There’s my niece!” she coos, reaching out to pinch the baby’s cheeks.

      “Hey, Sara,” Jovie says. “I’m here, too.”

      Sara straightens up. “Oh. Hi, Jovie.”

      Jovie glances back at me and rolls her eyes. I chuckle as I slide off my sunglasses and Sara looks at me, her mouth instantly dropping open.

      “Kimber!” she says. “Oh, wow...”

      I wave a hand. “Hi, Sara.”

      “I told you I was bringing a plus-one,” Jovie says.

      Sara blinks at me. “Well, yeah, but I didn’t realize...” She clears her throat and takes a step back. “Please, come in.”

      Jovie passes through the doorway and I push the stroller in front of me. Sara helps pull it inside and she sets it off to the right of the doorway by the stairs.

      “It’s good to see you,” she says to me, her gaze locking on my left eye with trained, bedside manner precision.

      I recognize it from the few weeks I spent in the hospital. Every nurse looked at me with that same forced smile trying to mask the pity in their voices.

      “Thanks,” I say. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      “No, really. I mean that.” She gives my arm a friendly pinch. “We think about you often.”

      I nod, not really sure how to respond to it. “It’s great to be here. Jovie says some nice things about your group.”

      “Eh, it’s just a fun excuse to get together and drink wine in the AM, mostly.” She rests a hand on the side of her mouth. “Don’t tell my husband,” she jokes.

      I chuckle. “All right.”

      She hooks my arm and leads me toward the voices in the living room. “Speaking of which, how is Curtis? We’ve barely seen or heard from either of you since...” She realizes her mistakes. “Well, you know.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, touching her hand. “He’s great. Working non-stop—”

      “Oh, my god! Kimber?!”

      I stiffen as three women leap off the couch and bolt toward me.

      With a blink, I retreat into the happy place deep in my mind somewhere. I let myself run on autopilot on the outside, greeting each one of them with hugs and smiles.

      Hi, Natalie. How are you, Claudia?

      Even Cindy Sumner, whom I haven’t spoken to since high school, but the photos of her perfect, little life in her mother’s office stand out in my memory.

      I grin and bear it. This was who I used to be, right? I lived for this, right?

      “Okay, already!” Jovie shoves through the crowd and takes my hand. “Give the poor woman some space, please.”

      She leads me across the room toward a loveseat in the corner on the opposite end away from the couch.

      I look at her as we sit down, giving her a silent thank you and she just rolls her eyes in that Jovie way while expertly balancing her daughter on her lap.

      My savior, Jovie Ross.

      Well, that’s a strange thought.

      “Okay, so...” Sara sits down in an armchair while the other girls slump back onto the couch. “What did we think of To Bed With You?”

      Natalie snorts. “Meh. Boring. Let’s talk about the hoedown!”

      I freeze in place.

      “We can talk party planning committee matters at the party planning committee meeting on Thursday, Natalie,” Sara says.

      “But I’m really excited for it this year—”

      Jovie nudges my leg and leans in. “And this is the part of the book club meeting where it devolves into a discussion about party planning because all of us are also on Clover’s party planning committee.”

      I nod, trying to catch my breath. “Uh-huh.”

      “Sara will steer us back on-course in a few minutes. Just gotta wait it out.”

      “What do you mean Mr. Warner isn’t letting us paint the barn this year?” Sara asks, her voice rising.

      Jovie squints. “Or not.”

      Claudia shrugs. “He said he just had the inside re-done and he doesn’t want us broads screwing it up — his words, not mine.”

      Sara’s jaw drops. “Well, what are we gonna do?”

      “We can hang some posters? Or signs!” Natalie says. “I live for signage.”

      Sara considers it. “We’ll have to do something. We can’t throw a hoedown in a bare barn.” She looks at Claudia. “Will your father-in-law let us hang things, at least?”

      Claudia nods. “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”

      “Okay, well...” Sara bites her cheek. “Who do we know that paints?”

      Jovie looks at me. I say nothing. Thankfully, neither does she.

      I focus on my breath. I lock my eyes on the couch cushions or the clock on the wall or the wine glass in front of me. I try to think of anything but Clover’s annual Fourth of July hoedown.

      The last time I went to one, I went in with a smiling, happy face.

      And I came out like this.
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      I stare into my second cup of coffee. Bits of steam rise off the top, caressing the air like the soft touch of a gentle hand and — Oh, my God. Am I really getting turned on by a goddamn cup of coffee?

      Get your shit together, Nathaniel.

      It was just a kiss.

      The best kiss I’ve ever had but do try not to focus on that detail. Maybe focus on the fact that she’s married. To a jerk. But still lawfully wedded. Yes, she’s legally bound to a man who ignores her every need. It’s understandable why she just needed a shoulder to cry on and a hand to hold... and place on her breast while you shove your tongue down her throat.

      Oh, hello, Square One. Nice to see you again.

      “What’s gotten into you?”

      I blink out of it and look at my mother across the table. “Nothing,” I answer.

      She squints at me with suspicion. “You look antsy.”

      “I’m not antsy,” I say.

      “You’re fidgeting.”

      I force my ankle to stop bouncing. “No, I’m not.”

      “You on the pot again?”

      I scoff. “I wish.”

      She raises her own mug and takes a slow, careful sip.

      I glance at the clock. A quarter past five. Come on, Myers, give me something to latch onto other than the same, blissful memory replaying itself over and over again my for the last thirty-six hours...

      Finally, the back door opens and Will steps inside, his hands covered with a thin layer of black grease and dirt.

      I lurch forward. “What’d you find out?” I ask.

      Mom grabs an old dish rag off the sink and hands it to Will.

      “Thanks,” he says to her as he wipes his fingers. “Well, it looks like your alternator is busted.”

      “Cool,” I say. “Fix it.”

      Will turns up his hands. “Do I look like I carry a spare alternator on me?”

      “Why didn’t you come prepared, Mr. Mechanic?”

      “Nate, you called me at four-thirty in the morning. I have a five-month-old daughter at home. You’re lucky I even answered the phone at all before Jovie had the chance to fling it against the wall. I’ll call Marv for a tow, we’ll get you looked at some time today. Hopefully, you’ll be up and running again by the weekend.”

      I glance at the clock. “I’m already a half-hour late on deliveries. What am I supposed to do?”

      My mother snickers into her coffee mug.

      I glare at her, my guts falling. “Oh, come on.”

      “We keep it as a back-up for a reason,” she says.

      “To humiliate me even more?”

      “No, for the days when the truck goes belly up and the people still need their milk.”

      I groan.

      “It’ll be all right, honey. Just think of it as a bit of exercise.” She pokes my shoulder. “Beef up those skinny legs.”

      Will smirks as he pretends to focus on cleaning his knuckles.

      I lean down and slam my forehead against the kitchen table.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Well, I can’t say I didn’t get what I wished for.

      I’m definitely not replaying that memory anymore.

      No, I’m pedaling my ass off because our backup vehicle is a damn carrier tricycle. One wheel behind me and two in front with a large cooler mounted between them.

      I look fucking ridiculous.

      No wonder my grandfather had legs made of solid steel. They didn’t upgrade to the refrigerated truck until my father was in high school. I can only think of two instances in my young life when I had to venture out in this thing and I hated it then just as much as I do now.

      The sensitive, doting housewives of last week now frown at me with bitter, annoyed eyes. Most of them, thankfully, take notice of my sweat-drenched clothing and tired eyes and throw on an understanding smile. Shit happens, right? The others...

      Eh, screw ‘em.

      There was just enough room in the large cooler mounted on the front to carry all the bottles I need for my Wednesday drop-offs. Nothing more and nothing less. Luckily, the bike feels lighter with each bottle I take out and by the time I reach the end of my orders, I’m light as a feather. My legs will probably feel stiff as boards tomorrow, though.

      I ride over Main Street for the last time on my route and pass by Marv’s Auto Repair on the corner. My milk truck sits in line behind two sedans and a mini-van. Will said he’d try and bump it up on the list and he better follow through. There’s no way I want to ride this Cold War-era monstrosity around town twice.

      “Lookin’ good, milkman!”

      A car honks deep in the auto garage. I raise a hand, giving them a dull wave and laughter echoes off behind me as I disappear out-of-sight onto First Street.

      I come to a stop mid-street and snatch the last few bottles out of the cooler. My thighs burn as I walk from house-to-house, silently dropping and bolting on to the next.

      The morning breeze cools my face. I turn my head up to catch a bit of the morning sun between the houses. It’s a beautiful day, to be honest. Birds chirping. Wild blowing. And yes, I’m doing everything I can right now not to think about the black cloud of naughty guilt and blissful shame staring at me from the end of the street.

      The VanHouten house.

      Kimber.

      She was gone yesterday. I might have passed through on my way to the grocery store to grab some totally necessary soda I just had to have right at the time I knew Curtis would be gone at work. That kiss kept me up all night. Twice.

      I had to know if she felt the same way.

      But, turns out, she and Jovie went to Will’s sister’s house for a book club meeting. I wasn’t about to risk looking like some weird stalker freak by going over there, though. Also, Sara hates my guts. To be fair, Sara hates everybody, but especially me.

      I hit the sidewalk and head toward the back of the house. My heart pounds harder with every stiff, aching step that hits the pavement.

      What’s going to happen when I reach that back door?

      Will it be closed but unlocked like the other day? Will it be open? Is she waiting for me with that sweet smile? My mind runs wild for a few greedy seconds. Kimber in my arms. On that table. A moan on her tongue. She says my name in that perfect way…

      The back door comes into view and I pause. Two empty bottles sit on the stoop. She remembered today.

      Kimber never remembers to put her empties out. But she remembered today.

      I set the last two fresh bottles down beside them. Did she remember on purpose? Did she put them out here to avoid me?

      I touch the doorknob, hesitating for a moment before slowly turning it but it’s stuck in place.

      She locked the door.

      I exhale as that fantasy vanishes from my head.

      Okay. I guess she doesn’t feel the same way after all.
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      Let him in.

      I sit on my chair in front of the easel, holding absolutely still as Nate’s hand falls from the knob.

      Let him in.

      I don’t move. Letting him in would be a mistake. If I let him in, he’d flash me that smile. He’d look at me the way he always does and I won’t be able to resist him.

      Finally, his feet click down the sidewalk. I follow the sound around the house, my eyes drawing a line along the wall until I can’t hear him anymore.

      It feels awful. It feels like an important part of myself is going with him. The part the makes me laugh and smile and feel good about myself but it’s not right. It’s the right feeling. But it’s the wrong man.

      I take my deep breath and hold it as I stare at the blank canvas in front of me.
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* * *

      “You look different.”

      I nod as Dr. Sumner leans forward in her seat. “I feel different,” I say.

      Her eyes trail downward again, bouncing from the top of my head to my feet and back again. “What’s different?” she asks.

      “Well, I...” My lips twitch. “I did what you told me to do.”

      She smiles. “...And?”

      “And...”

      I kissed a man other than my husband.

      “I reconnected with some old friends,” I say instead.

      Sumner’s stretches her hands out in an explosive, jazz-hands-like maneuver. “Atta girl!” She chuckles. “How does it feel?”

      “It feels great. Really great. I talked to my neighbors for the first time in a year. I went to Lucky’s bar on a Saturday night.”

      She blinks. “Whoa.”

      “Yeah, whoa.” I force a chuckle. “It’s all really great...”

      Her hands plummet back to her lap. “But?” she asks, sensing more words on my tongue.

      I sigh. “The Fourth of July is next week,” I say slowly.

      “The anniversary.”

      “I’d almost forgotten about it, strangely.” I fiddle with the fingertips of my glove. “Then, I realized that I’ll never really be able to. That’s the thing about holidays. You have one bad one and it taints it for the rest of your life. While everyone else is...” I swallow the lump in my throat, “planning hoedowns and buying fireworks, you’re just trying to breathe through it.”

      “Is that what you’re doing now?” she asks. “Just trying to breathe through it?”

      “That, and thinking about avoiding the world until it’s over with again.” I look at her. “How do you deal with everyone around you celebrating on the worst day of your life?” I ask.

      “It might feel like it but cocooning yourself away again isn’t the answer you’re looking for, Kimber.”

      She waits for a response but I say nothing.

      “Have you spoken to Curtis about this?” she asks.

      My eyes wander to the empty armchair beside me. “No,” I say.

      “And will he be joining us this evening?”

      I shrug a shoulder. He knows when our appointment is. 8 PM. Thursday nights. For four months now.

      I glance at the clock. Thirty-two minutes late. New record.

      “Have you thought about what I said last week?” Sumner asks.

      Kick him to the curb, honey.

      I tap my knees. I nod.

      Her fingers ready themselves for another happy gesture. “...And?”

      I bite my lip as a sudden heatwave touches my cheeks.

      She sighs, her fingers thudding back onto her lap. “Kimber, I’m going to give you permission to do something. You might not like it. You might even reject it, but when you leave here tonight I want you to genuinely think about doing it. Just once over the next week. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I say. “What?”

      “Be selfish,” she says.

      I blink. “Selfish?”

      She leans forward again. “I’m giving you permission to do something for the soul purpose of making you happy. Anything at all. Doesn’t matter how small. Just one thing. I want you to reach out and take it. Anything your heart desires.”

      A shiver travels up my spine. “Anything?” I repeat.

      “Yes!” she says. “Kimber, I’ve known you for a long time now. When you walked in here tonight, I knew something had changed. You spent this last week tending to your needs, didn’t you? You took chances and came out smiling. Am I right or am I right?”

      I feel a phantom thumb brush my bottom lip. “Right,” I say.

      “I want you to come in here next week looking even better. When my patients take care of themselves, it makes my job easier, and when my job is easier, I’m a happy camper. So!” She claps her hands once. “One thing. That’s your homework.”

      “One thing,” I repeat.

      “That’s all.”

      I think for a moment, rejecting the idea like she said I might.

      “But what if...” I pause.

      “What if what?”

      “What if what I want hurts another person?” I ask.

      “Another person... like your husband?” she says.

      I hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Let me put it this way...” She points at the empty seat beside me. “Does that hurt you?” she asks.

      I look at the chair. “Yes,” I answer.

      Sumner nods. “Do you think he cares?”
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      Drive, drop, and go.

      Suddenly not so much fun anymore.

      Not that this gig is the height of entertainment in the first place but at least I had something to look forward to before. I had a little hope that this whole thing was worth something.

      But hey. At least I got a kiss.

      That’s some kind of thing.

      I think.

      I sit on my bike outside of the VanHouten house. I’ve packed the crate full of her usual Friday order of veggies and eggs but I can’t seem to make myself go up that sidewalk yet. I’m not ready to close this door, no matter how keen Kimber is on locking me out.

      Actually, no. Screw that. I shouldn’t be nervous. Quite frankly, I should be kind of pissed off.

      There are unsaid words to be said here. We kissed. It’s a fact. There’s no reason why two adults shouldn’t be able to talk about that. Locking doors and avoiding each other isn’t what adults do.

      I grab the crate and make my way up the sidewalk. I roll a fist and shift the crate to rest beneath my left arm, taking hard, purposeful steps toward the closed back door.

      The door opens before I even manage to knock. I shift backward, surprised by the sudden movement, and instantly lock eyes with Kimber.

      Eyes. I can see both of them.

      She didn’t hide the right one behind a curtain of blonde this time. I can see her scars but she doesn’t seem to care. She just looks at me with those big, blue eyes and I…

      What was I gonna do?

      “Hey,” she says.

      I swallow hard and drop my hand. “Hey,” I say.

      She stares at me, her face twitching with the most adorable nervous flutter I’ve ever seen... but I can’t keep thinking about Kimber VanHouten like that.

      “Hey, did you need anything extra today?” I ask, my voice cracking. “I’ve got some eggs that Mrs. Trin decided she didn’t want.”

      “No,” she says. “I’m good.”

      “All right.” I hold out the crate. “Here you go.”

      She eyes the crate, her cheeks pinching with amusement. “Nate…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we talk?” she asks.

      “Uh...”

      “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “Yeah. If you want,” I say, letting out a laugh. “Can’t imagine what you’d want to talk to me about...”

      She chuckles and bites her lip, pausing for a brief moment before shifting backward and leaving the door open for me.

      This is fine. She wants to talk. That’s what I came up here to do. Talk.

      I walk inside.

      “You can put the crate on the table,” Kimber says.

      I follow her instruction and move toward it. As I set the crate down, my chest jolts with the memory of her sitting on this table. Her hands on me. My hands on her…

      The door closes behind me. I turn to see her hand fall from the knob and looks over at me with a soft, tepid gaze.

      “I’m sorry about Wednesday,” she says.

      “It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.”

      “No, I should have…” She pinches the finger of her gloved hand. “I shouldn’t have ignored you.”

      I cock my head. “You ignored me?”

      “I wasn’t in the mood to see anybody. It wasn’t personal. Probably should have just told you that instead, but…” She shrugs her heavy shoulders. “It was bad timing. I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      She smiles. “Thank you.”

      “Did something happen?” I ask.

      “Nothing worth talking about right now,” she says.

      I nod. “All right.”

      “Except, maybe…” Her eyes wander to the table behind me. “Well, that kiss.”

      “Oh, the kiss?” I wave a hand. “I hadn’t even thought twice about it, honestly…”

      She blinks. “You haven’t?”

      “It was no big deal. Just… you know, a friendly gesture.”

      She walks toward me. “A friendly gesture?” she repeats.

      “Yeah. I do that to all my… friends.”

      “Oh, really?”

      I nod, committing to it. “That’s right.”

      “Well, I can see now why you and Will are so close,” she jokes.

      I chuckle. “Welp. You caught us.”

      Kimber stops in front of me, her eyes falling from my face. She looks down at my shirt and pauses, wheels definitely spinning in her head.

      I hold my breath. “Kimber?”

      Her gloved hand rises from her side and she lays her palm on my chest, firing a long line of chills around my shoulders and down my back.

      “Kimber,” I say, “what are you doing?”

      “Touching you,” she says.

      “Why?”

      “Because you said I could.”

      “Okay...” I blink. “I did, but...”

      Kimber shifts even closer and pushes up onto her toes. Her lips come within an inch of mine and she looks into me with those deep, blue eyes.

      “Talk to me,” she whispers.

      I lean back a little. “What do you mean?”

      “Like you want me.” Her hand slides from my chest to my shoulder. “If you saw me at the bar and you wanted to pick me up, what would you say?”

      “Uh…” My nose tingles with the scent of her. “I don’t know.”

      “You’ve thought about it before, haven’t you?” she asks.

      “Well, I… don’t know about that.”

      She smiles at my answer. “I know you had a crush on me back then, Nate.”

      I bite my tongue. “You do?”

      “Jovie told me.”

      I cringe. “She was not supposed to tell you that…”

      Kimber chuckles. “It’s okay. I’m happy she did.”

      “You are?” I ask, finding truth in her eyes.

      “It’s what everybody wants, isn’t it?” Her hand moves down my arm. “To be desired.”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “So, talk to me,” she says again. “Pick me up.”

      My ears ring as blood pounds in my ears. I pause to breathe, feeling as if I might pass out if I don’t.

      Is this really happening?

      Am I dreaming? Is she real?

      Did I die?

      “Nate?” she asks.

      “Wait, hold on.” I blink twice, trying to make sense of it. “Am I picking up Kimber VanHouten or Kimber Kyle?”

      “Does it make a difference?”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      She inhales slowly and pulls her hand away from me. “I guess it does,” she says, her eyes dropping.

      What are you doing?

      “Kimber—”

      “Sorry, I…” She steps away from me. “I’m acting like an idiot. You’re right.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “You’re not. Forget I said—”

      “You should go. You can let yourself out.”

      She turns around and walks out of the kitchen.

      You fucking moron.

      I cringe. “Wait, Kimber!”

      “Just go home, Nate.”

      How could you fuck this up?

      “No, hold on,” I say.

      I follow her into the hallway with no plan whatsoever. I just want to banish that rejected expression on her face.

      She makes a hard right turn toward the stairwell. I widen my strides to catch up with her and reach out to grab her hand before she can get too far up.

      “Kimber—”

      I squeeze what I think are fingers but she takes another step and the black glove slips right off her hand.

      Kimber spins back around and snaps her discolored hand against her chest, quickly cradling it out-of-sight.

      I pretend I didn’t see the three nubs where fingers should be and stare at the glove instead.

      “Shit,” I say, my guts churning with guilt. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      I hold it out for her to take back but she doesn’t move. Kimber just looks at it, barely breathing while I try and imagine how the hell I’m supposed to get out of this.

      “Kimber,” I say. “I… am so sorry—”

      She snorts and raises her hands to cover her mouth. A deep laugh makes her shoulders twitch as she tries to hold it in, her cheeks quickly turning a bright pink.

      I lean back. “Uh…”

      Kimber tries to force the laugh away. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just…” She breaks again, her face cracking as her eyes begin to water.

      “Okay, what?” I ask.

      “The look — on your face—” she says between breaths. “I’m sorry—”

      She lets out a loud laugh from deep in her gut and places a hand on her ribs and the other on the banister to hold herself up.

      I shake my head at her. “Good God, woman…”

      She throws her head back, laughing so hard, and I can’t help but catch it. I start to laugh with her, admiring the adorable dimples in her cheeks and the wild blue of her eyes.

      Goddamn, she’s perfect.

      I take the next step up, aligning our faces and she takes another deep breath. She stands upright, quickly wiping her eyes as she tries to hold herself together.

      As soon as her mouth closes, I lean in and kiss her. Her laugh melts away as I take hold of her shoulders and her hands rise to rest on my chest.

      “I changed my mind,” I say, lowering my voice.

      “About what?”

      I look her in the eye. “You.”

      A hint of confusion crosses her pink face. “How do you mean?” she asks.

      “Kyle. VanHouten.” I don’t blink. “It won’t make any difference to all the things I want to do to you.”

      Her breath catches in her throat.

      I reach for her hand, turning it up to guide my own again as I slowly rest my palm on her left cheek. “When does your husband get home?” I ask.

      “Late,” she answers.

      “Seems lonely...”

      I run my thumb along her lips and she shivers under my touch.

      “He stays out late... to avoid me,” she says. “He barely even looks at me.”

      “Does he touch you?”

      She shakes her head once as she moves my hand along her neck. “Not like this,” she says.

      I kiss the edge of her mouth, struggling to hold back my desire for her.

      “I used to think that he blamed himself,” she says. “I asked him to go to therapy with me. We’d get through it together, I said. I wanted to get through it... together.” She closes her eyes. “But he never blamed himself at all. Turns out, I was just damaged goods now.”

      I flex my jaw in anger. Damaged goods. Broken, useless trash to be discarded.

      Not my Kimber.

      “He failed you,” I say, drawing her eyes open. “What happened to you wasn’t anyone’s fault. Least of all yours.”

      “Wasn’t it?” she asks, her voice weak. “I used to call people ugly all the time. I used to treat people differently because I didn’t like the way they looked. That accident might not have been my fault but I deserve what I got.”

      “That’s not true.” I draw a line along her collarbone. “And even if it is... so what?”

      “So what?” she repeats.

      “Yeah. So what? You’re a little rough around the edges but you’re still my dream girl. And I won’t let you feel like anything less than that. Not like him.”

      Her lips form a sweet smile. “You won’t?”

      I kiss her full on the mouth. “Of course, I won’t,” I whisper, looking deeper into those bright, blue eyes again.

      She kisses me back. Her hand moves mine again, pushing it down to rest on her breast and I relish in the warmth of her body as it leans into mine.

      It’s right where we left off before. Breathless and wild but not as nervous. When she kisses me back, I feel her begging lips pulling me back in for another one. I feel the need in every word she says; in every touch and taste.

      Kimber turns her head down, breaking our kiss as she takes a breath. “Nate...”

      “Yes?”

      She moves my hand from her breast and pushes it farther down her body. I bite down as I imagine what’s waiting for me underneath. I think she’s going to stop but she keeps going, leaving my hand at the button of her jeans.

      “Put your hands on me,” she whispers.

      She pops the button free and guides my fingers to her zipper.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      She nods and kisses me again. “Please,” she begs into my mouth.

      I don’t ask twice. I don’t say no or remind her of her marital status.

      I do it. I take what I’ve always wanted. What she’s so eager to give me.

      “Where’s the bedroom?” I ask.

      “Upstairs,” she answers, completely breathless.

      I slip my tongue into her mouth and hers trembles against it. “I want to take you upstairs,” I say. “I want to make you remember what a real man feels like.”

      Kimber takes a step back, pulling me upward with her. We don’t make it two steps before she loses her balance and she tumbles to a sitting position, the same silly laugh in her throat as before. I go down with her, pinning her to the stairs, our mouths barely parting for more than a second.

      I open the zipper on her jeans. She moans for more and I slide my hand inside, fingers touching soft cotton. Her grip tightens on my arms and her eyes quiver in sweet anticipation.

      “I’m going to do things to you,” I whisper in her ear. “Things your husband won’t do anymore. And I’m going to start by fucking you senseless in his own bed.”

      Kimber’s eyes open wide, reacting to the words.

      I brace myself for the possible no on her breath.

      Just one word and I’ll back off. I’ll leave.

      I’ll never tell anyone what could have happened.

      She can go back to being Kimber VanHouten and I’ll…

      I’ll just be the milkman.
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      My God, what am I doing?

      Nate hovers over me, his hand burrowed in my jeans. Wooden stairs dig into my spine. Every part of me buzzes with warm blood. The room sways around us with a serene, dream-like quality, almost as if none of this is real at all. As if I’m seeing him through another woman’s eyes because surely this isn’t me.

      I never thought I could be this woman. I never knew how badly I could want to be.

      He lingers here. It’s hesitant, in a way. Like he’s giving me a way out. Does he want me to take it?

      I could take it. It’s not too late. An understanding husband might forgive a kiss between old acquaintances. A moment of weakness is just that: a moment. To go upstairs with Nate now would be a choice. I could choose to abandon this and save my marriage.

      If my marriage is even worth saving at all. I’ve told Curtis what I need. He’s rejected me.

      But Nate hasn’t. He sees more to me than just my scars. When he says I’m beautiful, I believe him. I know he’s not lying when he says he wants me.

      I grip his shirt and pull him closer, quickly locking our lips together. His shirt untucks from his jeans and I shiver as my hands touch his skin beneath it.

      Nate sighs, relaxing into me and his hand crawls upward. He kisses me back as he slides into my panties, fingers slowly aiming for my throbbing clit.

      “Talk to me,” I say again, smiling.

      Nate grins. “I want you,” he whispers, his lips grazing my cheek.

      I spread my thighs, letting his fingers slip between my folds. My core twitches with pleasure as he lays a finger beside my clit.

      “I want you to come for me,” he says.

      I shudder as lightning fires up my back. “Yes,” I say, a moan on my tongue.

      He leaves a line of kisses down my jawline and drops to my neck. “I want to taste you...”

      I stiffen but I hate it. I want this so badly. I want him to rip my clothes off and have his way with me but I’m…

      Nate raises his head, sensing my shift. “Kimber?”

      I cover my face with my hands.

      Christ, what am I thinking?

      Why did I think I could do this; that I was ready to open myself to someone new.

      “You don’t want me to see?” he asks.

      I drop my hands, fighting with myself for another second before looking at him again.

      He nods with a smile as he withdraws his hand from my jeans. He leans upward to kiss my forehead and looks at me with the same playful eyes he always does.

      “Do you have a scarf?” he asks.

      I blink. “In my closet. Why?”

      He extends his hand. “Come on.”

      I take it without thinking and he pulls me up off the stairs with him.

      We go to the second floor and he takes me down the hall.

      “Here?” he asks, gesturing at the guest room door.

      “The next one,” I say.

      He tugs me along with him, shoving the bedroom door open as soon as his arm can reach it.

      My eyes instinctively roam to the walls, locking on the pictures hanging in various places around the room.

      Me on my wedding day. Curtis in his tux. A few shots of us on our honeymoon in Europe. The day we bought our house.

      The picture-perfect existence of the perfect couple with the perfect, little life.

      But it didn’t last. I’m beginning to wonder if anything ever does.

      Nate stops us in the middle of the room. “Blindfold me,” he says to me.

      I flinch out of my head. “Blindfold you?”

      He raises his left hand to my right cheek, softly pushing my hair back to rest behind my ear. “You don’t want me to see, right?” he asks.

      I nod.

      He leans in and kisses my cheek. “Well, I don’t need my eyes to do what I want to do to you.”

      The same smile touches my lips. “You’d do that?”

      Nate takes a step back and sits down on the edge of the bed. “Go on,” he says, bobbing his head toward the closet door.

      Warmth bursts from my chest. I focus on him for another second longer before walking over to the closet. A dozen scarves of various colors dangle from a hanger inside, right next to another few rods full of Curtis’ ties. I bite my lip, oddly tempted to use one of his ties but I take one of my black scarves instead.

      As I walk back toward the bed, Nate watches with impish eyes and tented jeans. My pulse skips a beat at the view of him sitting there. Strangely, the sting is starting to wear off. Another man on my bed...

      I pause in front of him, taking one last look into his green eyes, before laying the scarf over them. I wrap it around twice, making sure to cover them evenly.

      “Can you see anything?” I ask before tying it off.

      “Nope,” he says, still smiling.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I raise my hand, pointing my index finger. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      He hums. “And what makes you think I wouldn’t just lie?”

      I poke him in the forehead and laugh. “Are you saying I can’t trust you?”

      His smirk deepens.

      I raise two more. “How many now?”

      “Two,” he guesses.

      I poke him with all three. “Wrong.”

      He feigns a wince and lunges forward to wrap his arms around me, quickly twisting to pull me down to the bed. I fall with a rush of blood to my brain, happily lying back in his arms.

      “I can’t see a thing,” he says over me. “But...” He leans over and buries his nose in my hair. “I can smell you.”

      He inhales deeply and lets out a pleasurable grunt before pushing up on his arms and kneeling back.

      “And I can feel you...”

      His hands travel down to my waist, slowly hooking my jeans again, but he doesn’t pull them down yet. He lays his palms flat on my stomach and burrows them beneath my sweater, his skin touching mine. Desire builds inside of me as his touch rises up to find my bare breasts. I gasp with sudden pleasure and my legs spread a little wider.

      Nate chuckles. “I can hear you...”

      I bite my lip, stifling a laugh.

      He shifts downward, raising my sweater upward. Another stab of self-consciousness takes my spine and I nearly stop him again as the light touches the web of white lines along my right side.

      I breathe through it. I look up at his covered eyes and exhale the words off my tongue. As much as I don’t want him to see my scars, I want to feel more of his touch. My body needs to feel him.

      I don’t stop him. I relax down as he kisses my belly. I shiver as his tongue part his lips and he licks my skin.

      “I can taste you,” he says.

      I open my mouth, breathing harder, unable to say a word as he climbs my body. He moves with ease, leaving sweet kisses up my abdomen toward my breasts, led by his other four senses.

      I shiver at the sight of him behind that black scarf. He kisses up my neck, his tongue lightly touching my skin on his way up to my lips again.

      “Can I taste more of you?” he asks, his voice a low growl.

      I bite my cheek in another moment of hesitation but this one doesn’t last. Lying here, feeling what it’s like to desired again, with my chest heaving and my body throbbing for it.

      I’ve made my choice.

      “Yes,” I answer, our lips still locked in a deep kiss.

      “Do you want it?” he teases.

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      He kisses me, lightly biting my bottom lip as he pulls away and begins crawling down my body again.

      I let out a gentle sigh, pushing every last ounce of air out of my lungs. I send all of my doubts with it. Every hesitant thought. Every last bit of my guilty conscience. When I breathe in again, I take in confidence with it. I take in pride and satisfaction. I let my lust come out with each fresh kiss Nate lays on my skin.

      He reaches my jeans again. This time, when he starts pulling them down, I let myself enjoy it. I ignore the discoloration of my skin and the scars from knee surgeries. I straighten my legs and point my toes to let him pull them all the way to my ankles.

      Nate drops them to the floor and settles back onto the bed again on his knees. He positions himself between my legs, his hands slowly gliding up my thighs toward my panties.

      I feel everything. There was a time I felt nothing; only a dull, numbing sensation from the inside out. Now, after months of healing, I feel everything. I feel every warm touch.

      I chuckle as tears fill my eyes.

      Nate reacts to the sound and smiles a little wider. “Are you okay?” he asks, his hands resting my waist again.

      I nod, quickly remembering he can’t see it. “Yes,” I answer as I wipe my eyes.

      He leans forward and grips my sweater. I raise my arms, feeling a burst of confidence deep in my gut. He pulls it upward over my head and drops it onto the bed beside us.

      I lie in front of him, nearly naked in nothing but my white panties. I glance down at my broken body. Truthfully, I’m glad he can’t see it. I’m glad to be here in the moment, sharing pleasure without remembering pain.

      He hooks my panties and tugs them down.

      I watch with baited breaths as he kisses my mound, inhaling my scent and my desire churns a little deeper inside. I swallow the moan in my mouth, not wanting to lose myself too much and miss a moment of it.

      He parts his lips for his tongue, giving my folds an eager lick that stokes the flames in me. I reach down to run my fingers through his thick, brown hair, silently urging him to go on. He doesn’t make me wait. He buries his tongue in me, firmly laving me.

      I rest my eyes, focusing on the rush of pleasure aching in my core. I lie back, twitching and panting with his face between my thighs, and the only thing I can think is...

      Dear God, please don’t let my husband come home.

      I moan loudly, my hand gripping his hair in my fist. “Nate,” I say, making his own hands squeeze my thighs even tighter.

      “Kimber,” he says, raising his head. “God, I love this…”

      I put pressure on his head. “No, no! Don’t stop, don’t—”

      He buries his face in me again and I fall back against the pillow. I whimper at the sudden rush of blood flowing south, feeling a sharp pleasure deep within me. It builds fast, far faster than any other moment I’ve ever spent in this bed. He’s giving me what I want, what I need… better than any other man.

      Climax surges in me. I lose myself in it, arching my back and pulling Nate even closer. I practically smother him but he doesn’t seem to care. He leans in, ravaging me with his tongue over and over again until I decide I’ve had enough.

      I push softly against his forehead and he leans back, turning his head to leave kisses along my twitching thighs.

      “Nate…” I bite my lip. “That was amazing…”

      He chuckles and nips at my left knee. His hands travel up my legs to rest on my waist. My skin tingles. It hasn’t been touched like this in so long by anyone. Even I don’t love myself like this. Not anymore. When his fingertips brush along my scars, I don’t cringe. I don’t even turn away in shame.

      I feel it all, all the passion and desire behind his touch.

      “Thank you,” I say, catching my breath.

      Nate sits up on his knees and cocks his head, his blindfold still fixed in place. “Thank you?”

      I laugh as he settles between my legs. “Yeah, thank you.”

      “You say that… as if I’m done with you.”

      I bite my lip. “Oh, yeah?”

      He leans down, easily finding my mouth. He kisses me once, my lips parting for his tongue and I shudder beneath his wet, greedy kiss.

      “I told you I was going to fuck you senseless,” he says. “So, no, Kimber. I’m not done with you yet.”
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      I look between us at Nate’s tented jeans. A sudden reality strikes me in the moment and a laugh rises from my chest.

      His brow furrows over the blindfold. “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I say, shaking my head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I push up to kiss him again and he turns his head away.

      “No, what are you laughing at?”

      “I just...” I sigh, chuckling softly. “I just realized that I’m having sex with Nate Scott.”

      He leans back. “You just realized this? Because I’ve had the I’m Having Sex with Kimber Kyle soundtrack playing on repeat in my head since the stairwell.”

      I snort. “It’s so weird.”

      “Why?” he asks.

      “I keep picturing that photo of you in the yearbook by the lockers with Will and Jovie,” I say. “You seem so different now than what I thought you were back then.”

      He smiles. “Better or worse?”

      I cup his cheek and he turns into my touch to kiss my palm. “Better,” I answer. “So much better that I’m kicking myself for not noticing you until now.”

      “To be honest,” he kisses the tip of my nose, “I’m happy you didn’t notice me at all back then.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Because I would have fucked this up. Guaranteed,” he jokes.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Finding a clitoris with a blindfold on would have definitely been an issue.”

      I throw my head back, laughing harder. He takes the opportunity to lay kisses on my neck. I guide him back to my lips and I kiss him hard as I reach down to unzip his jeans.

      “Well, let’s see what you got now, milkman,” I tease.

      Nate pushes up and balances back on his knees. I watch him as he pulls his shirt off over his head and tosses it to the floor. I bite my lip, eyes admiring his toned torso as he slips his jeans down below his ass.

      His cock stands on end and my brow piques.

      Hello, Nate Scott.

      He pauses and tilts an ear in my direction. “Okay, no laughter. That’s a good sign.”

      I chuckle and grab the pillow behind me to smack him with it.

      He jolts in surprise, quickly blocking the second hit and taking it from me. As he falls forward, he tosses the pillow behind me and it knocks the lamp over on the nightstand. I glance back to look for damage and he pins me to the bed.

      I rest my thighs on either side of him, taking another look downward to admire his body.

      His lips find mine for one long, smooth kiss. “Do I need a condom?” he asks.

      “I’m on birth control,” I answer. “You clean?”

      “Squeaky. You?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” He nods. “Glad we got that out of the way.”

      He kisses me again as he kicks off his shoes. I help him push his jeans down to his ankles and he nudges them away.

      I lie back, relishing in the feeling of him towering over me. My entire body tingles with anticipation and I part my legs a little wider around his waist. I touch his chest and arms as he lowers down to take my lips again.

      “I want you to do it,” he whispers, his voice a low growl.

      I slide a hand between us and he sighs the moment my fingers wrap around him. He’s so hard in my palm, I can’t help but give him a few firm strokes as I guide him toward my entrance.

      Our lips graze. We share warm, eager breaths. He touches me the way I’ve longed to be touched for so long. If I could bottle this moment, I would. If I could keep us here, suspended in lust, I would live here forever.

      I push him inside of me. I open myself for him, relaxing everything to let him thrust inside. Our bodies lock together. He moves slowly, feeling how tight I am around him.

      “You feel amazing,” he says.

      I try to speak, to tell him the same, but my words blend into an unintelligible moan. His lips curl as he takes my hands and guides them over my head. He picks up his speed, easily holding me in place as he grinds harder.

      Again, I hold a laugh in my throat. Nate Scott? The dorky son of the milkman. Better late than never.

      He releases my hands and pushes himself up, staying deep inside of me as he moves. His hips continue pulsing as he leans over me and caresses up and down my body with one hand. Feeling me. Seeing me. Fucking me senseless.

      “Nate,” I moan, finding my voice.

      He halts in place, his heading cocking to the side to hear better. “Say that again,” he says.

      I grin, crawling a hand up his chest to cup his cheek. “Nate,” I say again, breathy and wild.

      Nate lowers down and kisses me. “I love the way you say my name.”

      I raise my left knee and rest it on his shoulder. “Keep going... and I’ll say it again.”

      He smirks and adjusts to a new angle, one that instantly makes my toes twitch with pleasure. He senses it and holds me with strong hands, taking me with quick, firm thrusts.

      Every breath feels more intense than the last.

      Every buck of his hips makes my head spin.

      Every touch creates a spark between us and we moan, unable to contain the heat.

      “Nate,” I say, my voice breaking. “Don’t stop.”

      He laughs, as speechless as I am. The pounding continues, curling my toes and tempting me to the edge. I bite my lip, trying not to focus too much on it or else it’ll go away. I don’t want this feeling to stop. I don’t want it to end. I don’t... oh, God...

      The tension snaps and we both let out deep groans. I lie back, riding out my orgasm as Nate finishes inside me. My leg slips from his shoulder and tears spring to my eyes. I twitch beneath him with a mix of bliss and sobs.

      Nate pauses. “Are you okay?” he asks, hearing my tears.

      “Yes,” I answer, wiping them off my cheeks. “I’m fine. I’m fine...”

      He touches my face. “Are you sure?”

      I pull him back to me and kiss him from his forehead to his nose and mouth. “No one has ever made me come this way before,” I tell him.

      Nate smiles. “Really?”

      I exhale, my stomach quivering with butterflies. “Not bad, milkman,” I say.

      He kisses me again before resting his head on my chest.

      I run my fingers through his hair as my heart pounds. “Not bad at all.”
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      “Can I take this thing off yet?” I ask, seeing nothing but black.

      “No!” Kimber answers from the bathroom. “Not yet!”

      I smirk. “Okay, I’m taking it off...”

      “No! Nate...”

      I laugh and sit still, not even touching the blindfold as I lay back against the headboard. “I’m just kidding!”

      She walks into the room, her soft feet shuffling along the carpet. “You’re such a bastard, Nate Scott...”

      “I’ve been called worse.”

      The mattress shifts beneath her weight. “Of that, I have no doubt,” she says.

      I feel her soft fingers touch the back of my head, digging beneath the scarf. I lean forward and she pulls the blindfold up and off my head.

      I blink to adjust the sudden influx of light and focus on her pleasant face. Kimber sits beside me, fully-clothed from head-to-toe-to-fingers while I’m still buck-naked beneath the sheet. Her hair tumbles over her right shoulder, still a bit flared with post-coital tangles.

      “Hello there,” I say.

      Her eyes dip down my chest and back up again. “Hello,” she says, clearing her throat.

      “So, that was fun.”

      She laughs as she unties the knot. “So, it was.”

      “You wanna do it again?”

      “Right this second?”

      “Hell yeah. I’m ready.”

      “No,” she says.

      I wince. “Damn.”

      Her cheeks flush a little. “You did say you were only here temporarily, right?”

      “I did, yes.”

      “And… you also said that you wanted to have fun while you’re in town, so…” She lays the scarf flat in her lap. “Maybe before you leave... I don’t know. I can see it happening again.”

      I sit forward, sliding into place with my legs resting around her. “Are you suggesting that we, you and I, have an affair?”

      She shrugs. “Why not?”

      “Madam,” I say, feigning offense, “I cannot believe that you see me as nothing more than a side piece.”

      I kiss her on the lips and she leans into it, warm and willing.

      “I didn’t say that,” she says. “In fact, the glowing Yelp review I’m about to leave for Scott’s Dairy is going to explicitly mention the superior quality of service you provided here today.”

      “Well, my mother will be proud.”

      She chuckles, her warm breath touching my cheek.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?” I ask.

      “I suggested it, didn’t I?”

      I press my lips together. “You did, yes.”

      “Nate, I could sit around all day explaining myself or justifying it in some way,” she says. “But I don’t want to. I’m tired of living a life full of things I don’t want. When I’m with you, I feel… wanted. And beautiful. Safe. I like who I am when I’m with you and that’s more than enough justification for me.”

      I nod. “Me, too.”

      “Then, it’s settled.” She smiles. “I feel like this goes without saying but we really shouldn’t tell anybody else about this.”

      “Oh. Agreed.”

      “Like anybody.”

      I curl my arms around her, pulling her close. “Agreed,” I say again. “It’s just a temporary thing, anyway. Right?”

      She nods. “Exactly.”

      I kiss the edge of her mouth and she leans into it to kiss me back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I am the happiest man alive.

      I slept with Kimber Kyle. And she wants to do it again.

      If I could rip open the space-time continuum and reach back in time to accept the high-five my fourteen-year-old self is dying to give me, I would.

      I ride through Clover on my carrier tricycle, grinning like a fucking idiot. Bluebirds fly in circles around my head, chirping catchy pop songs. Cars pass by and I’m suddenly the Oprah of giving waves. You get a wave. You get a wave. Hell, you get a cheesy snap and a finger gun. I don’t care.

      Cloud nine, here I am.

      Kimber Kyle, I’m yours.

      Temporarily. But still.

      I hit the highway, rolling down the shoulder at top speed all the way home to the farm.

      I’m caked in a thick layer of sweat by the time I pass by the Scott’s Dairy sign but I can still smell a little of Kimber’s pleasant perfume in the air around me. I almost don’t even want to wash this day off just yet.

      I look forward up the driveway and my silly grin plummets to my knees.

      A white truck is parked in front of the house. I hold my breath as I pedal just a little faster, hoping I don’t see that familiar logo printed on the side.

      No such luck.

      VanHouten Farms.

      I look to the porch to see a man sitting in the chair by the door.

      Curtis VanHouten.

      Oh, shit.

      I slow down as I near the porch, willing myself to stay calm.

      What is he doing here?

      What does he want?

      Does he know?

      No, there’s no way. Right?

      He stands up and slides his sunglasses off as I stop the bike near the porch stairs.

      “Hey, Nate,” he greets me.

      I nod. “Mr. VanHouten.”

      “Curtis. Please.”

      “Curtis,” I repeat, hating the taste. “What brings you out here?”

      “I came here to talk to you, actually. Your mother said you’d be back soon, so I figured I’d wait.”

      I smile. “And she made you wait outside?”

      He chuckles. “She did.”

      “Yeah, that sounds about right.” I bite my cheek with hesitation. “Sorry if you were waiting long. The truck is in the shop, so all I’ve got is the bike. It takes... a while to get around.”

      “No, I haven’t been here long at all.”

      I gesture to the door. “Well, come on in. I’m dying for some water. You want anything?”

      “Oh, no. Thank you,” he says. “This will only take a minute.”

      I swallow hard. Second time I’ve heard that today. “All right...”

      I hold the door for him, forcing a welcoming smile as he walks inside.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck...

      I walk in behind him and he follows me down the hall to the kitchen. I listen for my mother, hearing her voice somewhere on the wind outside. Must be out in the barn with the ranchers.

      I grab a glass from the cupboard and fill it with water from the sink, feeling the man’s eyes on my back the entire time. Maybe if I linger too long here, he’ll stab me in the back. Wouldn’t blame him, I suppose.

      “So, how can I help you, Mr. Van... Curtis?” I ask.

      “Heh, well...” He shifts nervously and taps his thumb on the table. “I wanted to stop by and thank you in person.”

      I raise the glass to take a sip. “For what?”

      “For whatever it is you did to my wife.”

      I choke on a mouthful of water. “Agh—” I cough. “And what... what might that be?”

      “You tell me,” he says.

      I search his face for clues. “I...”

      “All I know is that ever since the two of you hung out, she’s...” He shrugs. “She’s chatting with the neighbors. She’s going to book clubs. She’s actually leaving the house. It’s like...” He smiles. “It’s like I’m seeing pieces of the woman I married again.”

      I set the glass on the counter behind me. “Is that right?”

      “I just know that you had something to do with that,” he says. “You and Will and Josie.”

      “Jovie,” I correct him.

      “Right. Jovie.” He looks me in the eye. “Thank you for getting through to her in ways I obviously couldn’t.”

      I chuckle, trying to break the tension in my gut. “Hey, man, it was my...”

      Don’t say pleasure. Don’t say pleasure. Don’t say—

      “Cheat. Treat. It was my treat. Kimber’s a... good girl. Good friend. Good...”

      I shut my fucking mouth.

      “Thank you,” he says again. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’m sure you still have work to get done today. I certainly do.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      He turns back. “Unless I can persuade you to take another look at my offer on your farm again before I go.”

      I shake my head, grinning like a moron. “Nope.”

      He shrugs with amusement. “Had to try.”

      I laugh as my guts twist.

      Curtis bows his head and pulls his sunglasses from his pocket. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Yeah, man. Drive safe.”

      He walks away and I stand still until the front door opens and closes. I listen for his truck. Spinning wheels on gravel road fade off into the distance as blood pounds in my ears.

      Fuck.

      The back door swings open. I yelp in surprise, hopping backward as my mother stomps inside.

      She frowns across the kitchen with her hands on her hips. “The fuck did he want?” she asks.

      I exhale hard and reach for my water again. “Nothing. We have a... mutual friend.”

      She squints as I take a drink. “Well, hurry up. We need your help in the barn. You can load the empties in the wash afterward.”

      I swallow. “Be right out.”

      Her inquisitive gaze lingers on me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she answers. “You look weird.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’re glowing.”

      “No, I’m... glistening,” I say. “I’ve been on a bike all day.”

      Her brow rises with interest but she says nothing else. She goes back outside and I hang back to finish my water… and possibly die from the heart attack I just experienced.

      Pieces of the woman he married?

      Kimber VanHouten.

      Fuck.
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      I run the paintbrush beneath the tap of hot water and rub the bristles between my thumb and index finger. The deep blue paint washes off and rushes down the kitchen drain, leaving a few stains on the metal basin but it’s easy enough to wipe off.

      There’s a knock on the door behind me. My lips instantly curl upward on their own.

      “It’s unlocked!” I shout.

      The door opens and Jovie stands there with a baby monitor clipped to her hip.

      “Howdy, neighbor,” she says.

      I set the brush to the side and grab a towel off the counter, quickly wrapping it around my right hand.

      “Hey, Jovie,” I say. “What’s up?”

      “The kid’s napping and I desperately needed to speak to an adult human, so I thought, ‘let’s go see what Kimber’s up to…’”

      I smile. “Well, come on in. I’m just washing brushes.”

      She steps inside and closes the door behind her. I turn my back to her, instinctively searching for my glove but it’s not here. I must have forgotten to slip it on this morning.

      I drop my hand to my side, still wrapped in the dish towel. “So, where’s Will today?” I ask.

      She sits down at the kitchen table. “He’s picking up an extra shift at the auto shop,” she answers. “Mo’ money, mo’... well, money.”

      I chuckle.

      “Actually, there’s something I wanted to ask you about the other day,” she says. “If you don’t mind...”

      I sit down across the table from her. “About what?”

      “Well, I couldn’t help but notice your complete and total silence when Sara asked if we knew anyone who painted.”

      “Right. That...” I scratch behind my ear. “I actually wanted to thank you for not volunteering me. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t at all.”

      Jovie pauses. “But why?”

      My eyes fall to the table. “I don’t paint for others, Jovie. I paint for rehab and physical therapy.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much, but...” She glances at the canvas in the corner. “You’re really good at it.”

      “Thank you, but...” I hesitate. “I’d rather not be involved with anything having to do with the hoedown. That night is still pretty raw for me.”

      She waves a hand. “Completely understand,” she says. “I won’t bring it up again.”

      “Thank you—”

      There’s another knock at the door and I tense up.

      Jovie raises her brow and her eyes shift back and forth. “Expecting company?” she asks.

      I shrug, actually natural. “Nope.”

      She hops up out of her seat and walks over to answer the door. She yanks it open and Nate stands there.

      His expression shifts from casual coolness to stiff surprise.

      “Jovie!” he says, his eyes flicking at me over her petite shoulders. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” she asks. “You don’t deliver on weekends.”

      “You’re right. I don’t.”

      Jovie waits for more. “So, what are you doing here?”

      His mouth opens and closes and opens again. “Kimber asked me to stop by.”

      She twists around to look at me. “You did?”

      “Uh…” I stand up. “Yeah.”

      “Why?” she asks.

      “I... asked him to...” I look into his wincing face. “Mow the lawn,” I spit out.

      Jovie smirks. “He’s gonna mow your lawn?”

      “That’s right,” Nate says, nodding. “Yeah, I mentioned that it was looking pretty overgrown and so I volunteered to... mow it.”

      “Hmm,” she hums.

      A cry rings out from the baby monitor on her hip. She grunts and reaches for it, unclipping it and holding it up.

      “Well, that’s my cue,” she says. “Duty cries.”

      Nate steps back and out of the way. “See you, Jove.”

      “Bye, Jovie!” I say.

      “Bye, guys.”

      She leaves, cutting across the backyard and squeezing between the bushes into her own yard.

      Nate exhales and steps inside, quickly closing the door behind him. “Mow the lawn?” he asks.

      I cringe. “It was the first thing I could think of...”

      “Unclog a sink. Move a bookshelf. Something I don’t have to actually do to prove I did it.”

      I laugh. “Sorry.”

      “Eh, it’s all right.”

      “So, what are you doing here?”

      “Well, I got a call from Mr. Jovie Ross this morning,” he says. “The truck is fixed. Came into town to pick it up.”

      “Aww,” I whine, “I liked the bike.”

      He takes a step closer. “And I thought I’d stop by, see how you were.”

      I shrug. “I’m good.”

      “Just good?”

      “Could be better, I guess.”

      “Anything I can do to help?” he asks.

      I smirk. “Well, my lawn really does need to be mowed, now that I think about it.”

      His eyes drop to my lips. “Is that all?”

      “You gonna make me say it or you just gonna do it?” I ask.

      He blinks. “Actually...” He leans forward, placing his hands on the table behind me on both sides of me. “Yes. I am gonna make you say it.”

      I bite my cheek as he drifts a little closer. He bows his head and I close my eyes as his nose gently slides along my neck. Warm shivers crawl down my back as he inhales my scent and hums with delight.

      “I...” I say, licking my lips. “I need...”

      “What?” he whispers in my ear before kissing my neck. “What can I do... to turn that frown upside down?”

      I smile. “The bulb burst in the bathroom this morning.” I point upward. “If you ran up there and changed it for me, that’d be super great.”

      Nate pauses and pulls back to face me. “Oh, I see how it is,” he quips.

      I pat his shoulder. “Such a handy man.”

      “Oh, I’m handy.” He bends over and cups my rear, swiftly lifting me up and plopping me onto the kitchen table. “But I don’t work for free.”

      He kisses me and I melt against him, wrapping my arms and legs around him to try and fuse us together. His hands constantly move, touching my thighs and hips, my back and sides. I part my lips and he pushes his tongue into my mouth, humming softly as he tastes me.

      “I need you, Kimber,” he says, his hands moving to his belt. “I haven’t been able to think of anything but you since yesterday.”

      I run my hands down his back, pushing into the lip of his jeans as he unzips and they loosen around his waist. “I had to touch myself last night,” I say. “I couldn’t sleep. Thinking about you...” I squeeze his toned ass. “I could smell you on my pillow. I couldn’t stop myself.”

      He nips at my neck. “Was he there?” he asks.

      Guilt twists in my gut, mixing with the pleasure in me, but it makes me throb harder. “Yes,” I answer. “He was sleeping...”

      Nate kisses me, firm and greedy, as his fingers hook my pants. “I need you...” he says again, his voice begging as much as his body.

      I unwrap the dish towel from my right hand and lay it on his eyes, quickly knotting it off behind his head to keep it there but he doesn’t complain. I rise off the table an inch and he pulls my jeans down to my ankles. As soon as I kick them off, he positions himself between my thighs, using his hands to perfectly align himself with me. I lock my feet around him, pulling him closer, and I gasp as his hardness teases my entrance.

      I reach between us, taking hold of his cock and pressing the head of it against my clit. I rub it back and forth, using him for my own gratification.

      Nate kisses my neck, helping me along as sharp bursts of pleasure push me closer to the edge.

      “Right there,” I say, gasping. “Kiss me again.”

      He obeys and I tremble at the feel of his wet tongue tasting my skin. “Keep going,” he says. “I want to feel your body as you come...”

      I whimper with his words. “Nate,” I moan.

      His teeth nibble at my flesh. Little groans fall from his lips, enjoying the quick jerks I give his cock each time I rub myself. “Fuck,” he whispers. “Don’t stop.”

      I crush my mouth on his, biting his lip as climax takes hold of me. I moan into him, trying to smother the sound as my body jerks in his arms.

      “That’s it...” he says. His strong hands hold me steady and I fall against him. He leaves soft kisses on my lips. “Fuck, you feel so good…”

      I kiss him back, feeling tears spring to my eyes but I don’t care if they fall. I lock my ankles behind him and watch the change in his expression as I ease his cock downward.

      I slide him inside of me, easily pushing him into my wet slit, and he flexes his jaw as passion takes him.

      Nate thrusts himself as deep as he can and my jaw drops. My entire body explodes with delight as he tightens his grip on my body and starts fucking me.

      I rest my hands behind me and he guides me farther, making me lie down on the table. It shifts along the floor, tapping hard against the wall behind me but I can’t focus on anything but the heat building in my core again.

      “Nate,” I moan his name as his hands slide up my body to squeeze my breasts. “I...”

      My words fail me. I try to speak but my voice comes out pitched with broken syllables. He says nothing. He just smiles, using all of his other senses to alter his speed and firmness to suit my needs.

      “I want to feel it again,” he says, his hands softly clawing down my chest. “Then, I’m going to take you upstairs...” he leans forward, his hips grinding me to the edge of orgasm again, “and I’ll give you something to touch yourself to tonight.”

      My inner muscles spasm around his thrusting cock. I come hard, my entire body breaking the tension. I arch my back and curl my toes. Everything twists and turns as I mewl on the table like a willing slave to his every whim.

      I look up into his handsome face. I miss his eyes. Those playful, green eyes. My fingers twitch, urging me to pull that blindfold off, but I keep my hands at my sides.

      Nate takes hold of my arms and he pulls me up. His lips instantly lock with mine, taking my breath away.

      He doesn’t even need his eyes to make me feel beautiful.

      “Upstairs,” he growls, just as breathless as I am.

      “Yes,” I sigh, falling into his arms all over again.
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      I can’t see a thing. But I can feel everything.

      Her body, her pleasure. Every sudden intake of her breath and little twitch of her muscles.

      It’s just like how I imagined fucking Kimber would be like, right down to the pinch of her nails digging into my chest and the feel of her tight body writhing on me. I don’t even give a shit that I can’t see it. I wouldn’t change a thing about this, no matter how much she may doubt that.

      “Is this okay?” she asks, her hips gently grinding as she rides me.

      I laugh out loud. How can I not?

      “It’s more than okay,” I say. I feel up her body to cup her breasts. “Do what makes you feel good.”

      “But does it feel good for you? Am I going too slow?”

      “Kimber,” I laugh again, “trust me, nothing you do right now is going to feel bad for me.”

      She chuckles. “Is that a challenge?”

      I pause. “Okay, suddenly feeling very vulnerable with this blindfold on...”

      Her hips rise and my cock slides out of her. “Oh, yeah?” she asks, her voice light and playful.

      I make grabby hands at her. “Wait, where are you going—”

      She dodges out of my grasp.

      “Kimber.”

      “Shh...” she whispers, her voice down near my feet. “You’ll be okay.”

      “But what are you doing?”

      She doesn’t answer. I feel her moving upward, her warm breath touching my thighs. I hold still, torn between just going with it and bolting for what I hope is the door.

      “Kimber?” I ask again.

      Something touches my cock. Light and smooth. A warm flick around the base.

      Her tongue.

      “Oh, okay...” I settle in.

      Kimber chuckles as her lips slide up my shaft, tongue gliding along my glans.

      I grunt a silent thank you for the blindfold. I know if I could see this, Kimber’s little, blue eyes peeking up at me, her pink mouth open wide for me, I’d come without a second thought. Hell, it’s hard enough not to imagine it and unload right now as it is.

      Her open mouth wraps around my tip and I take in a sharp breath.

      “Fuck...” I mutter, blood pumping through me.

      She teases me, lightly lapping and kissing. Doing every little thing she can short of sucking me right off. My tip throbs. My balls rise and tighten. Her palms come to lie on my abs and I lay back, completely under her control.

      She bobs suddenly, taking me almost all the way into her throat and I jerk in surprise.

      “Whoa—”

      She puts pressure on my chest, holding me down as she sucks harder up and down my cock. Life surges through my groin, welcoming a sweet finish but I don’t want this to end.

      “Kimber,” I groan.

      She moans, vibrating my shaft and tickling my nerves.

      I reach down, finding her left hand on my body. She turns her palm up and holds my hand, entwining my fingers as she bobs her head faster.

      “I’m coming,” I tell her, my voice as heavy as my body.

      She pulses my hand, giving me permission, and tightens her lips around my tip.

      I come with a deep, satisfying grunt. She catches my cum on her tongue, continuing to suck lightly until she knows I’m finished. As she rises, she sits back on her knees but keeps that tight hold on my hand. I don’t want to let her go, either.

      I pull her toward me and she slides closer. She lays down beside me and rests her head on my shoulder. We relax, breathing steadily with our hands on each other. I kiss her forehead. Her lips press into my chest. She draws lines along my pec with her finger. I see nothing. I feel everything.

      “Is this okay?” she asks.

      I laugh out loud. How can I not?
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* * *

      I stare out across the fields. It’s just before sunrise. Crickets still chirp like crazy in my ears but it doesn’t bug me nearly as much as it did a week ago. Strange how quickly you get used to that noise again. I raise my mug and take a slow sip of coffee. It’s going cold but I don’t mind. The air is warm so it balances out.

      The front door opens and my mother walks out with her own mug, looking worn and tired. Her eyes fall on me and she stops dead in her tracks.

      I wave at her, smiling wide. “G’morning.”

      “Good morning,” she says. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Figured I’d watch the sunrise,” I say.

      Her brow rises with suspicion but she takes her seat beside me on the porch swing.

      We sit in silence for a minute or so, just staring out at the land and drinking coffee. The sky fades from black to blue to another blue. Soon, it’ll be brighter. Like Kimber’s eyes.

      “You got something on your mind?”

      I blink out of it. “Not really,” I answer, raising my mug. “Why?”

      “You seem pensive,” she says. “More so than usual.”

      “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “That VanHouten twit offer you something?”

      “What?” I shake my head. “No.”

      “Well, there must be some reason why you’re up before me on a Sunday morning.”

      I laugh. “I woke up naturally and I didn’t want to drag ass for the next few days. Okay?”

      She nods, seemingly satisfied. “You settling in all right otherwise?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I take another sip. “How’s the rancher hunt going?”

      “I’m working on it. Tough to find folks mid-summer. They’ve all already got jobs.”

      I nod. “Figures.”

      “Sorry it’s taking a while. I’ll keep you updated.”

      “It’s all right.”

      She nudges my ribs. “I know you’re desperate to get out of here again. Just hang in there for a while longer, all right?”

      “It’s fine. I don’t mind.”

      I look out across the field again, throwing my mug back to finish it off. I set it on the table beside me and turn back to find my mother still staring at me, studying me closely.

      I sigh. “What?”

      “What are you up to?” she asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Why do you want to stay in Clover?”

      “I don’t want to stay in Clover,” I say. “I would very much like to not be in Clover anymore but I promised you that I’d help out for as long as you needed it.”

      “Well,” she feigns a sigh, “I’m sorry your poor, widowed mother is such a burden to you, sweetie.”

      I exhale. “I didn’t say that—”

      “It’s not like I didn’t spend twenty years feeding you—”

      “Mom.”

      “Clothing you.”

      “All right. I get it.”

      “Keeping your father from killing you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she says. “Now, shut up and let me enjoy my Sunday.”

      I smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Movement catches my eye and we both turn our heads to the right.

      Gertie wanders by the porch, taking slow but swift steps toward the highway.

      “Not It,” my mother says, volunteering me to go put her back in the barn.

      I groan. “Dammit, Gertie,” I mutter, standing up to go fetch her.
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      “If all goes well, I should be back tomorrow night,” Curtis says.

      I watch him through the bathroom mirror as he passes in front of the doorway. “Okay,” I say.

      He walks back to the dresser and grabs yet another pure white shirt to stuff into his suitcase. I pick up my hairbrush and run it through my locks, actively pushing it back as I reach for a hair-tie.

      “I’ll call you if anything changes,” he says behind me. “Dad has been priming this farm for months now, so—”

      I let his voice fade away. Really, the last thing I care about is him and my father-in-law buying out yet another poor farmer’s family business. Sort of makes me feel proud of Nate and his mother. It takes some balls to look someone like Curtis VanHouten in the eye and say no.

      He walks into the bathroom behind me and I realize I’m smiling. I force a neutral face as he reaches across me for his toothbrush. He tosses it into his travel bag and zips it closed.

      “Well, I’ll be here,” I say, eying him as he refuses to even look at me. “I have a book to finish reading before book club tomorrow. Might start a new painting, too...”

      “Make sure you open a window,” he says, head down as he checks his drawer. “You know I hate that smell.”

      I bite down. “I will,” I say.

      He starts for the door, his head finally rising to glance at me. He comes to a stop and looks at me again, his eyes creating a halo around my head.

      “You’re wearing your hair up,” he says.

      I stare at my reflection. Scars and all. “I like the way it looks.”

      “You don’t leave the house like that, do you?”

      I meet his eyes in the mirror. “No,” I answer.

      Curtis exits the bathroom and stuffs his travel bag into his suitcase.

      I follow him downstairs in silence. He pauses by the coat rack to grab his jacket. I walk halfway to the kitchen, pausing in the doorframe in case he wants to say something to me before leaving.

      You know, anything at all a husband might tell his wife before leaving for almost two days.

      Anything at all.

      “Have a safe trip,” I say first, raising my voice the slightest bit.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he says, reaching into his pocket and jingling his keys.

      “Good luck.”

      Curtis turns the doorknob, steps one foot out, and stops. He turns back and looks at me, hesitating for a moment before stepping back inside and walking toward me.

      He pauses in front of me and leans over, planting a kiss on my cheek.

      I straighten up, surprised by the sudden show of affection.

      “I like your hair up, too,” he says, his eyes rounding that halo again.

      I blink. “Thank you.”

      He nods and heads for the door again. “Bye, Kim.”

      “Bye.”

      I stare at the white door as it latches closed behind him. His truck roars to life outside in the driveway. It sits idle for a bit before he drives away.

      The feel of his lips on my cheek fades quickly but I can’t shake off that sincere look in his eyes when he spoke to me.

      The back door opens and closes.

      I stay still, listening to the gentle tap of shoes slowly coming up behind me. They stop short of me and a hand touches my hip and crawls around my waist. I lay my hand on his as he closes in and kisses my neck.

      “Hey,” Nate whispers in my ear.

      “Hi,” I say.

      “You okay?”

      I turn, putting my back to the doorframe. I nod as I pinch the brim of his white hat and slide it off his head.

      He smiles and I draw him in to kiss my lips.
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* * *

      I turn my head to one side and he kisses the other.

      I let out a gasp and he does whatever he did again, but just a little slower.

      I feel everything. He sees nothing but makes me feel everything.

      I lay a hand on Nate’s cheek, sparking a smile on his face as I guide his mouth toward mine. We lock lips, bodies entwined on the bed. He thrusts slowly, making me feel every inch of him as he fills me over and over again.

      He reaches down, hooking my knee and shifting it just a little higher on his naked waist and his cock enters me a little deeper as a result. I gasp, enjoying the thrill of him and his kiss drops to my jawline.

      My body begs for more of him.

      I feel up his flexing arms.

      I draw a line up his thigh with my toes.

      I tighten my core, squeezing him from the inside and he groans with pleasure.

      But still, I need more of him.

      I reach around his head and pull the knot free on the blindfold. It loosens along his eyes and Nate stops his slow, rhythmic movement between my legs. I drop the scarf to the floor and look into his wide-open eyes.

      He looks into mine. “Are you sure?” he asks, catching his breath.

      I touch his cheek, running my thumb to edge of his mouth. “Yes,” I say.

      Nate takes a deep breath and he studies my face. His body trembles as he kisses me. I reach around him, touching his lower back and coaxing him to start again.

      He begins that slow fuck, triggering the heat to ignite deep inside of me. I watch his eyes. He watches mine. Pleasure dances behind his smile and I lose myself completely in him all over again.

      When his eyes roam, I don’t care. I don’t cower in shame or flinch away like I have before. When he kisses my scars with the same sweet tenderness as always, I know his affection is real. I know he sees me no differently than he did with closed eyes.

      “Kimber,” he groans and slows his pace. “I’m gonna—”

      I kiss him, lightly sucking on his lip. “Don’t stop. I want you to.”

      I take his hand, entwining our fingers as he takes what he needs. He pumps faster, his breath warm and wild on my skin. I hold him as he comes, cradling his head and leaving soft kisses along his brow.

      Nate catches his breath and raises his head to look me in the eye again. “You’re beautiful,” he says.

      I smile.

      The front door opens and closes downstairs.

      We lock in place, our reflexes as tired as our senses.

      “Shit,” I say.

      Nate rolls off me and stands up on the floor. I get up and rush to grab my robe as Nate throws his briefs back on.

      The stairs creak. He’s coming up.

      “Window,” I say, panicking.

      Nate blinks. “What?”

      I pick up his jeans and shirt and throw them at him. “Window.”

      I slide the window open and shove Nate toward it. He reluctantly obeys, carefully easing out onto the roof outside.

      “Sorry,” I whisper as I block my view of him with thick curtains.

      I turn back to the room, hearing feet reach the landing down the hall as Nate’s semen drips down my leg.

      God, what do I do?

      “Kimber?”

      I cringe and run to the bathroom, tossing my robe to the floor and turning on the showerhead. I hop inside, cringing beneath the cold burst of water, but I force myself to endure it for another few seconds.

      “Kimber?” I hear again.

      “Curtis?” I say, acting normal. “Is that you?”

      He pokes his head into the bathroom. “I got halfway to Topeka and realized I left my wallet.”

      I laugh. “Oh, yeah?”

      “I’ve got it now.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      I nod as I stare at the drain beneath me. “See you then.”

      He disappears from the doorway. I stand under the water, rinsing the sweat and fluids off my skin as my pulse tries to return to normal... if that’s at all possible.

      That was too close.

      I step out and wrap a towel around me on my way back into the bedroom. I scan the room for anything out of place, anything at all that might have given us away.

      My eyes land on the chair in the corner. Nate’s white hat sits on the cushion.

      I bite my lip. Maybe Curtis didn’t notice. He surely would have said something if he did.

      “Nate?”

      I walk to the window and open the curtains to look outside.

      The roof is empty. He’s gone.
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          Nate

        

      

    

    
      I have to get out of here.

      I can’t stay on this roof. Looking out, I can see directly into the windows of neighboring houses across the street. If I can see them, then someone can see me.

      I have to get down.

      I pull my pants up, leaving them unzipped as I try and twist into my shirt. I might have slipped it on inside out but there is no time to care about that.

      Curtis came home. I see his truck in the driveway. If I can see him, then he can see me—

      For fuck’s sake. Move, Nate.

      I force my shoes on and crawl to the edge of the roof, looking for a good place to get down. If I hang down, it’s not too far to drop. I can probably reach the railing of the porch with my toes to keep from falling the whole way. If I do slip, it might hurt a bit but the bushes will break my fall.

      Or I can leap off, grab that tree branch, shimmy across, and climb down...

      Eh, the drop is probably safer.

      I take a breath and turn around, slowly letting my legs down first. I feel so stupid. So unbelievably stupid but, hey — had sex.

      She took the blindfold off. I can’t believe she did that—

      Focus, Nate.

      I lower down, stretching my toes to touch the porch railing. They just barely graze it. This is so risky but it’s either get down and run or come face-to-face with the man whose wife I just came into.

      I let go. The railing slows my fall and I tumble safely into the bushes below. I roll out of them without thinking and run around the house toward the backyard, hoping to find someplace obvious to hide until Curtis leaves again.

      I dive into the bushes of the next yard over and curl into a low fetal position to catch my breath.

      A burst of water sprays my back.

      I twist around only to get hit in the face again with the stream of a hose held by Jovie Ross.

      “Hey, Joanne, check it out,” she says, her hand on her hip. “A weed.”

      I close my eyes and exhale hard, dripping wet and painfully out of ideas. “Hi, Jovie...”

      Jovie chucks the hose to the ground next to Joanne’s kiddie pool. She bends down and picks the splashing baby up, her smirk curling to one side as she turns to stares at me.

      “Come on in, milkman,” she says. “Let’s talk.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jovie hands me a bath towel.

      “Thanks,” I say before smothering my wet face with it.

      She sits down at her kitchen table across from me, instantly crossing her arms and glaring at me as I dry myself off. Three large rectangles of white paper sit rolled up to one side, propped back by three jars or red, white, and blue paint and giant brushes.

      Joanne hops up and down beside her, strapped into a bouncy chair and giggling at us every so often.

      I smile at her. Cute kid.

      I connect again with Jovie’s glare. “It’s not what it looked like,” I say, setting the towel down.

      “Really?” she says. “Because it looked like my neighbor shoved a half-naked man out of the bedroom window seconds after her husband walked through the front door.”

      “Okay...” I nod. “That’s accurate.”

      “First of all...” Jovie raises her hand. “High five, dude.”

      I accept it with a half-smile. “Thanks.”

      “And second...”

      She leans forward and smacks the side of my head.

      “Ouch,” I deadpan.

      “What are you even thinking?!” she asks.

      “I don’t know!”

      “What is she thinking?”

      “I don’t—” I frown at her. “Hey, you’re the one who filled her head with that crap about me talking my way under skirts.”

      “Yeah, unmarried skirts.”

      “Well, apparently, my skills don’t discriminate based on marital status.”

      “So, you’re an equal opportunity idiot?” she quips.

      “Yes.”

      She scoffs, shaking her head in disappointment. “Kudos, though.”

      I blink. “Okay, are you supporting this or not?”

      “I don’t know! On one hand, you’re so stupid!” She exhales hard. “On the other, I love a good underdog story. I’m so very torn right now.”

      “Yeah. Welcome to my life, Jove.”

      She sits back in her chair. “Look, man, I’m not gonna lecture you. You obviously know what you’re doing and so does she... I’m guessing. It’s not my place to tell you what to do otherwise.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m not judging you...” She looks me in the eye. “But they will.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t care what they think.”

      “That’s what I said, too. But someday, you might. This is a small town, Nate. Everything gets out eventually and when this does, they will crucify both of you.”

      “Oh, come on.” I laugh. “You’re being dramatic.”

      “No, I’m speaking from my overwhelming life experience as Clover’s punching bag.”

      “This is different,” I argue. “Kimber’s unhappy. She’s trapped and lonely and he doesn’t love her.”

      She tilts her head. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes!”

      “So, what’s your plan?” she asks. “You swoop in the back door, act like the alpha hero for a while, and then... what? Leave town again? Make her pick up the pieces?”

      I go quiet.

      “Today was a close call but what about tomorrow?” she asks. “Or the next day?”

      “I get it, Jovie,” I say. “I get it. Believe me.”

      She turns her head to check on Joanne. Still bouncing. Bright eyes watching us with curiosity.

      “Just something to think about,” she says. “That’s all.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I gesture at the art supplies spread out on the table. “What’s all this stuff for?”

      Jovie’s eyes roll. “We can’t paint Mr. Warner’s barn this year, so Sara is making all members of the party planning committee do three posters each to hang and decorate the thing. Something patriotic and festive.”

      “Decorate for what?” I ask.

      “The Fourth of July hoedown this Saturday.”

      My jaw drops. “Oh, right. I forgot about that thing…”

      A perfect night flashes in my mind with pure clarity.

      Me and Kimber dancing in the moonlight.

      Kissing at the edge of the lake beneath the fireworks.

      “Should be oh-so-fun,” she says, her voice lacking all enthusiasm.

      “You know, Kimber paints,” I say. “She might be willing to help out if you ask.”

      “I already did. She said no.”

      “She did?”

      She nods. “Kimber said she didn’t want anything to do with the hoedown.”

      “What? Why?”

      Jovie’s eyes land on me. “Because it’s the hoedown.”

      “And?”

      She pauses. “Oh, that’s right. You weren’t here last year.”

      I turn my hands up, prompting her to explain.

      “The accident,” she says. “The one that left Kimber…” She points at her face. “That was the night of the hoedown.”

      I sit back. “Oh.”

      “Right? Poor thing.”

      “Yeah.” I stand up. “Anyway, I’m gonna go. Thanks for the towel.”

      “You’re welcome.” She waves at me. “Say, ‘Bye, milkman!’” she coos at the baby.

      Joanne giggles in her bouncy chair. I give her a smile and a wave before walking out the back door.

      I cross through the bushes between the lawns, my feet feeling heavy with each step toward the VanHouten house. I pause in front of the back door, thinking twice before reaching out and turning the knob.

      “Nate?”

      I step inside and Kimber rushes into the kitchen, her hand on her heart.

      She breathes a sigh of relief. “Where did you go?” she asks. “I was freaking out.”

      I close the door. “It’s all right. I just... laid low over at Jovie’s for a bit.”

      She comes in for a kiss and pulls back, touching my shirt. “Why are you wet?”

      “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” I look into her face and smile. “Are you okay?”

      Kimber nods and smiles back at me. “Yeah...”

      She steps closer and lays her head on my chest as I hug my arms around her. I inhale her sweet scent, feeling a wave of euphoria as blood rushes to my head. But Jovie’s right. If we’re not more careful, this won’t end well for Kimber. I can pack up and leave at any moment, but she can’t. Not easily.

      Kimber turns her head up. She looks at me with those bright, happy eyes. The same eyes I saw when she removed that blindfold and revealed herself to me.

      Jovie may be right about some things but so am I.

      Curtis doesn’t love her.

      I do.
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      I linger on the edge of a tempting sleep. Nate’s hand travels up and down my naked hip, occasionally gliding all the way to my hairline and down again.

      “Kimber?”

      I keep my eyes closed but I smile at his voice beside me on the bed.

      “Hmm?” I hum.

      “Are you asleep?”

      “Al-mosh,” I say, my lips weak.

      He leans in and kisses my brow. “I gotta go soon,” he says.

      I wiggle my fingers and he chuckles as he takes my hand. He brings it to his lips and kisses my knuckles before holding it against his bare chest. His heart thumps along my fingertips, sending happy sensation up my arms.

      Nate leans in close again, his lips tickling my cheek.

      “Go to the hoedown with me,” he says.

      My eyes open. “What?”

      He pushes my hair back behind my ear. “Go with me,” he says again.

      I sit up onto my elbow and shake my head. “No,” I answer.

      “Okay, before you say the no you already said, hear me out—”

      “No,” I say again.

      “Kimber.”

      “Nate.”

      He smiles. “I know why you don’t want to go and I don’t blame you—”

      “Then, you really shouldn’t question it,” I say, leaning away from him.

      “Okay, wait, wait.” His comforting touch glides along my arm again. “Just listen to what I have to say. If it’s still a no in thirty seconds, then I won’t ask again. Please.”

      I clench my eyes closed. “Nate...”

      “Kimber, I can’t even begin to imagine what you’ve been through,” he says. “I wasn’t there before but I’m here now... and I’m in absolute awe of you more and more every day.”

      I let my lids open and he smiles.

      “You’re so strong.” His gaze falls to my skin. “Just look at you. Inside and out. You took a chance on me and look how far you’ve come. I just want one night to show you the worst is behind you.”

      I take a deep breath, feeling the pull of fear in my chest.

      Nate eases closer, still smiling. “I want to spend the Fourth of July dancing with you,” he says.

      “Nate, we couldn’t do that even if I did go,” I say. “The whole town goes to the hoedown. People would see us.”

      “Everybody dances with everybody at the hoedown,” he argues. “A dance with you here. A dance with Jovie there. Maybe a shimmy or two with Will’s mom and I’ll be right back to you.”

      I look into his playful eyes and my resolve starts to crumble.

      One night to show me the worst is behind me. One night to let go of the past and move forward, just like Dr. Sumner said I should do.

      “I don’t know...” I say.

      He kisses my forehead. “I’ll be right there beside you the whole time. Your friendly, platonic escort. On the surface, anyway.”

      “It’s not that, Nate.”

      “What is it?” he asks, caressing my cheek. “Show me the problem and throw me at it.”

      “It’s miles out of town,” I say weakly. “I can’t...”

      He nods, squinting in thought. After a moment, he smiles again.

      “Do you trust me?” he asks.

      I lean back. “With those crazy eyes? Not sure.”

      Nate chuckles. “You let me worry about getting you there. You worry about finding comfortable shoes to dance the night away in. All right?”

      I breathe out, my chest loosening. “Okay.”

      His eyes grow wide. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’ll go with you.”

      Nate rolls over me and I laugh at his ecstatic grin as he kisses me all over.

      “Thank you,” he says. “It’s gonna be great, I promise.”

      My chest tingles as images flash in my head.

      Dancing with Nate beneath the stars.

      Watching the fireworks go off with his arms wrapped around my waist.

      Sneaking a kiss in the darkened corners.

      A perfect night… for the perfect friendly, platonic couple.

      The more I picture it, the better it feels. A week ago, any thought of the hoedown steered me toward a panic attack but now...

      Nate Scott has changed me. I feel safe around him. I want to see how far I can go.

      “Do you have to leave yet?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I can play hooky for a little while longer,” he says, his eyes on my lips.
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      I walk to Dr. Sumner’s house feeling a little lighter than usual.

      Until tonight, part of me dreaded my weekly talk with her. Maybe it was the thought of watching Curtis scowl through the whole thing while I poured my heart out, assuming he even bothered to show up at all. Or how I never really felt strong enough to do anything she told me to do. But this time...

      Be selfish. I may have taken that too far.

      But it feels damn good.

      I reach her house and walk around to the side door where her home office is. I hear laughter behind the door as I push it open but I think nothing of it until my eyes land on the man sitting in the armchair across from Dr. Sumner.

      Curtis.

      “Kimber!” Sumner greets me with a smile. “You’re right on time.”

      I close the door, my eyes still locked on Curtis. “Hi, Dr. Sumner...”

      Curtis smiles at me and stands up from his chair. “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I say. “You’re... well, here.”

      “Thursday nights, 8 PM. Right?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Well, come on.”

      He gestures to our seats and I ease forward to sit down.

      What is happening?

      “Curtis was just telling me about your progress,” Sumner says.

      I glance between them. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Am I right, though?” Curtis asks Sumner. “She looks different?”

      I grow tense as they both stare at me.

      Sumner nods. “It’s what I’ve noticed the last few weeks. Yes.”

      “When I told my parents she was actually leaving the house again, they didn’t believe me,” he says.

      I frown. “You talked to your parents about me?”

      His hand brushes my knee. “Oh, just small talk this week while I was gone. They’re happy you’re doing well. In fact, I’ve invited them to dinner this weekend so they can see for themselves.”

      I hold my breath. “You did?”

      “My mother is dying to see you again.”

      “Well, that sounds wonderful,” Sumner says, sensing my coldness. “Doesn’t it, Kimber? “

      I stare at the floor. A whole night hosting Patrick and Liana VanHouten isn’t exactly my idea of wonderful.

      “When this weekend?” I ask him.

      “Saturday night,” he says.

      “The hoedown is on Saturday.”

      Curtis leans back and his face screws up. “The hoedown?”

      “You decided to go?” Sumner asks me.

      “Well, I...” I nod. “Yes. I did. I want to go.”

      “Darling, we don’t need to go to that,” Curtis says. “No, I think it’s better if we just let it pass and we spend a quiet evening with family. That’s the best thing to do, right, Doctor?”

      Sumner considers it. “I think it’s up to her how she wants to attack her issues. She’s been very proactive lately. Going to the hoedown might be exactly she needs.”

      “Or it could break her and we’d be right back where we started,” he argues.

      Disappointment grips my chest. “I made plans. Why did you invite people over without consulting me first?”

      “Why did you make plans without consulting me first?” he asks back.

      “Because I...” My voice falls.

      “Kimber, why would you want to drag me to that thing again anyway?” he adds. “It’s awful. You know I hate it.”

      “It’s a town tradition.”

      “So?”

      “You wouldn’t understand, Curtis. I grew up here. You didn’t. You don’t have to go but I made plans with my friends.”

      “And you thought I wanted to spend the holiday alone while my wife goes off to some barn party?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d care at all. You never did before. Why would you start now?”

      He pauses.

      Sumner clears her throat. “How about we back up and unpack this, piece-by-piece?”

      “No.” Curtis raises a hand, his eyes down on the floor. “She’s right. I deserved that.”

      I stare at his expression, finding that same sincerity he had the other day before he left town.

      “I haven’t been there for her when I should have.” He takes a breath. “I didn’t... understand why she couldn’t just get over it. Why our lives couldn’t go back to normal. I closed her out and I’m sorry for that.”

      He lifts his eyes and looks at me.

      “I’m sorry,” he says again. “I wasn’t there before but I’m here now and I really think the last thing we need is to keep reminding ourselves of the past. I want to move forward. Together.”

      My heart bleeds. “Why now?” I ask him.

      He smiles. “There’s something different about you. I don’t know. Something sparked in you and I realized that... I missed it. I don’t want to miss anymore.”

      “Has it not occurred to you that if you were there sooner, you would have caused it?” I ask, my voice breaking.

      He exhales. “Yes. And I’m sorry.”

      I swallow hard, fighting tears.

      Curtis turns in his chair toward me. “Darling, please—”

      “Don’t call me that,” I say.

      He drops his head and goes quiet.

      “Kimber,” Sumner says.

      I look at her and she shrugs a shoulder.

      This is what she and I have talked about, right?

      All we’ve been waiting for is for him to show the bare minimum of effort to save our marriage. Now, here he is. He showed up. He’s talking.

      He’s trying.

      But he’s too late.

      Guilt stabs my chest. I made my selfish choice already.

      How can we ever go back to normal after what I’ve done?

      I can only try. It’s the bare minimum I can do.

      “Okay,” I say. I look my husband in the eye. “I won’t go to the hoedown.”

      Curtis extends his hand for mine. I hold it out but he stops to stare at my glove. He takes it with hesitation and he forces another smile as he looks at me.
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      Thank God it’s Friday.

      Next stop, the weekend. Not just any weekend. Fourth of July weekend.

      The air is full of the little, intermittent pop of firecrackers.

      Kids chase each other down Main Street with sparklers.

      Signs hang in the town square: Hoedown. The Warner’s farm. Music begins at sundown. 10 PM fireworks. Contact Sara for carpool details.

      A man needs something to look forward to and picturing a beautiful blonde swaying in my arms is getting me through some long nights until then.

      Just one more night.

      But first, I gotta work.

      I won’t say no to a little tease, though...

      I park in front of the VanHouten house. It’s Friday, so I pack a milk crate with Kimber’s usual large grocery order, plus a few extras because I’m just nice like that. I hop down and make my way up the sidewalk.

      The back door comes into view and I catch sight of the two empty bottles sitting on the stoop.

      I crack a smile. She remembered. She’s been thinking about me.

      Hell yeah, she has.

      I brace the crate beneath one arm and reach for the doorknob with the other.

      It doesn’t move.

      Locked.

      I look around for prying eyes before giving the door two quick knocks. I wait a few moments with my ear by the door, listening for her on the other side. Nothing.

      “Hey, Kimber?” I say, knocking again. “It’s me.”

      Still nothing.

      “Kiiiim-ber?” I sing. “Oh, Kiiiiii-”

      Finally, the lock turns. The door opens slowly and I smile on her face.

      “Weekly food delivery, ma’am. Want it on the table?” I lean forward, tipping my hat. “As usual?” I add with a wink.

      Kimber’s lips twitch but they don’t quite make it to the full smile I love so much. She takes a step back and opens the door wider for me to step inside.

      I walk in and set the crate on the table, along with my hat that’s inevitably going to fall off once we go horizontal.

      I turn around and she’s still standing with the door wide-open.

      “Thank you,” she says, hand on the knob.

      I step closer, gazing down at her. “Is that all I get?” I tease.

      She exhales softly. “We need to talk.”

      “Oh!” I snap my fingers. “Have you given any thought to what you’re wearing tomorrow night? I’m stuck between two ties.”

      “Nate...”

      “Blue or red? The blue is more bright and fun but the red is classy and sleek. Figured I’d just match you and save me the trouble of choosing.”

      “I’m not going,” she says.

      I blink. “What?”

      Kimber turns her head down. “I’m not going,” she says again. “I change my mi—”

      I grab the door and the knob slips from her hand as I force it closed.

      “You’re not going?” I ask. “Why not?”

      She takes a deep breath. “I thought about it and I just don’t think it’s a good idea anymore.”

      “Kimber... you have nothing to worry about. I got this. I’ve got the whole thing taken care of. You don’t have to be scared. Trust me.”

      “I’m not. And I do, Nate, I just...”

      She goes quiet, her eyes still locked on the floor between us.

      I tilt down. “Why won’t you look at me?” I ask.

      Her head shakes. “Nate...”

      “It’s him, isn’t it?”

      She looks up. Her blue eyes threaten to spill over as she nods.

      “Yes,” she answers. “We’re having dinner here with his parents tomorrow night. I have to host.”

      I grit my teeth as jealously clenches my insides. “Fuck ‘em. Go anyway.”

      “I can’t do that,” she says.

      “You’d rather spend the night with him and his snooty parents than me?”

      The answer is right there in her bright eyes. It’s written all over her silent face.

      I rest my hands on her shoulders. “You don’t want this, Kimber,” I say. “Go with me instead.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Nate, this is my marriage,” she says. “What we have. You and me. It’s…”

      “It’s perfect,” I say.

      “It’s temporary.” She shakes her head slowly. “It’s always been temporary. I have to think about that. I have to think about what happens to me when you leave...”

      I straighten up, ready to fight and stop the words I know are about to come out next.

      “Kimber, don’t...”

      “We have to end this,” she says.

      I cringe. “No.”

      “The sooner we do, the easier it’ll be.”

      “No,” I say again.

      “Nate, come on.”

      “He doesn’t love you.”

      “And what, you do?”

      “Yes.”

      Kimber closes her eyes. Her head drops again as she hides away but I won’t let her stay there.

      “I love you,” I say, letting it sink in. “But you already knew that. You already knew how much I worshiped the ground you walk on. I always have. This shouldn’t shock you.”

      A tear rolls down her cheek, escaping from beneath her closed eyes.

      “We might be temporary, Kimber, but that won’t be.” I take a step back. “That’s all I have to say to you about that.”

      Kimber looks up. “Wait, Nate, you can’t just say that and leave.”

      “Why not?” I smirk. “In fact, that’s exactly what I’m gonna do.”

      She blinks with confusion. “What?”

      “We’re just gonna leave it open,” I say. “No closure. No ending. Just an annoying cliffhanger that’s gonna eat away at you.”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      I drop my hat back onto my head and open the door.

      She juts forward. “Nate, hold on—”

      I spin toward her and flash her a wink as I step outside.

      She scoffs. “Really?”

      I close the door behind me and swing down to grab her empty bottles as I pass by them. The door opens behind me but I don’t look back as she says my name, no matter how much that stings.

      I keep walking to the street. I hop up into my truck, toss the bottles into the box in the back, and I sit down in the driver’s seat.

      Drive, drop, and go.

      It’s what I do.
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      No ending?

      No closure?

      Just an annoying cliffhanger.

      Well, he’s wrong about that part. I’m not the least bit annoyed by this. I actually like cliffhangers. The anticipation of waiting and guessing what’s about to happen next. I live for that shit.

      Joke’s on you, milkman.

      I’m loving this.

      I reach for my hairbrush on the bathroom sink but I extend my arm too fast and knock it off onto the floor.

      “Dammit,” I spit.

      “You okay?”

      I look at Curtis standing beside me in front of the second sink.

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      I bend over to grab my brush.

      Chill, girl...

      He straightens the cuffs on his gray sweater. “You seem nervous,” he says.

      “I’m not. Well...” I run the brush through my hair and grab the nearest hair-tie off the sink. “A little.”

      “Don’t be.” He smiles. “There are no surprises here, Kim. Just a quick dinner. Some chit-chat.”

      I exhale to calm my nerves. “I know.”

      “They’ll be out of here by nine.”

      “Okay.”

      “Then, afterward...” He turns to face me. “Maybe we can sit down and give this intimacy thing Sumner raves about a try.”

      My stomach churns with guilt.

      Guilt? This is my husband.

      What he’s suggesting isn’t unreasonable. It’s downright expected. But the thought of being with him in that way... the way I have been with Nate...

      His voice echoes in my head.

      I love you, Kimber.

      I shake off the cold chill and finish tying my hair back. “Maybe,” I say.

      Curtis runs his hand up my arm. “I’ve missed you, Kim.”

      I nod.

      He lays a kiss on my shoulder and takes a step back. “They’ll be here soon. Finish getting dressed.”

      “I am dressed,” I say.

      He stops and looks me up and down. “That’s all you’re wearing?” he asks.

      I glance at my black dress in the mirror, wondering what offends him the most about it. The short sleeves? The v-neck?

      Or is it the scars?

      Do I really have to ask?

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Put a sweater on,” he says.

      “It’s too warm for that.”

      “Kim.”

      No. I really don’t have to ask at all.

      I turn around to stare right into his face. “Tell me I’m beautiful, Curtis,” I say.

      He looks away and tightens his jaw. “At least wear your hair down.”

      I reach to the top of my head to slide my hair-tie out and my hair tumbles down over my shoulders. “Am I beautiful to you now?” I ask.

      He glares without answering.

      “And you wanted me to fuck you tonight?” I ask. “Is that what this intimacy thing is going to be like between us now? You pretend to be interested, get what you want out of me, and then you hide your shame?”

      Curtis rolls his shoulder back. “Is that what he did?” he asks. “Did you fuck him because he called you beautiful?”

      My heart stops.

      He smirks and shakes his head. “What? You thought I wouldn’t notice another man’s been in my house? In my bed?”

      “Stop,” I whisper.

      “In my wife?”

      A tear rolls down my cheek. “Stop.”

      “The milkman, Kimber?” He sneers in disgust. “Could you be anymore cliché?”

      The doorbell rings downstairs. I close my eyes, letting more tears to fall down.

      He scoffs. “Clean yourself up and check on dinner.”

      I watch as he walks away, shuddering at the cold chuckle in his throat.

      My husband knows about our affair. For how long? Doesn’t matter, I suppose. He obviously knows enough to have figured it out.

      Why didn’t he say something sooner?

      My God, what is he thinking?

      The front door opens downstairs. I hear the high-pitched wail of a greeting from my mother-in-law, followed by the low garble of his father. Curtis’ fake pleasantness.

      I turn to the mirror. I wipe the tears from my face and push my hair to the left side of my neck, leaving my scars exposed.

      I clean myself up.

      Just as dear husband requested.
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      “Blue.”

      I glare at my mother between the two ties held at eye-level in my hands. “You didn’t even look,” I say.

      “Blue, kid. Always blue.” She stirs the pot of chili on the stove. “You look like a moron in red.”

      My brow piques. “I do?”

      She snickers. “Lord, yes.”

      I toss the red tie into the trash can. “Blue it is, then.”

      “Good call.”

      I drape the tie around the back of my neck and leave it there as I sit down at the table. Orange light shines in from outside, bleeding onto the tablecloth. Saturday night at sundown.

      Time to party.

      “Since when do you freak out about tie selection?”

      I look at my mother’s knowing eyes. “Just want tonight to be perfect, that’s all.”

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      “Well,” she ladles some chili into a bowl, “whatever it is, don’t get caught like an idiot. There’s a reason why your father used to call July 5th Bail Out Day.”

      I chuckle. “I have everything under control, Mother.”

      She sits down at the table with her bowl and frowns. “No offense, kid, but you saying that always makes me nervous.”

      “None taken.” I sit up tall and flip the tie beneath my collar. “You staying up to watch the fireworks?”

      “Might as well.” She takes a bite of her chili. “Damn things wake me up every year anyway.”

      I stand while I tie a quick, loose Windsor knot. “Well, I might not be back by then, so I’ll see you in the morning. Probably.”

      She lowers her spoon to the table. “Probably?”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      I throw on my suit jacket. “Possibly.” I smirk. “Perhaps?”

      She shakes her head. “Whatever. I don’t want to know.”

      “God willing—”

      “Get out.”

      I wink. “Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you, kid. You look good.”

      “Thank you.”

      I push the back door open and step outside.

      “You forgot your keys!” she shouts after me.

      “I don’t need them,” I say, letting the door close behind me.
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      “Kimber, you seem so much more... confident since the last time we saw you.”

      I look at Liana in the chair on my right at the dining room table. “Why wouldn’t I be?” I ask.

      She hesitates, her gaze trying ever so hard not to focus on the scars down my cheek. “Well, I... I just mean...”

      “Kim.”

      Curtis glares at me from the other end of the table as he slices a corner of his steak.

      I flash a smile. “It’s all right, Liana. I’m kidding.”

      Patrick chuckles and taps his fork against his plate of potatoes. “Good sense of humor on this girl. I’ve always said.”

      “Well, it’s been a rough year,” I say. “No need to sugar-coat that, but... we’re getting through it.” I smile at Curtis. “Together.”

      Liana coos. “Oh, that’s so sweet.”

      “Is it the therapy?” Patrick asks.

      She gawks at him. “Pat...”

      “What? I’m only asking...”

      “A little bit,” I answer.

      “When I last spoke with Curt a month ago, he said you were hermit-like.”

      “Pat.”

      “What? He did.”

      I chuckle at my husband. “He’s not wrong.”

      “What changed?” Liana twitches. “If you don’t mind me asking, of course.”

      “I don’t mind at all,” I say, reaching for my wineglass with my gloved hand. “Actually, I’m not sure what’s come all over me.”

      Curtis’ eyes rise to mine.

      “Well, whatever it is that’s gotten into you, sweetie, keep it up,” Liana says. “I do miss your smile.”

      I look at Curtis. “Oh, I intend to.”

      He blinks once as I take a slow sip from my glass.

      “Will you be seeing a surgeon about that hand?” Patrick asks, gesturing at my glove with his fork. “I know a wonderful surgeon in the city who could take a look at that for you.”

      “Yes,” Curtis answers for me. “We’ll be looking into a cosmetic.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t think we will.”

      “Kimber, no one wants to see a hand with only two fingers on it.”

      “First complaint I’ve heard about it,” I say with a shrug.

      He sets his knife down hard.

      “Well, I don’t see why she should have to,” Liana says. “As long as she’s happy.”

      “Oh, I’m very happy,” I say. “In fact, you’d be surprised just how much I can do with just a thumb and index finger.”

      I raise my hand and touch the tips of them together to create a wide, girthy circle.

      Curtis stares me down. “Really, Kim?” he asks. “You’re doing this here?”

      “Sure,” I say. “Here. On the stairs. In the kitchen.”

      “Kim.”

      “In the shower.”

      He stands up out of his chair so quickly it nearly topples to the floor. With three swift strides, he rounds the table and grabs my arm.

      Liana gasps. “Curtis, what are you doing?”

      “I need to have a word with my wife,” he growls as he yanks me from my chair.

      I go with him as he pulls me across the house to the kitchen, wincing at the pressure of his fingertips.

      “Curtis—”

      “Shut your fucking mouth,” he snaps at me, his voice too low for others to hear.

      “Let go of me.”

      He pulls me forward and shoves me toward the refrigerator. I stumble against it, quickly finding my balance as he leans over me.

      “This little tantrum you’re throwing right now is over,” he says. “I understand that we’ve got some shit to work out between us but not here. Not tonight.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I nod. “You’re suddenly very interested in working out our issues. Why is that exactly, Curtis?”

      “Are you trying to humiliate me? Is that it?”

      “Is it working? Or would you like to hear in excruciating detail how good his cock felt inside of me?”

      His mouth forms a hard line. “Goddammit, Kimber...”

      “How he made me come over and over—”

      “That’s enough!”

      I smile. “I’d like that divorce now, please.”

      Curtis shakes with rage. “You listen to me, Kim. You’re gonna go back in there, sit down, and you will not say another word for the rest of the night. Do you hear me? This ends right now.”

      I turn around and pull open the refrigerator door.

      He exhales through his nose. “What are you doing now?”

      I grab a glass bottle of Scott’s Dairy milk and kick the door closed behind me. He eyes the bottle and frowns hard as I twist the cap off and bring the bottle to my lips.

      I drink it.

      “Kimber, I swear to God.”

      I make eye contact with him as I gulp it down, tipping the bottle more and more.

      “Kim...”

      Milk spills over my lips and down my chin, streaming all the way down my neck to the floor. I keep drinking and staring at him, honestly enjoying the deep red of his face and the violent twitch of the vein in his forehead.

      Curtis grabs the bottle from my hands and throws it to the floor.

      I flinch, cowering to the side to shield my face from the glass as it shatters under our feet.

      Curtis takes me by the shoulders and yanks me toward him. “I will make you regret this, darling,” he whispers.

      He releases me and I jolt backward, slamming into the refrigerator as he stomps out of the room.

      I lay a hand on the counter as every nerve in my body shakes with fear and adrenaline. I hear Liana and Patrick speaking in the other room but Curtis feigns that pleasant, business-like tone.

      She had an accident. She’s fine.

      She’s taking care of it.

      Don’t worry about it.

      I said don’t worry about it.

      The back door opens behind me.

      I spin around as Nate steps inside. He wears a casual black suit, a white button-down shirt, and a deep blue tie. I smile at his handsome face as he looks from me to the glass on the floor.

      “You know, we charge for those,” he says at the broken bottle.

      Laughter trembles my chest. “Hey,” I say, tears filling my eyes.

      He steps closer, careful not to crunch the glass, while I wipe drops of milk from my chin. His head turns as voices travel from the dining room. He focuses on them for a moment before looking at me again with those safe, green eyes.

      I shake in place, completely torn to pieces from the inside out.

      “I had a speech planned, but...” he points over his shoulder at the door, “you wanna just go?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He extends his hand to me and I take it.
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      “Do you trust me?”

      Kimber’s arms tighten around my waist from the seat behind me. “Yes?” she says, uncertain.

      I look over my shoulder at her cringing face. “We’ll take it slow, all right?” I say. “You want to stop, just tap my arm and say so.”

      “All right.”

      I flick on the headlamp at the front of the carrier tricycle and grip the handlebars in front of me. “You ready?” I ask.

      “Let’s go,” she says.

      “You sure?”

      Kimber gives a nervous smile. “I’m sure.”

      I start pedaling slowly down the street, trying to avoid any bumps along the way.

      Kimber keeps a solid grip on me with her face pressed into my back, eyes barely peeking over my shoulder. I release one end of the handlebars to lay a comforting hand over hers on my waist. She entwines her fingers with mine as we ride out of the town square toward the far end of town.

      After a mile or two, Kimber’s head rises off my shoulder. She begins to glance around. Her grip slowly relaxes. She chuckles lightly behind me.

      I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles, happy my plan for how to get her out of town sans a motor vehicle is working as intended.

      Twenty minutes later, the Warner’s farm comes into view off the highway. Country music echoes in the air as red and blue lights illuminate the crowded barn. Dozens of cars line the road leading up to the barn. We pass them by and I come to a stop near the front of the barn.

      I turn in my seat to check on Kimber. “You still good back there?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Let’s go again!”

      “Later.” I hop off the bike and extend my hand. “Shall we?”

      She takes it and slips off the seat, her smile stretching to the ends of her face.

      We go toward the barn hand-in-hand and walk inside. I expect Kimber to drop my hand once we reach the realm of witnesses but she clings to me the entire time. Strings of party lights lead the way, branching off in multiple directions on the walls above banners of red, white, and blue paint. Lucky runs a table of refreshments in one corner. A cowboy hat-wearing DJ sits off in another. People sit around on bales of hay lining the walls. Every other inch of the place is filled with dancing, laughing people.

      The Fourth of July Hoedown of Clover, Kansas is officially in full swing.

      “Hey, you guys made it!”

      We turn toward the little voice behind us and Jovie stands there in a pink cowboy hat with a red, plastic cup in her hand.

      “Hey, Jove,” I say.

      Her eyes drop to our coupled hands for a half-second. “Nice tie,” she tells me.

      “Thank you.”

      She bows at Kimber. “And I love the dress. Very nice.”

      “Thanks!” Kimber glances around. “Where’s Will?”

      Jovie rolls her eyes and points toward the center of the barn. We follow her gesture and there’s Will in the middle of it all, lightly bouncing up and down to the music with Joanne secured to his chest in a bjorn.

      I laugh. “D’aww.”

      “You should join them!” Kimber says.

      Jovie shakes her head. “I don’t dance.”

      “Well, I do,” I say, giving Kimber’s arm a quick tug. “You in?”

      Her eyes flash with hesitation at the crowd but she looks at me and smiles. “Sure.”

      Jovie shoots me a glance but I ignore it.

      I have my Kimber.

      What do I care what anyone else thinks?
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      Nate holds me against him and it’s like nothing else matters.

      His hand slides along my hip and I completely miss the nearby woman gawking at my face.

      He laughs in my ear and I don’t catch the whispered words from the teenagers behind us as they point at the scars on my arm.

      I spin around, fall right back into his embrace again, and I smirk at Lucky’s envious sneer from behind the refreshment table.

      He looks into me with those playful eyes and I know that none of it matters to him, either.

      The music cross-fades to a slow dance. The crowd adjusts to the sudden change and the couples slide together as groups of singles branch off toward the corners for drinks and rest.

      Nate takes my hand and leads me out of the crowd toward the entrance.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      He merely smiles and pulls me along with him outside. We walk along the grass toward his bike again. I turn my head up to fill my lungs with fresh air, enjoying the cool breeze on my skin.

      “They’ll start fireworks soon,” he says. “I want a good view.”

      Nate sits down on the bike seat and I hop on behind him, willing to follow him anywhere. I feel no fear at all as he pedals slowly over the uneven terrain, veering off the main road and away from the other vehicles. We ride about a half mile between the fields until we come to a small fishing pond surrounded by trees.

      “Wow,” I say. “I didn’t even know this was out here.”

      Nate parks the bike beneath a tree and flicks off the headlamp. “Not many do.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      He extends his hand and helps me off the bike. “Yes, you are,” he says.

      His arm slides behind me again and we sway to the music faded off in the distance. I look up into his green eyes, lit up beneath the moon, and he gazes down into mine. He raises my hand to his mouth and he kisses my knuckles with a smile on his lips.

      Our lips meet. My entire body bursts with warmth from my head to my toes. It hasn’t even been two days since we last kissed but it feels like two lifetimes. I never want to go that long without him ever again.

      Nate picks me up and sets me on top of the cooler at the front of the bike. I wrap my legs around him, pulling him as close to me as possible. I cup his face and kiss him again, parting my lips as his tongue begs me to.

      His hands inch up the skirt of my dress. I chuckle, feeling ticklish beneath his crawling fingers.

      Lights burst in the sky. I jump, startled by the sudden boom of fireworks above our heads. Nate laughs and turns his head to watch as another one fires into the air and explodes into red and gold.

      I kiss his cheek, drawing his happy gaze back to me.

      “Take me home with you tonight,” I say.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, whispering in my ear beneath the boom of bright greens and blues.

      I kiss him again. “Yes,” I say. “I’m yours, Nate Scott.”

      He lays a hand on my cheek and slides his thumb along my bottom lip before kissing me again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nate unlocks the front door and turns toward me on the porch. He lays a finger against his lips, signaling me to be quiet and I nod, biting my cheek to contain my giggle.

      He pushes the door open. The house is completely silent and still. The Fourth of July fireworks are long done now. I should be at home with my husband but instead, I’m here. But there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.

      I stay close to Nate as he guides me through the dark. He opens a door just to the left of the stairs and I walk through it ahead of him. Moonlight shines through the wide-open window above the bed, basking the entire room in a deep shade of blue.

      “Your room?” I ask after he closes the door.

      “Yeah,” he whispers.

      He comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. I tilt my head to the side as his lips graze my neck and he leaves even firmer kisses as he walks us closer to his bed.

      “Is your mother home?” I ask.

      “Upstairs,” he answers as he pinches the zipper of my dress.

      “Is she a light sleeper?”

      “Yes.” He chuckles in my ear. “So, we have to be quiet…”

      I shiver as he pulls my zipper down. The dress goes loose around my shoulders and he slides his hands inside, reaching around me to cup my bare breasts.

      “I need you,” he whispers as he pulls me harder against him.

      I feel his bulge press into my rear. I turn around to kiss him, quickly pushing his jacket off his shoulder and flicking the buttons open on his shirt.

      “Nate,” I moan softly into his mouth as I touch his abs. “I need you, too.”

      He guides back around and bends me over the bed as he forces my dress down to my ankles.

      “Spread your knees,” he says as he drops down behind me, taking my panties along with him. “And don’t move.”

      I brace myself against the mattress. His teeth nip at my rear and I flinch, making him chuckle as he laves my crack with his tongue.

      “Shh...” I hear again.

      His tongue brushes my anus and I gasp. I tense up but Nate’s soft massage on my ass tricks me into relaxing. I grip the nearest pillow and press it against my mouth, letting my focus drift to my dancing nerve endings and I hum in pleasure.

      Nate’s hand crawls up my leg and I chuckle softly at the tickle of his fingers along my slit. He taps his fingertip against my entrance while his tongue flicks heaven on my anus. I hold back every moan, dying to cry out and say his name.

      He sticks a finger inside of me and I melt even more.

      “Nate,” I whimper.

      He moves up to whisper in my ear with his finger still deep in me. “Say that again,” he says with a smirk.

      “Nate,” I moan.

      He etches a line into my neck with his teeth as he pulls his finger out and reaches for his belt. “Get up on the bed,” he growls.

      I obey, needing to feel him as much as he needs me. I climb onto the bed, staying on all-fours and spreading my legs a little wider. I turn my head, peeking back to get look at his throbbing cock before he aligns himself behind me.

      He enters my wetness, thrusting as deep as he can. I instantly moan a little too loudly and he quickly slaps his hand over my mouth.

      “Don’t... make... a... sound,” he whispers again, pumping me with every word.

      I arch upward and brace my arms against the headboard in front of me, letting him have his way with me. My ears twitch at every possible noise, anything at all that might indicate movement from upstairs. It fuels my passion for him. The dangerous stupidity of it all churns in my core, mixing

      with the pleasure until I’m nearly screaming into his palm.

      Nate reaches around me with his free hand and teases my clit. I jerk in pleasure as he chuckles in my ear, getting off on my pleasure as much as I am.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says for only me to hear. “I love what you let me do to this body.”

      I turn my head and he rushes in to steal a kiss from my lips. I want to speak, to tell him that I love what he does to me, but he’s yet again stripped me of my senses. All I can do is lean against him and feel. I feel everything from his thrusting cock to his rubbing fingers and his warm, kissable lips. I dissolve in his arms, welcoming the orgasm he’s so determined to give me.

      His hand cups my mouth again and I bite into his fingers to keep from screaming too loudly. My knees turn weak and he tightens his hold on me, easily cradling me against his body when my strength dissolves.

      We collapse onto the bed together. With a strong hand, Nate rolls me over onto my back and positions himself between my thighs. He lowers down to my face and lays a soft kiss on my forehead. I run my hands over his body while I try and catch my breath, still buzzing from head-to-toe. He kisses my nose and both of my cheeks before landing on my mouth.

      “I love you,” he says.

      I smile. “Are you gonna leave me hanging again?” I ask.

      His lips graze my cheek back to my ear. “No,” he answers. “I love you, Kimber Kyle. And tonight is just the beginning.”

      Nate enters me again and I gasp before I can say it back.
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      The scent of fireworks still lingers in the air. I smell it before I even open my eyes. I let the memories of last night flash in my head over and over again, popping up in my vision like fireworks.

      When I finally do open my eyes, they instantly fall to the blonde angel lying beside me. Kimber sleeps with her head resting on the crook of her elbow nestled beneath her head. Her chest rises and falls and I hope that scent of fireworks brings the same pleasant memories to her head as well.

      I lean in close to kiss her right shoulder. Her skin is soft and warm like fresh milk. I run the tip of my nose up her shoulder toward her neck, taking in the sweet scent of her as it mixes with the faint burn in the air.

      Kimber lets out a soft hum, just barely stirring from sleep. I won’t force her out of it but I’ll sure as hell nudge her just so I can look into those eyes again. I purse my lips against her forehead and inhale the scent of her hair.

      Her eyelids flutter open on my face, followed quickly by the gentle curve of her smile.

      “Hey,” I whisper.

      She licks her lips. “Hey.”

      She moves to rise but I lay my hand on her side. “No, wait... don’t move.”

      “Why?” she asks, growing concerned.

      “I don’t want you to yet.” I push her hair back behind her ear. “I want this moment to go on just a little bit longer.”

      She smiles and settles back onto her arm. “What time is it?” she asks.

      “I don’t know,” I answer. “I don’t care. Do you?”

      She rolls over onto her back. “Not really.”

      I ease closer, propping myself onto my elbow and resting my other hand on her cheek. I gaze at her for moments, maybe minutes. Kimber. My beautiful Kimber. Everything I’ve ever wanted is lying beside me right now, smiling back at me.

      Why would I ever let this go?

      Why would I ever leave... if this is what I would leave behind?

      Leave him.

      I rehearse the words in my head first, taking a moment to appreciate the full weight of the request. Leave him. Leave your husband. Leave your big house on First Street. Leave your whole life behind to start a new one with me.

      I inhale, ready to say it.

      “Stay with me,” she says before I can.

      I pause. “What?”

      She swallows. “Stay with me,” she says again. She rests her hand on mine over her cheek. “Don’t go away again.”

      My heart jolts in my chest. “You want me to stay?”

      She nods with tears in her blue eyes. “Please.”

      I exhale a shaking breath. “Leave him,” I say. “Leave him for me.”

      Kimber leans upward and kisses me. “I already have,” she says, her lips quivering on mine. “Please stay with me, Nate—”

      I crush my mouth on hers, holding her tightly as her arms wrap around me. I kiss her until I can’t breathe and my lungs beg for air.

      “I’ll stay,” I whisper. I rest my forehead on hers. “I’ll stay for you.”

      She laughs, shaking a tear from her eyes. It falls down her cheek but I quickly banish it away with my thumb.

      “I love you, too,” she says.

      I close my eyes. “Say that again.”

      “I love you—”

      I kiss her hard, unable to hold back the joy in me. She kisses me back with everything she has, wrapping her arms around me to pull me against her. I ease between her legs as morning blood pounds south. Her thighs rest on my sides and her breasts press into my chest as I guide my cock inside of her.

      “Moo-OOOOOO!”

      Kimber startles and slaps a hand over her mouth as Gertie’s big snout pokes in through the open window above our heads.

      I groan. “Dammit, Gertie!”

      She takes a step back and I swear I see a literal grin on her big, damn face.

      “Is she supposed to be out like that?” Kimber asks.

      I twist to look out the window. “No. No, she’s not.”

      “You should go get her.”

      I sigh, my eyes lingering on Kimber’s naked body in front of me and the tip of my cock already very comfortable inside of her.

      She chuckles and lays her palms on my chest, playfully shoving me off her. “Go,” she says. “I’ll wait here.”

      I reluctantly turn and put my feet on the floor. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “I won’t.”

      “And don’t put anything on.”

      “I won’t!” She laughs.

      She pulls the blanket up to conceal her breasts and watches on a propped elbow while I throw on my pants from last night and the first random blue t-shirt I find on the floor.

      Before leaving, I lean over to kiss her again. “I’ll be right back,” I whisper.

      Kimber hums behind her smile. “I’ll be right here.”

      My heart bursts, sending sparks throughout my entire body. I kiss her again, easing a leg onto the bed again, but she just shoves me away.

      “Go!” she says. “Before she makes it to the highway.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      I step back, quickly memorizing the image so I can make it through the next few minutes alive.

      I close my bedroom door behind me and step into a pair of work boots by the back door before rushing outside to catch up with Gertie.

      The air is even thicker out here with that firework scent. A thin cloud of smoke lingers above the fields, mixing with a cool morning fog.

      I hook Gertie’s collar. “You think you’re real funny, don’t you, girl?”

      She walks with me, head down.

      “One of these days, I’m gonna have to shackle you. What do you think about that?”

      “Moo-OOO!”

      “Oh, you don’t like that, do you?” I tease. “Well, I don’t like having a cow watch me have morning sex, either. So, I guess we’re both shit out of luck, eh?”

      She says nothing.

      I give her a scratch behind the ears. “You’re all right,” I say, patting her head. “I’m in a good mood.”

      I secure her inside the barn, once again checking for clues as to how the hell she gets out in the first place, and close it up. Flashes of memory come right back as I picture Kimber waiting for me. Naked. In my bed.

      It’s a beautiful Sunday morning in Kansas.

      I skip up to the house and pause by the back door, turning once to look out across the fields again.

      Goddamn beautiful.

      “Good morning!”

      My face drops.

      My mother sits at the table with her coffee mug and a few slices of buttered toast on a saucer in front of her. She smiles wide, but it’s not her normal morning smile. It’s her we-have-company smile.

      Kimber sits beside her with a mug of her own. Fully-clothed in her dress from last night and hair down, gently draped over her right shoulder though she takes no effort in hiding the scars on her face.

      I swallow hard.

      “Good morning,” I say, glancing between them.

      “I was just talking to Kimber here,” my mother says. “Sounds like the hoedown was quite the shindig last night.”

      I nod, easing closer. “Yeah, it certainly was.”

      She smiles, looking upward. “Ugh, I remember going to the hoedown all those years ago. In fact, I met Nate’s father at the hoedown of ‘85.”

      Kimber tilts her head. “Oh, that’s sweet.”

      “We went every year up until he started having troubles with his knee.” My mother sighs. “Good memories through and through.” Her eyes sweep toward me again. “Want some coffee?”

      “Sure,” I answer.

      She rises out of her chair and I sit down next to Kimber, silently giving her the best what the fuck gesture I can. She winces and raises her hands in such a way to explain herself but I’m left with nothing but theories as to how this happened.

      Mom plops a mug down in front of me and pours a healthy bit of coffee inside.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Help yourself to some toast.”

      I don’t. “Okay.”

      She scratches my arm. “You’ve got some dirt on you.”

      “Yeah, I must have brushed up against Gertie. She got out again and—”

      “Come with me.” She starts toward the laundry room just off the kitchen. “We’ll get you a clean shirt.”

      “No, it’s okay—”

      “Now, Nathaniel,” she says, not stopping.

      I clear my throat and look at Kimber across the table. “Guess I’m getting a new shirt.”

      Kimber cringes and silently mouths, “I’m sorry.”

      I stand up and follow my mother into the laundry room. I pass through the doorway and she softly closes the door behind us, her polite smile still plastered on her face until the latch clicks in place.

      Mom grabs a dish towel from the basket on the dryer and smacks me in the arm with it.

      “Ow! Hey!” I raise my hands. “What the hell, Mom?”

      “A married woman?” She snaps it on my blocking arm. “I wake up to find a married woman in your bed! You slept with a married woman in my house?!”

      “It’s not what you think!”

      “Oh, yeah?” She hits me again. “Are they divorced?”

      “Ow! No.”

      “Separated?”

      “No, but—”

      “Do they swing?”

      “What? No! Where did you learn this stuff?!”

      “I wasn’t always your mother,” she says.

      I cringe. “Ew. No, Mom—”

      “Nathaniel Timothy Scott Jr.” She whips my leg with the towel. “Explain to me why I found a married woman in your bed.”

      I flinch backward. “Mom, it’s not what it looks like, okay? I’m falling for her.”

      She scowls and lifts the towel over her head to whack me again.

      I raise my hands to block my face. “And I’m staying to be with her!”

      My mother pauses. “What’s that now?”

      I lower my hands an inch. “I love Kimber,” I say. “She’s leaving her husband. I’m staying in Clover to be with her.”

      “You’re staying?” she repeats.

      “Yes.”

      “On the farm?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “You’re gonna help me run it?”

      I drop my hands to my sides. “Yes.”

      She cocks her head, her lips twisting upward in thought. “All right, then,” she says as she tosses the dish rag back into the laundry basket.

      “Oh, so now you’re cool with it?” I ask.

      “I didn’t say that,” she says, pointing at me. “Good help is hard to find. I’ll take what I can get. The rest of it is between you and Jesus.”

      I shrug. “Fair enough, I suppose.”

      The doorbell rings. We look at each other with furrowed brows, she no doubt wondering what on earth I’ve done now.

      Mom turns around, throws on her smile again, and opens the laundry room door. “I’ll get it,” she announces as she passes through the kitchen and down the hallway.

      I go to Kimber at the table. She sits there with a stiff back and a sour, apologetic face. I smile and bend over to kiss her forehead.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I whisper.

      “Is it?” she asks.

      I nod, meaning it.

      “Nate.”

      I turn toward my mother’s voice and any blissful feeling I have disappears.

      Three police officers stand behind her in the hall, Sheriff Thompson and his epic mustache leading the pack. He steps forward and removes his hat, respectfully nodding at the ladies present in the room.

      “Nathaniel Scott,” he says, “you need to come with us.”

      I stand up tall. “Why?”

      He gestures at Kimber. “Mrs. VanHouten. You, too.”

      I lay a hand on Kimber’s shoulder. “What’s this about?”

      Thompson glances back, too nervous to speak of it in front of my mother. “Just come with us, son.”

      My mother steps forward. “Now, hold on. I let you into my house to talk, not to drag my son away. You tell us what this is about right now.”

      He hesitates, flexing his jaw and looking at his hat in his hands. “Well, you see... Mr. Scott and Mrs. VanHouten have been charged with a crime... and we’re here to arrest them.”

      Kimber turns in her chair. “What crime?”

      He shifts on his toes along with the other officers who refuse to make eye contact with me.

      “Adultery, ma’am,” he says.

      My mother’s jaw drops and she raises a hand to cover her gasp.

      Kimber looks up at me, her face twisted in suspense.

      I snort. “I’m sorry, what?”
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      “Adultery,” Sheriff Thompson says again, his eyes barely falling toward me. “You’ve been charged with adultery.”

      He repeats it again, almost as if he can’t believe it himself.

      I look down as embarrassment flushes through my cheeks. Arrested for adultery? By noon, the entire town is going to know about us — if our public display at the hoedown hadn’t clued the masses already.

      I keep my head down, unable to even look these men in the eye, too scared to see their judgmental gazes — or even Madi’s. Christ, what does she think about all of this?

      Nate’s laugh breaks the silence. It starts quiet and low in his gut and grows louder as we all stop and stare at him.

      He stands up taller. “This is a joke, right? Did Jovie Ross put you up to this?”

      Thompson shakes his head. “I’m afraid not, son.”

      “Yes, it is,” Nate argues. “That’s not a crime.”

      “Technically, it’s a Class C misdemeanor in Kansas,” the sheriff explains. “So, yes, it is a crime.”

      Nate scoffs. “Oh, that is bullshit!”

      “Nate,” Madi says, “best you stop talking now.”

      I find my voice. “It’s Curtis,” I say to Nate. “Has to be…”

      He flexes his jaw in anger.

      Thompson takes a step forward, his right hand detaching the handcuffs from his belt. “You both need to come with us now. We can work this out at the station.”

      Nate shifts over a step, planting himself between them and me. “Oh, come on. Handcuffs, really?”

      “Won’t need them if y’all come quietly,” he says.

      “We’re not going anywhere because this charge is bullshit.”

      “Nate,” Madi says.

      The other two officers step closer, their hands hovering over their firearms.

      “Okay, wait...” Nate holds out his hands. “We’ll go. Okay? We’ll go in. Just...” He looks down at me. “Let me take her.”

      Thompson shakes his head. “No.”

      “Please. She doesn’t...”

      My chest clenches as I finally catch up to his thinking. Getting arrested means going to the police station. It’s not the embarrassment of showing up in handcuffs he’s worried about.

      It’s the car.

      “Nate,” I say, my voice just below a whisper.

      “Let me give her a ride into town,” he says. “You guys can escort us the whole time if you want.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Thompson says.

      “Please.”

      “Nate.” I stand up from my chair. “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not,” he says.

      “We’ll go,” I say, my knees trembling. “I’ll be fine.”

      Nate turns to me and rests his hands on my shaking arms. “Are you sure?”

      I try to banish the fear from my eyes but the look in his tells me I’m failing. “I’ll be fine,” I say again, convincing no one.

      Thompson raises his arm and gestures us forward with his fingers. “Let’s go.”

      Nate squeezes my hand. I cling to his side as we move through the kitchen, the officers taking a step back to let us through the doorway.

      We reach the front porch and the two officers split off toward opposite cars in the driveway.

      “Put him in my car,” Thompson says behind us. “Her in the other.”

      Nate whips around. “We ride together.”

      “Now, son—”

      “For Christ’s sake, Sheriff, look at her.”

      Thompson finally turns down and stares at me. I must look pitiful with my fingers clenched to Nate’s shirt, my face smothered with tears already trailing down my cheeks.

      He lets out a breath and nods. “All right, then. My car.”

      Nate maintains his grip on me and we walk off the porch. I move with closed eyes, my arms wrapped around him, letting him guide my feet.

      An officer opens the door for us. Nate’s soft touch inches to my back and I stiffen as I look at the backseat.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” he whispers. “Do you trust me?”

      I nod, unable to speak, and lean over to lower myself inside.

      Nate slips in behind me, his hands never leaving me for a second. The door shuts behind him, locking us inside, and he pulls me against him on the seat.

      I bury my face in his shoulder, clenching my eyes closed as the engine turns over.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” he says again, his lips on my forehead.

      His arms tighten around me as I start sobbing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nate

        

      

    

    
      I’ll kill him.

      Mess with me. Do whatever you want to punish me. I can take it.

      But her?

      My Kimber?

      Watching her fall to pieces in my arms was too fucking far.

      He’s lucky I’m in this cage.

      They separated us the moment we arrived at the Sheriff’s station. I was put in the empty cell block at the back of the building. I’m not sure where she is now.

      It’s been an hour.

      Mom’s gotta be in touch with our attorney by now. Any minute now, I expect him and the Sheriff to come back in here and let me out because, as I said, this is bullshit.

      Adultery? In 2020?

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      The cell block entrance opens. I stop pacing and turn to look, hoping to see the lawyer saunter in with that jovial stride of his but my guts churn the second I make eye contact.

      Curtis VanHouten.

      He pauses in front of the cell and slides his hands into his pants pockets. “Well, this is awkward,” he says, amused.

      I stare at him through the bar. “Yeah, I suppose so.”

      He grins. “You know, I’ve never been a real big fan of Kansas, in general. It’s a little old-fashioned and boring for my tastes, but...” he chuckles, “the laws sure are interesting. Turns out, I can throw you in jail for fucking my wife and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      “Prove it,” I say with a shrug.

      He laughs. “They never would have arrested you unless I could. We’re way past that now. If photos of you tumbling out of my bedroom window in nothing but your skivvies aren’t enough, the countless witnesses of the two of your gyrating in public last night outta do it. I’m sure there are one or two body fluids still left to be found somewhere in my house. What do you think? Reasonable doubt’s gotta be on lock in there somewhere.”

      I straighten up. “Look, Curtis, I—”

      “Oh, I’m not done yet,” he says, his voice calm but cold. “You have the right to remain silent and I suggest you use it until I’m finished.”

      I close my mouth.

      He rubs his chin. “Unfortunately, it’s not a throw-away-the-key kind of situation. Thirty days. Maximum. Five-hundred-dollar fine, but—” He waves a hand. “That’s nothing. It teaches nothing. You learn... nothing.”

      “Cut the bullshit, VanHouten,” I say. “What do you want?”

      His brow rises. “Okay.” He clears his throat. “I’d like to take this opportunity to re-open our negotiations.”

      “What negotiations?”

      He stares at me.

      I blink. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Just sign it over to me and I’ll clear this whole thing right up.”

      “You had me arrested because I won’t sell you my farm?”

      “No,” he says. “I had you arrested for fucking my wife. The farm is just leverage.”

      I flex my jaw. “You’re insane.”

      “No, I’m just out of patience. Sign it over today and you’ll walk.”

      “It’s not up to me!”

      “Sure, it is,” he says. “Your mother is a reasonable woman — stubborn as all hell, sure — but reasonable. I’m sure she’d do anything to keep her precious baby boy out of jail and preserve her family’s reputation.”

      I lean into the bars as memories flash in my head.

      Waking up beside Kimber and gazing out across the fields on Sunday morning…

      I get it now.

      I understand what my parents talked about for all those years.

      I’m not about to let Curtis fucking VanHouten take that from me.

      “You’re not getting my farm,” I say. “Negotiations closed.”

      Curtis sighs, defeated. “If that’s how you really feel...”

      “It is.” I nod. “Very much so.”

      “All right...” He shrugs a shoulder and turns away. After two steps, he turns right back to me and snaps his fingers. “Oh, wait. That’s right. You’re in a fucking cage. Negotiations back on.”

      I roll my eyes. “Dude, the Bond villain thing is really lame.”

      “I’m just getting started,” he says.

      “It’s thirty days.” I shrug. “That’s not so bad.”

      “For you, the rugged farmboy, maybe, but… you’re not the only one I put in a cage this morning.”

      My chest clenches. “Let her go.”

      “Sign over the farm and I will.”

      “I’m not saying another word about my farm until she’s free.” I take a step back from the bars and cross my arms. “Your move, VanHouten.”

      He cocks his head. “You’ll agree to sign if I drop the charges against her?”

      “I didn’t say that. I said free. Peony up, agree to give her the divorce, and we’ll talk more.”

      He chuckles. “Did she tell you I wouldn’t?”

      “She might have mentioned your stingy ass at some point, yes.”

      “The thing about prenups…” He rests his shoulder against the bars. “There’s an awful lot of fine print involved. Sure, should we divorce, we split everything. It’s right there in black and white. But if she commits adultery, then…” He smirks. “Well, she’s entitled to nothing. So, really, you did me a huge favor.”

      I shake my head. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”

      “I’m surprised Kim skimmed over that little detail. Then again, I didn’t marry her for her brains, but you — of all people — understand what I mean by that, am I right?”

      I say nothing.

      “Sure.” He nods. “Divorce is officially on the table. Now, about that farm…”

      I stand still. “No.”

      “You know, Nate, I admire your courage,” he says. “Don’t think I don’t. It takes guts to admit to wrongdoing and accept responsibility for your actions. It’s just thirty days, right? Do you think it’ll be worth it in the end?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He hums. “Okay, then. You’ll serve your time…” his lips curl, “and I’ll spend every single day you’re gone making your mother’s life a living hell.”

      I grit my teeth. “You bastard.”

      “How long do you think she’ll last?” he asks. “How many days will it take before she’s begging me to take that farm off her little, old hands?”

      Panic grips my gut. “You’re really underestimating Madison Scott if you think she’ll put up with your bullshit,” I say.

      “Only one way to find out.” He ticks his tongue at me. “But is this really something you want to gamble with? What kind of son would do that to his poor, widowed mum?”

      I hang my head. “Please, leave my mother out of this.”

      “It’s too late for that.” He pushes off the bars and smiles. “I’ll give you until tomorrow morning to think it over. I do want you to spend at least one night in jail, after all. You did fuck my wife.”

      Curtis spins on his heels and walks to the door.

      I squeeze the bars in front of me until my palms sting and my knuckles burn.

      If I give up the farm, I betray my mother. I betray the land my family has spent four generations living off of.

      Every day I don’t give it up, my mother suffers for it. There’s no guarantee Curtis will leave Kimber alone, either. He’s going to try and take everything I have in order to break me down and there’s no one to blame but myself.

      The door ahead of me opens again.

      I look up and my heart skips the moment I see those big, blue eyes.

      “Kimber—”

      She rushes over and thrusts her arms through the bars, wrapping them around my neck.

      I slip mine through to hold her by the waist. “Are you okay?” I ask her.

      “I’m fine.” She closes her eyes and I kiss her nose. “They’re letting me go but I had to see you first.”

      “They are?”

      “He dropped the charges.”

      I exhale. “Good.”

      “Kim.”

      I lock eyes with Curtis over her shoulder. He stands in the doorway and slides his hands into his pockets.

      “It’s time to go home now, darling,” he says, his voice stiff and cold.

      She turns her head up. “You’re gonna be okay,” she whispers as she slips from my arms. “I’m going to take care of this.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “I love you.”

      “Kimber.”

      She walks out past Curtis and he glares at the back of her head.

      I clear my throat. “Hey, Curtis.”

      He looks at me.

      “If you touch her, I’ll kill you,” I say.

      Curtis smiles and follows her without saying a word.
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      Curtis’ truck sits in the driveway by the time I make it home from the Sheriff’s station.

      Home.

      Not anymore.

      The long walk gave me time to clear my head and decide what I’m to do next but the solution was obvious from the start. Curtis thinks he’s got Nate trapped but he doesn’t know any better.

      I grew up here in Clover, Kansas.

      He didn’t.

      I open the front door and march up the stairs to the bedroom. I can part with mostly everything in this house, save a few family keepsakes I’d like to claim someday but they can wait. For now, I don’t need much more than a few pairs of clothes, a toothbrush, and the one reminder that Nathaniel Scott has always loved me.

      I pull a suitcase out from the closet and lay it open on the bed. It’s not long before the slow tap of feet starts climbing the stairs toward me. I ignore the sound and sift a little quicker through my dresser drawers.

      Curtis’ form lingers on the edge of my vision, leaning casually against the doorframe with his eyes locked on me.

      “So, this is the end, then?” he asks.

      I drop a few more shirts into the suitcase. “I’m sure my future lawyers will advise me not to speak to you directly,” I say, avoiding eye contact.

      Curtis scoffs and shakes his head. “It’s nice to see that this experience hasn’t left you any less dramatic.”

      I pause to glance up at him, breaking my promise not to. For a moment, I picture how things used to be between us, long before the accident left me permanently scarred and unworthy of his affection. I remember how I used to feel butterflies in my stomach when I caught him looking at me just like he is now. How so very proud I felt to be a VanHouten wife.

      It didn’t last. Some things are never meant to last forever.

      I zip up the suitcase and pick it up by the handle. “I’ll arrange for the rest of it,” I say as pass by him into the hallway.

      He follows me silently down the stairs. I take a quick turn into my library and bend down to take my Clover High yearbook off the shelf.

      Curtis extends his hand across the doorway, blocking my path.

      I stop in front of him. “Move, please,” I say.

      “I want an apology.”

      “I’ll have my lawyers draft one up.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I want to hear it from you.”

      I look him in the eye. “And for what, specifically?” I ask. “What can I say to you to make you go away forever?”

      “Oh, please, Kimber, darling,” Curtis frowns at me. “Let’s not pretend you’re the victim.”

      “You’re right,” I say with a shrug. “I deceived you. But I’m not sorry. Not one bit.”

      “You will be,” he says as he drops his arm to his side. “I hope that one day soon you wake up to find yourself old and alone because everyone you love, everything you hold dear, realized how much of a toxic cunt you really are.”

      I smile at his childish attempt to hurt me. “And when I do, I’ll drink my milk and go to bed. I’ll feel better in the morning.”

      He lets me pass. I open the front door and take one last look back.

      “You know what I hope for you, Curtis?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I look at the yearbook in my hand, still smiling.

      “I hope that you get everything your heart desires,” I say.

      I close the door behind me and walk off the porch. The late afternoon sun hangs in the sky, threatening to fall at any second now but the day isn’t over yet.

      There’s still work to be done.

      I knock twice on Will and Jovie’s front door.

      Jovie answers a few moments later and smiles. “Howdy, neighbor.” Her eyes fall to my suitcase. “What’s going on?” she asks.

      I take a deep breath, feeling a piece of old Kimber taking hold of me.

      “Call the party planning committee,” I say. “I need their help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Six

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          Nate

        

      

    

    
      “I really hate this VanHouten son-of-a-bitch.”

      I chuckle from my cot in the corner. “Yeah, Mom,” I say toward the ceiling above me. “Me, too.”

      “He thinks he can mess with me?” she asks through the bars of my cell. “He’s gonna mess with me?!”

      “Mom.”

      “Well, fuck him,” she says. “Bring it on, I say. He can take my farm over my dead body.”

      I sigh. “Yeah, well, unfortunately, he might try just that and I can’t do anything about it in here. Where’s the lawyer?”

      “It’s 8AM Monday morning, kid,” she says. “Give it some time.”

      “I don’t have time. I have to get out of here.”

      “Nate, calm down.”

      I let out an exasperated breath. That’s the downside of being a morning person, I suppose. You’re awake and motivated long before the guy in charge of getting you a bail hearing.

      I raise my head. “Have you heard anything from Kimber?” I ask.

      Mom gazes through the bars and shakes her head. “Sorry, honey.”

      I meant what I told Curtis yesterday. I don’t care what he does to me but if he so much as lays a finger on her, I won’t hesitate.

      Kimber, where are you?

      “I can stop by their house on my way home,” my mother says. “Check in on her. Though if I were her, I’d have packed a bag and left. No way I’d stay in that house with him.”

      I hop off the cot and walk over to talk through the bars. “Go next door and ask Jovie to keep an eye out for her,” I say. “‘I think she’s still on maternity leave.”

      Her interest piques. “No need to twist my arm for a chance to play with a cute baby. I’ll head on over now.”

      I smile. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “If you hear from the lawyer, have him update me.”

      “I will.”

      Mom reaches through and pats my shoulder. “We’re gonna fight that piece of shit, honey. Just hang tight.”

      The door behind her opens. Sheriff Thompson walks in and closes the door, pausing to bow his shiny head toward Mom.

      “Morning, Mrs. Scott.”

      “Sheriff,” she murmurs, unimpressed.

      “How’s my favorite pain in the ass this morning?” he asks me.

      “A little peckish,” I say. “The service here sucks.”

      He laughs. “That joke, like me, is getting too old.”

      “Hey, just let me out and I won’t feel compelled to, I don’t know, sing the rest of the day...”

      “You know I’m armed, son.”

      “What do you want, Sheriff?” my mother asks.

      He reaches for the cuffs on his belt. “I’ve got something to show him.”

      “Like what?” I ask.

      “Where’s he going?” she asks.

      “Well, there seems to be a... demonstration underway in the town square. So...” He raises the cuffs. “Turn around, please.”

      I furrow my brow. “Wait, what? A demonstration?”

      “Turn around, please,” he repeats.

      “Since when does Clover demonstrate anything?” I ask.

      He tilts his head. “Shut up and turn around, kid. You’re gonna want to see this.”

      I look at my mother and she shrugs, just as in the dark as I am.

      I turn around like he told me to and he cuffs my wrists together through the bars. He unlocks the cell and gestures me out.

      We hear the voices as soon as we reach the lobby of the station. At first, the shouts and chants are unintelligible but as Thompson leads me closer to the entrance, words start to stand out.

      I look out the windows into the town square. It’s packed just as tightly as Mr. Warner’s barn was the other night. Some people hold empty glass milk bottles over their heads. Others raise large picket signs written in red, white, and blue paint matching the words of their constant, looping chant.

      Free the milkman.

      “What the fuck?” I ask.

      “Our phone line has been ringing off the hook with complaints since dawn,” Thompson mutters beside me. “They’re pissed.”

      “Why?”

      He looks at me as if it were obvious. “Can’t you read, son? The people want their milk.”

      “Well, yeah, but...”

      I pause, my eyes landing on that gorgeous blonde at the head of the crowd.

      Kimber.

      “You know...” Thompson smirks, “one of my earliest memories is of me waking up, going down into the kitchen for breakfast, and seeing your grandfather drop the milk outside the door.”

      I look at him and nod. “Oh, yeah?”

      “He saw me through the glass, stopped, and waved at me before going on his way.” He shrugs. “I’d bet a lot of them can say the same thing, either about him or your father.”

      My mother sniffs on my other side.

      “Are you seriously crying?” I ask her.

      She wipes her eyes. “No, you’re crying.”

      “Technically, I can’t free you like they want,” Thompson says. “That’s not my call.”

      “You think Curtis will drop the charges once he sees this?” I ask.

      “Only one way to find out.” He shakes his head. “All this over a punk kid like you.”

      “I’m a charming guy,” I say with a shrug.

      He chuckles and slides his hat on over his shiny head. “Don’t waste it, son.”

      I nod in understanding. “I won’t.”

      I look out into the crowd, easily finding Kimber again. She stands out, after all, in a bright sundress that matches her eyes. Her hair is up in a loose ponytail. She throws her head back and laughs with Jovie, Sara, and a few other girls I recognize from high school. Just like back then, she’s at the center of everything. Except now, she’s mine.

      My heart skips a few beats.

      The crowd shifts as Curtis’ white truck comes down the street. The signs and bottles rise high in the air and their chanting gets louder and louder.

      Get out, they’re saying.

      Curtis comes to a sudden stop outside the Sheriff’s station. He quickly jumps down and beelines for the entrance as the crowd’s shouts louder and louder at him.

      He throws open the door and charges right up to us. “You!” he says, pointing at me.

      “Hi, Curtis,” I greet. “How’s it going?”

      “This is all your fault!”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Mr. VanHouten,” Thompson says, “is there a reason why you’re harassing my inmate?”

      “I’m harassing him?” he shouts. “There are dozens of milk bottles all over my front lawn right now. My truck bed is full of them. I can’t step outside of my own goddamn house without walking all over them.”

      “How is that my fault?” I ask. “I’ve been here all night.”

      He points out the window. “I’ve got people following me around, telling me to get out of town. They’ve got Boycott VanHouten signs all over their lawns. I want to file a formal complaint about this.”

      “You can call our complaint line,” Thompson suggests. “It’s a little backed up at the moment but someone outta get you logged in about three to four weeks.”

      Curtis glares at me.

      I smile.

      “This is bullshit,” he says. “How do you think your precious fan club will react when they find out you’ve been banging a married housewife? Bet they’ll change their minds about you real fast.”

      Thompson nods. “We did get a few complaints about that, actually.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “Three. All from Mrs. Clark.”

      I chortle. “Lady needs a hobby.”

      “Bugging me is her hobby,” he quips.

      Curtis grits his teeth. “So, you’re just going to do nothing about this, Sheriff?”

      Thompson shrugs. “It appears to me that the citizens of Clover, Kansas have decided for themselves what businesses they want to support. What can I do about that?”

      My mother smirks.

      Curtis looks back outside, his eyes scanning the faces and signs. An entire town turned against him overnight. I almost feel bad for the guy.

      Almost.

      “Hey, Curtis,” I say.

      His head slowly turns toward me.

      “What do you say?” I ask, clinking my cuffs behind my back. “How about we drop the charges, go out for a beer, and put all this behind us? Eh? No hard feelings.”

      He glares at me for a moment more before shoving open the door and walking back outside.

      “Was that a yes?” I ask.

      Thompson reaches for his keys. “Good enough for me,” he says.

      He steps behind me and unlocks my cuffs.

      My mother rubs my shoulder. “Thank you, Sheriff,” she says.

      “Yeah,” I say with a nod. “Thank you.”

      “For God’s sake, stay out of trouble,” he mutters at me.

      I look through the windows for my girl again. “I’ll certainly try,” I say.

      Kimber. My beautiful Kimber.

      I search the faces for hers. I find Jovie. And Sara. The rest of the party planning committee.

      No Kimber.

      Screams echo from the far left side of the crowd. Fingers point toward Curtis’ truck and I gasp as I see him shoving Kimber inside with him.

      I step forward. “Sheriff, I’m pretty sure that’s kidnapping,” I say.

      He nods and grabs the keys to his cruiser off the desk behind us. “That’s definitely kidnapping.”

      We run outside as the truck peels out onto the road, sending the crowd leaping away in the opposite direction. Thompson unlocks the doors on his cruiser and I climb into the front seat beside him.

      We’re coming, Kimber.

      Just hold on.
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      I collapse forward in the passenger’s seat, too scared to watch as the truck races through multiple stop signs.

      “Curtis...”

      “Shut up, Kim.”

      Curtis slams on the horn and I tighten even more into my ball.

      Everything happened so fast. I felt him grab me and yank me through the crowd. I wanted to fight back but I froze up the instant I saw him shoving me toward his truck.

      I reach for the seatbelt with shaking fingers.

      “You think you’re so fucking clever, don’t you, darling?” he asks, his voice dripping with acid.

      I pull the seatbelt down and fasten it, tightly yanking on the strap. “Curtis, slow down...”

      He takes a hard turn toward the highway. “We’ll let him have his little farm,” he mutters, “but not you. No, he’s not getting rewarded for this.”

      “You’re insane,” I say, tears filling my eyes. “Dozens of people saw you grab me. It’s over.”

      “Shut up!”

      I cringe as my stomach turns into knots. I close my eyes, retreating away in my mind to someplace else. Someplace warm and comforting. Nate. Nate holding me in the back of the Sheriff’s car. His lips on my forehead.

      I repeat his words in my head over and over again.

      It’s gonna be okay.

      The truck jerks onto the highway and my tears spill over.

      This road. It was the same one from before. Me and Curtis...

      “Curtis, please, slow down.”

      He ignores me and presses into the gas.

      A siren roars behind us. I look into the side mirror, seeing the Sheriff’s car speeding up behind us with his lights blaring.

      Curtis slams his fist against the steering wheel. “Goddammit!”

      My heart pounds. “Let me go,” I say, my voice small and broken. “Please.”

      “No.”

      “Pull over!”

      “I said no!”

      I freeze in fear, completely unable to control the sobs tearing me apart.

      We take the curve at top speed and I gasp at something standing in the middle of the road.

      No, not just something.

      A cow.

      Curtis slams on the brake. Tires skid as the entire truck rattles and shakes from the sudden change in momentum.

      I fall forward, folding my hands in prayer and whispering a final I love you to Nathaniel Scott.

      The truck comes to a stop.

      “Moo-OOOOOOOOOO!”

      I raise my head, barely breathing as I wipe my eyes. My vision comes into focus and I make out the familiar markings on the cow’s face and body.

      “Gertie?” I ask.

      “What?” Curtis spits.

      I throw off the seatbelt, seizing my opportunity to get out of the truck. Curtis lunges to stop me as I open the door but I manage to slip out of his grasp and out onto the pavement.

      “Kimber!”

      I rise to my knees and Nate falls to his in front of me.

      “Kimber...” He cups my face. “Are you okay?”

      I shake in his hand but I somehow manage to smile. “I’m okay.”

      He kisses me and lifts me off the road.

      “Curtis VanHouten!” The Sheriff approaches the truck with his gun drawn and pointed at the driver’s side. “Come out with your hands on your head.”

      I step forward. “No, wait...”

      “Kimber.” Nate takes my hand and tries to pull me away but I push on toward the truck.

      I look at Curtis through the open window. His head falls and he keeps his eyes down, refusing to look at me.

      “Go,” I tell him. “Keep driving.”

      Nate tugs my hand again. “Kimber—”

      “I never want to see you again,” I continue. “If I do, I will make sure you regret this.”

      Curtis finally raises his head. His eyes find mine, dark and pitiful, but I won’t pity him.

      “Go,” I say again. “So I can start forgetting you exist.”

      Nate pulls on my arm again. I let him lead me away this time, quickly finding the comfort I need in his arms.

      The Sheriff lowers his gun. “You heard the lady,” he says to Curtis. “Get out of my town.”

      Curtis glares at Nate one last time. Then, he touches the gas and slowly starts driving away, being careful to keep a wide berth around Gertie as he goes.

      Thompson smirks. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

      Nate chuckles softly as the Sheriff turns around to go deal with the traffic building up behind his car.

      We approach Gertie in the center of the road and Nate shakes his head at her.

      “Dammit, Gertie...”

      I reach out to scratch behind her ear. “Guess we should get her back home,” I say.

      Nate hooks her collar with one hand. He extends the other toward me and smiles.

      “Shall we?” he asks.

      I wipe the last of the tears from my eyes and take it.

      “Let’s go home,” I say.
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Epilogue

          

          Nate

        

      

    

    
      Drive, drop, and go.

      The life of the local milkman.

      I park the truck at the end of First Street and slip into the back to fill a crate with as many full glass bottles I can carry. The crate gets lighter as I make my way down the street, stopping to replace the empties on porches with new ones.

      Just your typical Monday in Clover, Kansas.

      I round Will and Jovie’s house and find an empty bottle there waiting for me. I lean down to grab it when a little face appears behind the screen door.

      Joanne stands up and places her itty, bitty hands against the door.

      I grin and take a knee. “Hey, there,” I say, waving.

      She smiles right back at me as if we’re old friends, giggling and smacking her hands against the door. She knows me well enough by now.

      “What are you laughing at out there, girl?”

      Jovie swoops in and she feigns an excited gasp as she picks up Joanne.

      “Is that the milkman?!” she asks her. “Say, ‘Hi, milkman!’”

      Joanne mutters something that I guess counts as words.

      I pull open the door and slip a fresh bottle from my crate into Jovie’s free hand.

      “Thank you,” she says with a nod.

      “Busy morning?” I ask.

      “No more than usual.” She adjusts Joanne on her hip. “How about you?”

      I shrug. “Same.”

      Will steps into the kitchen, bee-lining straight for the coffeemaker. “Hey, Nate,” he says, waving at me.

      “Good morning,” I greet.

      “Are you two still gonna make it to Lucky’s on Friday?” Jovie asks me.

      I nod. “We should. Kimber’s been talking about it all week but it’ll depend on how she feels on the day. No day is ever the same anymore.” I gesture at Joanne. “As you can probably remember.”

      Jovie rolls her eyes. “Gosh, don’t remind me.”

      Will hovers over her shoulder with his mug. “We’re flexible. Just let us know.”

      “Will do,” I say, shifting a step back. “I have a few more deliveries to finish up. I’ll see you later.”

      “Okay. Bye, milkman!” Jovie says. She takes Joanne’s little hand and waves it at me. “Say, ‘Bye, milkman!’”

      “Bai.”

      Will and Jovie gasp.

      I throw my hands up. “Hey! She said it!”

      “Say, ‘Bye!’” Jovie says again, nudging the child’s belly.

      “Bai.”

      “Say, ‘Bye-bye!’”

      “Bai-bai.”

      Jovie shrieks as motherly glee takes over. Even Will fawns over her, abandoning his precious coffee to congratulate his baby girl.

      I take a few steps backward, smiling to myself and leaving them to their moment. Echoes of ‘Bye, milkman’ fade off behind me as I walk down to the next house over. The last stop on my route.

      The VanHouten house.

      Another family moved into it a long while ago but it’ll always be the VanHouten house to me. I can’t help but recall my first day back in town every single time I walk up the winding sidewalk toward the back door. I still find myself wanting to reach for the  door handle, let myself in, and wrap my arms around the beautiful, forbidden woman waiting for me inside.

      But I’m not that kind of milkman.

      Not anymore, anyway.

      I replace the empties with two fresh bottles and head back to my truck to drive home.

      The town quickly fades off behind me and I turn off the highway as soon as I see the Scott’s Dairy sign.

      We’re always there for you.

      It’s good to know that relationship has always been mutual with Clover.

      I park the milk truck beneath the oak tree by the barn and head inside through the back door.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      She glances up from her chair at the table. “Welcome back, kid,” she says.

      “Is there more coffee?” I ask.

      “I left enough for one more. Finishing up mine and then the boys and I are tackling that fence out there.”

      I fill a mug with the last of the coffee. “I’ll get changed and come out to help.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Where’s Kimber?”

      She snickers. “Guess.”

      I deflate and take a quick sip before abandoning the mug on the table.

      The old floor creaks beneath me as I head toward the open door just left of the stairs. I glance at the walls along the way, admiring my wife’s paintings and finding something new I adore about them. Just like I always do.

      I usually love the smell of her paints but my nostrils flare now as I form a scowl and I lean against the open doorframe of my old bedroom.

      Kimber stands in the center with her back to me. She holds a paint roller by her right side, pinched between her thumb and index finger. The roller is caked with a bright shade of blue.

      “Kimber…” I say.

      She turns around and looks at me, her other hand rubbing her chin. “I think I changed my mind again,” she says.

      I take a moment to admire her profile. Her hair is pulled back in that cute, loose ponytail she always wears now. Her sleeveless sundress travels down to her ankles. Her stomach extends out slightly, the beginnings of an adorable bump.

      Halfway there.

      I step into the room. “You don’t like the sky blue now?”

      “Should we go for a dark blue?” she asks, gasping at the idea. “Maybe a night sky theme instead?”

      I pause beside her. This is now the third time in as many days that Kimber has had this argument with herself.

      “No...” She bites her lip. “We liked the open brightness of the sky blue, right?” Her head turns toward me when I don’t answer, her hand unconsciously traveling down to rub her bump. “Right?”

      I say nothing. I gaze at her instead as warmth spreads through my fingers and toes.

      “What?” she asks.

      I extend my hand. “Come with me.”

      “Well, we should decide—”

      “Put the brush down and come with me.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      I guide the roller out of her hand to the mat on the floor and lead her out of the soon-to-be nursery.

      “Nate?”

      I ignore her, knowing that the concern in her voice will be gone soon.

      I open the front door and we step outside onto the porch. She looks at me with cautious amusement but she follows anyway. She always does.

      I sit down on the porch swing and gesture for her to join me.

      Kimber smiles and takes her place beside me. I turn up my open hand and she lays hers in it, entwining our fingers as we gaze out across the fields.

      We see cows eating fresh grass in the fields.

      We see the milk truck parked beneath the oak tree.

      We see thirty years of beautiful mornings.

      “Sky blue,” Kimber says with a nod. “That’s the one.”

      I raise her hand to my lips, softly kissing her knuckles. She leans in close to rest her head on my shoulder and I wrap my arms around her.

      Thirty years. Maybe more. So many years of life just waiting to be lived.

      Years of making love and counting the stars through the bedroom window. Of rolling our eyes at the town folk of Clover, Kansas. Of watching our son grow up, inevitably reject us, and come back when he eventually figures his shit out.

      A life where I proudly took my place in the world.

      And Kimber learned to love herself, inside and out.

      And Gertie never roamed again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Who are Will & Jovie?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What’s the story behind Kimber’s neighbors,

        Will and Jovie?

      

        

      
        Continue reading to find out in

        The Mechanic!

      

        

      
        I’ve included it for free

        as a thank you!

      

        

      
        xoxo Tabby
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            The Mechanic

          

          By Tabatha Kiss

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A free-spirited woman.

        A reformed bad boy.

        Small town life just got a whole lot more interesting.

      

        

      
        How could I forget Will Myers?

        Wrinkled shirts, ripped jeans, and a devil may care attitude.

        He was my teenage bad boy. My first real love.

      

        

      
        Until the day I left town and broke both of our hearts.

      

        

      
        Four years later, I’ve come home, prepared to start my life all over again.

        But my heart never strayed too far away from Will Myers.

      

        

      
        My bad boy is a man now.

        The local mechanic with a perfect smile and strong, trained hands.

        He took one look at me and made up his mind.

        He still loves me and he’ll do whatever it takes to have me in his bed again.

      

        

      
        We’ve been down this road before. It left both of us broken.

      

        

      
        But the mechanic is calling.

        And he knows just how to fix me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        for all those

        we’ve lost

      

        

      
        we’ll meet you

        in paradise
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            Jovie

          

        

      

    

    
      Clover, Kansas.

      The Forgotten Paradise.

      I pass the sign on the highway and think to perform a full U-turn to go back where I came from. I don’t, though. I’d just be delaying the inevitable if I did and I honestly don’t think I could stomach going through with this twice. It’s hard enough already.

      I didn’t want to come back home. I promised myself I never would but here I am.

      My car jolts and the forward inertia pulls backward. Smoke begins to seep out of the hood and I groan loudly. Good travel instincts take over. I look into every mirror to make sure I’m not in danger of colliding with any other cars in the pitch darkness but the road is completely deserted. Not surprised. I’m pretty sure the last person to leave Clover was me.

      I pull onto the shoulder as the car continues to slow down and I start to wonder if I’ll make it out of the lane in time before it stalls out completely.

      I reach down, carelessly searching for the lever by my foot to pop the hood before getting out. A biting chill clings to my bare legs. Come back to Kansas in a skirt. In January. Good thinking, Jovie…

      I round the car and throw open the hood, stepping back quickly to avoid the puff of smoke before it burns my eyes.

      Well, shit.

      I glance around the highway and spot the gas station about a quarter mile down the road. For a second, I pause, feeling my stomach churn and I think to once again haul ass out of town. Not that I could anymore, of course. My damn car is busted. I don’t own a phone, either. Guess I’m jaywalking into the night.

      I slink back in the driver’s seat, embracing the warmth while it lasts as I fish my wallet out and lock the doors behind me.

      The attendant glances up at me from behind the counter as I step inside. He’s a young kid, just barely out of his teens if I were to guess, meaning he probably doesn’t know who I am. My face, anyway. He might know my name if he’s a local but I won’t risk it.

      His back straightens with each step I make toward the counter and he twitches awkwardly as if I’m about rob his ass.

      “May I use your phone?” I ask.

      He blinks out of it and fumbles beneath the counter for the landline phone hidden under it. “Oh, yeah. Sure. Here.”

      “Thank you.”

      I open my wallet to find the card I used to keep with emergency numbers listed on it. Haven’t seen it or needed it in years, so it might have crumbled to pieces by now.

      It’s there, crushed beneath an empty chewing gum wrapper and a business card for a bar in Seattle I once temporarily called home.

      “Highway patrol…” I mutter, picking up the phone and dialing the faded number on the card.

      I hold the phone to my ear, listening to the dull ringing and glancing up at the kid again. He’s backed off and pretends to read the latest gossip magazine at the other end of the counter.

      “Kansas Highway Patrol,” a man answers.

      “Yeah, hi. I’m in need of a tow truck. My car stalled on me.”

      “What’s your location?”

      “I’m heading east on 70,” I say, clearing my throat. “About five miles outside of Clover near the gas station.”

      “Clover, eh?” he asks, amused.

      “Yeah, unfortunately.”

      “Make and model of your vehicle?”

      “Uhh…” I chuckle. “It’s a 2002, powder blue… POS.”

      He laughs for a moment before turning serious. “Are you traveling alone?”

      “Yeah, but I’m safe.”

      “Good. Hang tight, ma’am. We’ll send someone out to get you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hang up and slide the phone back over. “Thanks again,” I tell the kid.

      He nods at me and watches as I turn around to walk back out into the cold.

      I rush down the highway, counting the moments until I can get back in my car again. I could have stayed inside but I’d rather risk getting slammed by a speeding truck than stay in that gas station. No offense to the kid, of course. I just have a few memories there I’d rather not relive if I don’t have to.

      I climb into my car and lay my head against the steering wheel to rest my eyes. Every few minutes, I peek up to check for incoming cars but the street is vacant and black, save my own headlights illuminating the few feet in front of me.

      Finally, a tow truck rolls up beside me and comes to a stop in front of my car. The logo on the side reads Marv’s Auto Repair. The best Clover can offer. I could never tell whether or not that was sarcasm.

      I step outside and roll my hands into fists in my pockets, preparing myself just in case this guy is any kind of creep.

      The door opens and the driver pops out onto the ground. He looks up at me like I’m a side-dish but the smug smirk instantly falls as he recognizes me.

      “Jovie?”

      I squint at him in the dark, making out my cousin’s familiar face. “Tucker?”

      “Oh, my God! Jovie!” I flinch as he throws his arms around me and squeezes, nearly lifting me several inches off the ground. “What is this? Where the hell have you been? Are you okay?”

      I laugh softly and pat his back. I guess it was only a matter of time before the awkward reunions started. I’d hoped to put it off for longer than this, but shit happens, I suppose.

      “I’m all right,” I answer the last question.

      He leans back and sets me down but keeps a solid grip on my shoulders. “It’s been a long time.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “Are you back in town like... back back?

      “Uh...” I glance around. “Not sure yet. Just kind of back for now, I guess.”

      “Does anyone else know you’re here?”

      “No. I haven’t told anybody. I was just going to surprise my dad when my stupid car broke down.”

      “So, nobody knows you’re here?”

      I shake my head. “Nobody knows.”

      “Like...” he steps back, “nobody?”

      “Nobody,” I confirm. “And I would really appreciate it if nobody found out yet.”

      He throws up his hands in surrender. “Hey, I read you loud and clear, ‘cuz. Nobody knows and nobody shall know. It’s our little secret.”

      I wonder how long that’ll last. “Thank you, Tucker.”

      He gestures to the car behind me and knocks twice on the open hood. “So, what happens to be the problem here, little lady?”

      “No idea,” I say, stepping to the side. “Just kind of went ka-bloom.”

      He leans over, withdrawing a flashlight from his pocket and clicks it on as he scans the inside. “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      “No idea.” He shrugs and releases the hood down. “Well, I’ll go ahead and get you cinched up.”

      I stand back and watch as he attaches the hook to my front bumper. “So, you’re a mechanic now?” I ask.

      “Yep.”

      “And they stiff you with the night shift?”

      “Who’s getting stiffed?” he asks. “I love the night shift. I volunteer for it. It’s quiet and chill. Mostly just get truckers but every once in a while, I get the call for a beautiful lady stranded out in the middle of nowhere and sometimes she’s very grateful for my help… if you know what I mean.”

      I nod. “I think I cracked your code, Tucker.”

      “Of course, I don’t expect that tonight, obviously,” he says, gesturing at me. “In fact, the last thing I expected to find on this road tonight was you, ‘cuz.”

      “Same.” I wrap my jacket a little tighter around me to block out the cold breeze.

      Tucker slides the car into neutral and nods to his truck. “Hop in. I’ll give you a ride to Uncle Hank’s.”

      I climb inside and sit still, silently taking in the view. Tucker turns off the highway and we navigate a tight, empty road for a few miles before passing the welcome sign into Clover, Kansas.

      Main Street is dark and empty, as it always was after ten. Local businesses must still close their doors just before eight o’clock, leaving very little — if anything — to do.

      Not much has changed since I left, though I’m not sure why I would expect it to. Tucker glances over at me every so often, no doubt plagued with burning questions but I can’t exactly blame him.

      He slows to a stop on Ninth Street. “This is as far as I can go in this beast,” he says. “Unless I wanna wake the neighborhood beeping backward to try and get out again.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, grabbing my backpack. “I can walk it.”

      “Want me to go with you?”

      “No, I’ll be all right. It’s Clover, ya know?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I know. Well, it’s really nice to see you, Jovie.”

      “You, too.” I step outside, instantly shivering the second my feet touch the ground. “I’ll stop by the car shop in the morning to fill out paperwork or whatever you guys need.”

      “Uh…” He shifts forward in his seat. “You know, don’t bother. I’ll fill it out for you and call you with updates.”

      “No, I can do it, Tuck.”

      “Well… he works there now.”

      “Oh.” I pause. “He does? Really?”

      “Yeah, for about two years now.”

      I bite my lip. “Okay, then… yeah, you can fill out the forms and stuff for me. That’d be great. Thanks.”

      He gives a short wave. “Say hi to Uncle Hank for me.”

      “I will.”

      I close the door and turn to stare down my old street as the tow truck rides off with my car hanging behind it.

      An eerie calmness washes over me. I suppose if we’re talking traditional definitions, this is my home. I grew up on this street, walked down it every day for twelve years to go to school, but I feel very little connection to it otherwise.

      I start walking down the block, wrapping my jacket a little tighter around me and cursing whoever it was that invented the skirt in the first place. I’ve almost forgotten how chilly it is here in January. There’s still even a little bit of holiday snow stacked up along the curbs.

      And here it is. The house I grew up in. Just me and my dad, for the most part. One story. Two bedrooms. A whole lot of repairs that never quite happened.

      I walk up to the door. It’s late and who knows if my father is even awake but it’s not like I have anywhere else to go.

      I tap on the door, knocking softly. A few seconds later, a light flicks on in the living room and my chest tightens.

      The door swings open and my father gawks at me with a beer can in his hand. Gravity has done hell to the bags under his eyes and there’s more silver than brown in his mustache but otherwise, he’s the same as he ever was. Tobacco stench included.

      “Hey, Hank,” I say, forcing a smile.

      He looks me up and down. “Jovie.”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      More wrinkles crease his brow for several long, cold moments. Finally, he turns around without saying anything else and walks off, leaving the door wide open.

      I step inside and close it behind me as my dad topples into his armchair across the living room.

      The same as it ever was, indeed. The carpet is still that awful shade of dark peach, held over from the eighties, at least. Scratched furniture with layers of dust and the same damn couch that’s been sitting there since I was a kid.

      The television blares loudly from the corner with one of those procedural crime shows. I step lightly to the couch and sit down on the edge, tapping my tongue against my teeth.

      “What do you want?”

      I flinch with the sudden growl of his voice. “I just wanted to ask if I could stay here for a while.”

      “How long?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say. He glares at me from the corner of his eyes. “Not long. Just need to save up some money and I’ll be out of your hair again.”

      His gray eyes flick back to the television. “Rent is three-hundred a month,” he says, taking a swig of his beer. “Or seventy-five a week, whichever works best for you, and you’ll chip in for utilities.”

      I dig my thumbnail into my hand. “All right,” I say. “I’ll go into town tomorrow and see about finding a job but I probably won’t get paid for a few weeks. I might need an extension on the first month.”

      “You know where the spare key is,” he murmurs.

      I stand up. “Thanks… Dad.”

      He gives a passive nod. “Real nice to see you,” he says, his tongue hitting every word like an ice pick.

      Overall, it’s a far warmer welcome than I expected, so I can’t complain.

      I walk out of the living room and enter the hallway, my eyes instantly pausing on the picture frames hung on the wall. Baby pictures of me, mostly. A visual timeline from birth to age three and then nothing after that. My dad wasn’t really interested in keeping up with it, I guess. It must have been Mom’s thing.

      I push open the door to my room and flick on the light. Not a damn thing has changed in here either, save the layer of dust on everything from years of forgotten neglect. Travel books and posters of landmarks across the country. Places I always dreamed about. Anywhere but here.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed and glance around, silently reminding myself that it was all my idea to come back.

      “Home sweet home,” I whisper to myself.
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      You ever have that dream where you’re walking down the street and everyone is staring at you?

      They start to laugh as you pass by, subtly at first, but it gets faster and louder until you finally look down and realize that you’re naked.

      Yeah, it’s kind of like that.

      Except I’m not asleep and I’ve checked three times already to make sure I put on pants before I left Hank’s house.

      No, they’re just staring at me because that’s what people do when your name is Jovie Ross.

      It starts on my street with Mrs. Clark, the pastor’s wife. Her dog barks at me from the porch as I walk by her house. She steps outside, takes one look at me, and bolts right back in, dragging her dog by the collar as she goes.

      I should see this for the omen it is but I keep on walking like an idiot, quickly happening by several other neighbors who more or less do the exact same thing. Some just stare. Slightly fewer wave. One literally clutches the pearls around her neck.

      It’s nice to be remembered, I suppose.

      I hit the town square and walk down Main Street until I reach Trin’s Toy Store on the corner, sandwiched between the bookstore and a coffee shop that wasn’t there when I left. There’s a ‘HELP WANTED’ sign displayed in the window. My lips curl at the small victory. At least I know he’s hiring.

      But is he willing to hire me again?

      Only one way to find out.

      I pull open the door and the entry bell rings above my head.

      “Welcome!” I hear from the check-out counter to the right.

      I catch sight of Mr. Trin himself standing behind it. He doesn’t look up from the small stack of paperwork in front of him, displaying his shiny, bald head to the world.

      I snatch the ‘HELP WANTED’ sign from the window and walk straight toward him, taking wide, purposeful strides until I can lay the sign down in his eye-line.

      He peeks up at me over the rims of his glasses and his brow furrows.

      “Absolutely not,” he says.

      “Hi, Mr. Trin.” I deepen my smile. “It’s good to see you!”

      “No.”

      “I would like to talk to you about a jo—”

      “No.”

      I tilt my head. “Please?”

      “The position is for serious applicants only, Jovie.”

      “I am a serious applicant, Mr. Trin.”

      “Serious applicants include those with perfect work histories,” he argues. “Not girls who stop showing up without notice.”

      “I know,” I say, leaning forward. “I was going through something at the time — and I’m really sorry — but that’s all over now…”

      “You left me in a lurch.”

      I hold my hands in prayer between us. “I did and I felt really badly about that.”

      “It took forever to find a decent smock girl again,” he continues. “Then, she left to go have some schmuck’s babies in Topeka.”

      “Well,” I feign a laugh, “I can assure you that I won’t be doing that anytime soon. Or ever. Most likely never. I don’t even know anyone from Topeka.”

      “I’m from Topeka.”

      I inhale a sharp breath and let out an awkward chuckle. “Okay, I don’t think Mrs. Trin would like me cracking a joke about having your babies, so I’m just gonna let that one slide…”

      His head shakes. “I’m sorry, Jovie, but I already have interviews scheduled for today.”

      “Cancel them.” He glares at me as he steps around the counter with his papers in hand. “I worked here for over three years. You barely have to even train me. Think of the time save, Mr. Trin. I know how much you value time save.”

      He wanders across the shop toward the office in the back. “The other girls have good resumes,” he says, raising the papers above his head.

      I follow one step behind him. “Yeah? Well, will the other girls arrange the dinosaur figures alphabetically by species?”

      “No, they’ll arrange them by size and color the way they’re supposed to.”

      “Oh...” I pass with him through the doorway. “That’s not very educational.”

      “Hey, hey—” He points over my shoulder at the ‘Employees Only’ sign glued to the door.

      I step back but stay in the frame. “You know, I hung this sign,” I say, rapping my knuckle against it.

      “I know.” Trin collapses into his desk chair. “It fell off twice.”

      “Come on, Mr. Trin.” I sigh. “I’m falling on my sword here.”

      He wavers, flexing his jawline and squinting at me. “I don’t know—”

      “Please,” I beg. “You can start me at minimum wage. I don’t care. My availability is wide open. Days, weekends, holidays. You name it, I’ll be here. I can start today — right now, if you need it. Just… please.”

      Trin rubs his shiny head. “Fine,” he spits. “Seven twenty-five an hour. Ten to close every day with an hour lunch.”

      I raise a brow. “Seven twenty-five? Is that really what minimum wage is now?”

      He glares. “Is that a problem?”

      “No, sir,” I say quickly. “Not at all.”

      “We can talk about raising that if you last six months,” he adds.

      I fill my lungs with relief. “Thank you. That’s perfect. Really. Thank you.”

      He points over my shoulder. “Grab a smock from the back. I assume you remember where they are?”

      “I do.” I spin in a half circle but double back slowly. “So, now that I’m hired… can we discuss a possible fifty dollar advance on my first paycheck?”

      His stern face twitches.

      I surrender my hands and back out of the office. “You’re right. Never mind. No problem. Sorry I asked.”

      “Jovie…”

      I poke my head back in. “Yeah, boss?”

      Trin stands up and reaches into his back pocket for his wallet. “You can start tomorrow morning,” he says, fishing it open. “I want you here at ten sharp. There are a few things that have changed since you left so we’ll need to go over those.”

      I nod, trying not to stare at his hands. “I’ll be here.”

      He grabs a folder off the desk, paper-clips a fifty dollar bill to the W-2 form inside, and offers it to me. “Fill these out before you come in.”

      I take it from him, once again feeling warm relief fill my chest. “Thank you, Mr. Trin,” I say.

      He pats my shoulder as he passes back onto the shop floor. “Welcome home, kid.”

      My smile deepens. I’d forgotten that he used to call me that. It’s strange how it all comes back. Not just the physical details of a life once lived but the emotions that came with it. I really do feel like shit for leaving Mr. Trin in a bind the way I did. He was one of two people in this town who pretended to give a crap about me, after all.

      The second person? Well…

      That story is much longer.

      And it hurts twice as much.
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      “You’re all set, Mrs. Clark,” I say, setting her keys on the counter between us.

      She grabs them with an old, wrinkled hand and grins at me. “Thank you, William. Have I mentioned that you’re my favorite grease monkey?”

      “Only every time you come in here.”

      “Oh, good! Because you are.”

      I smile. “Thank you. Remember what I told you about riding your brakes, all right?”

      She leans in. “Remind me again...”

      “Don’t.”

      “Oh, that’s right! I’ll try and remember that, dear.” She turns to leave but pauses with her hand on the counter. “William, you’re still single, right?”

      “Uhh... yes,” I answer slowly.

      Her eyes twinkle. “Have you met my granddaughter, Lillian? I think you’d like her...”

      I shake my head but try to maintain my polite smile. “I’m sure I would, Mrs. Clark, but I’m not really looking to date anyone right now...”

      “Well, you let me know the second that changes. I’ll set you up!”

      “Okay.” I chuckle awkwardly. “Have a nice day!”

      She pushes the door open and slowly walks out, taking her time while my smile tests my face muscles.

      Once she’s gone, I let it fall. “Okay, what is going on here?”

      Tucker glances up from his paperwork at the other end of the counter. “What do you mean?”

      “That is the third woman today to say something like that to me.”

      “You’re complaining?”

      “I’m concerned.”

      “Why?” he asks. “You’re a handsome, eligible bachelor with pretty eyes and a tight tushie. Take the compliment.”

      I stare at him until he finally looks up. “Make that four women.”

      “Ha, ha, ha,” he mutters. “You’re probably just imagining it.”

      “Maybe.”

      The entry bell rings and I smile at the one woman in town who will never hit on me. “Hey, Sara.”

      My sister walks over and lays her keys on the counter. “It’s doing that thing again.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “I don’t know...” She sighs. “It’s making that rattling sound between the back tires and I just don’t have time to deal with this kind of crap right now.”

      I sense her frustration. “All right, we’ll check it out. Everything else okay?”

      Her eyes flick toward Tucker and she lowers her voice. “Yeah, just stressed out a little.”

      “Charlie’s coming home soon, though, right?”

      “No, they extended his deployment. Again.”

      “Really?”

      She pushes her short, brown hair back from her face. “Yeah.”

      “Wow. I’m sorry, Sara.”

      “It’s okay...” She flicks her car keys. “It’s just he usually dealt with this stuff and I feel completely over my head right now.”

      “It’s okay.” I lay my hand over hers. “I’ll handle this. We’re a bit backed up today, so it might take a while.”

      “That’s fine. I have some shopping to do for Andy’s birthday this weekend and an eye appointment that I’ve rescheduled twice already, so just call when you figure it out, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “Oh— you’re still available to take him Saturday morning before the party, right?”

      I nod. “Of course. Drop him off whenever and let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help out.”

      She throws on a smile. “Actually, Will, now that you mention it, what are you doing after the party?”

      “No plans. Why?”

      “You remember my friend, Cindy Sumner, right?”

      I pause. “No.”

      “Oh, come on. Yes, you do. We went to high school with her. She was a year behind me — a year ahead of you. Blonde hair. Gorgeous eyes.”

      I squint. “I remember a Bryan Sumner.”

      “Yes!” She points. “Cindy is his sister.”

      Tucker laughs. “Didn’t you beat the shit out of him junior year?”

      Sara rolls her eyes. “No, he didn’t.”

      “Oh, yes, I did,” I confirm.

      Her mouth sags. “You did?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was a dick.”

      “Anyway…” She clears her throat. “Cindy’s been asking about you and I thought that maybe you could get together for coffee or something after the party…”

      “No, thanks,” I say, grabbing her keys off the counter.

      “Why not?” she pouts.

      “I’m not interested.”

      “But—”

      I jingle her keys. “I’ll call you when we figure out the rattling noise, okay, Sara?”

      She exhales, giving up. “Okay, fine. I’ll ask you again later.”

      “I won’t be interested later, either…”

      “You might be!”

      “Nope. Bye, Sara.”

      “Bye!”

      I wait until she steps outside. “Okay, you saw that, right?” I twist toward Tucker. “Tell me you saw that.”

      “I saw that,” he says, nodding slowly. “Since when does she try and set you up with her friends?”

      “Exactly...”

      He snaps his fingers. “You know what it is?”

      “What?” I ask. “Please, dear God, tell me what the hell this is.”

      “It’s almost February.”

      “So?”

      “So… Valentine’s Day.” He points outside. “The party committee just started putting up pink hearts and red ribbons all over the place out there.”

      I glance out the windows and notice the ribbons attached to the parking meters on the street surrounding the town square.

      “You think that’s it?” I ask, frowning.

      “Yeah.” He nods. “Looks to me like the single ladies are trying to lock you down for the annual dance.”

      I think it over. “Maybe...” I turn toward the garage and Tucker blocks my way.

      “Whoa, where you going?” he asks.

      I hold up Sara’s keys. “I’m bringing her car around.”

      He snatches them from me. “I’ll do that. You’re on desk duty. Just sit down and bask in this glorious attention you’re receiving.”

      I stare into his twitching eyes. “Tucker, what’s really going on?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He spins around and bolts through the door into the garage.

      The entrance chimes and Coach Rogers walks up to the counter. “Hello, William!” he says.

      I reluctantly head back to the counter. “Hey, Coach.”

      “The wife says the van’s ready.”

      “It is.” I nod, turning to snatch his keys off the rack on the wall.

      His eyes narrow as I set them down. “You’re looking a bit on the downside lately. Something troubling you?”

      I pause. The last thing I’m in the mood for right now is Coach Rogers’ weird person questions. “I’m fine.” I find his invoice in a stack nearby. “Looks like it’s seventy-five even today.”

      He scratches his bearded face instead of whipping out his wallet. “William, if I may offer a little unsolicited advice…”

      “Actually, Coach, we’re a little backed up here…”

      “I’ll make it quick. I look at you and I’m reminded of a quote by the great Albert Einstein.”

      Ah, jeez.

      “Life is like riding a bicycle,” he says. “To keep your balance, you must keep moving!”

      I nod. “That’s nice.”

      He reaches over the counter and pats my shoulder. “Keep moving forward, son. Don’t let the past hold you back. I foresee great things in your future.”

      “We can only hope. So, about your bill—”

      “A wife,” he adds. “A few kids. Who knows? Valentine’s Day is just around the corner and there are plenty of young women around Clover…”

      My eye twitches. “Would you excuse me for a minute?”

      I shove the garage door open, stepping down into the smell of rubber and the sound of shrieking power tools. Three cars sit in a line at various stages of repair but my eyes instantly fall on one in particular. It’s old and blue and…

      No. It can’t be.

      I walk across the garage, my mind flashing with memories with every step I take toward.

      Tucker juts out in front of me. “Whoa, hey! Will… what, uh… whatcha doing back here?”

      “Move,” I say, stepping around him.

      The closer I get, the more I’m sure.

      Tucker stays on me. “I know what you’re thinking but it’s not,” he says.

      “Oh, yeah? Then, whose car is it?”

      He stutters. “It’s Julie’s car.”

      I raise a brow. “Julie’s?”

      “Yeah. Julie’s.”

      “Julie who?”

      “Julie, uh...” he twitches, “Moss.”

      “Julie Moss?” I repeat.

      “Yeah. Julie—”

      I grab Tucker by the collar. “You mean Jovie Ross?”

      “No, uh-uh. I didn’t say Jovie Ross.”

      “Tucker...” I pull him closer. “Is Jovie back?”

      “No— Jovie?” He snorts. “Hell, no. She hightailed it out of here years ago. She ain’t ever coming—”

      “Tucker.”

      He recoils. “Yeah. She’s back. Jovie’s back.”

      My guts twist. “How long has she been back?”

      “I dunno. A day or two...” I squint at him. “Okay, four. Four days. She’s staying with her dad.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” He holds up his hands in surrender. “Really, truly. I don’t know. All I know is that she’s back, she’s at Uncle Hank’s, she got her old job back at the toy store, and that really is her car right there. We had to special order a part for it because it’s old as shit. But that’s it. That’s all I know.”

      I relax my grip. He slips free and takes a wide step back out of my reach.

      Holy shit.

      Jovie Ross actually came home.

      I walk over to the car as another wave of cold memories threatens to knock me over. Jovie’s little, blue car. One of the back windows is cracked and held together with duct tape and the antenna is nearly bent off but this is it. I’d recognize that backseat anywhere.

      Tucker straightens his shirt and hovers over my shoulder. “But even if she is back… who cares, right?” he asks. “You’re over her... right?”

      I blink. “Yeah.”

      “See? No worries…” He pats my shoulder with caution. “Right?”

      “Yeah, no worries.” I shift a step backward. “I’m going to lunch.”

      “It’s ten-thirty in the morning. Will— ah, crap…”

      I leave the garage, ignoring his voice. Every instinct in me tells me to drop this but I can’t. My feet lead me through the town square, past the post office and the diner and coffee shop.

      All the way to Trin’s Toys.

      I halt in my tracks with my hand on the door. I stare through the glass, feeling my heart plummet from my chest to six feet under the damn earth.

      She really did come home.

      Jovie Ross stands behind the old cash register with her back toward me but there’s no way it can’t be her.

      Her dark brown hair hangs several inches beneath her shoulders, jutting off in thick, wavy strands. She never wore it so long before. Jovie was a pixie-cut kind of girl; the type who would cut it herself on a whim in her bathroom at 3 AM.

      A red smock is wrapped around her slim waist. Long, strong legs poke out the bottom to hold her up. Her neck twists to the side as Mr. Trin calls out to her from the storeroom and those cheekbones stick out a little more.

      I let go of the door and move to the side to watch her discreetly through the windows.

      “Damn, you walk fast…”

      I see Tucker’s annoyed and out of breath reflection over my shoulder.

      “It’s Jovie,” I say, unable to take my eyes off her.

      “Yes, it is,” he says, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      It sinks in deeper. “Jovie’s back.”

      He nods. “I’m sorry, man. She asked me not to tell anyone. Pretty sure the emphasis was on you.”

      Jovie turns in our direction and I spin away from the window to avoid her eyes.

      “You’ve talked to her?” I ask him.

      “Yeah.”

      “When?”

      “Got a call for a tow off the highway a few nights ago and there she was.”

      “Did she seem… okay? I mean, how was she?”

      “She’s…” He shrugs. “She was Jovie. Same old, sad Jovie. I gave her a lift to her dad’s and that was it. We didn’t talk much.”

      “She was sad?”

      “I assume so if she was coming back here,” he says, scratching the back of his head. “And she always was a little, ya know?”

      I peek back through the window. “Yeah, I know.”

      Jovie emerges from the stockroom with a stack of new action figures in her arms, nearly running into a rambunctious young boy as she rounds the corner. She hops back without dropping them and lets him pass with an instant smile on her apologetic face.

      My knees always turned to jelly over that smile before. Now is no different.

      The kid continues on and Jovie pauses to watch him go. Her smile slowly fades and she returns to her task of restocking the line of figures along the bottom shelf in the corner.

      A hand waves in front of my face and Tucker snaps his fingers.

      “Earth to Will!”

      I blink out of it and glare at him. “What?”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Stare at my cousin like that.”

      I scoff. “Since when do you care what I do to your cousin?”

      He stands a little taller. “You make a fair point… but really, if she finds out I told you, I’m a dead man. You know what happens to men who cross Jovie Ross.”

      My gaze falls on her again and I get an eye-full of her tight rear as she bends over to adjust a row of dolls. “Yeah, I know…”

      Tucker slaps my shoulder. “Dude…”

      I glare at him again and he takes a step back. “It’s fine, Tuck. I won’t tell her you told me.” Nausea wrecks my stomach. “Not sure I can even bring myself to talk to her at all, to be honest…”

      “Well, good.” He nods. “It’s been like five years anyway. You can’t have much to say to her in the first place.”

      “Four years,” I correct him. “Four years next month.”

      And there are a lot of things I’d like to say to Jovie Ross if I could, actually.

      Tucker tugs at my arm. “Come on. We should get back to work.”

      I dig my heels in for another moment as Jovie wanders back behind the counter. She smiles again at the woman with her son and rings up a little toy dinosaur, her fingers soaring across the register. It’s almost like she never left at all but the black hole in the pit of my stomach reminds me otherwise.

      She’s been home four days and she didn’t bother to even tell me. She went out of her way to hide it, too.

      Fine. That’s fine. If she doesn’t want to explain herself to me, then that’s fine. I don’t need to know why she’s back or what she’s doing now or why she took off in the first place.

      Nope. Don’t need to know.

      I’m fine with it.

      This is totally fine.
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      “Josie?!”

      I close my eyes and exhale. “It’s Jovie.”

      The woman rushes over to the counter and screws up her face. “Are you sure?”

      I recognize her from high school but I honestly can’t tell you what her name is. “Pretty sure.”

      “I could have sworn your name was Josie…”

      “Nope.” I point to my red name tag. “It’s Jovie.”

      She chews on the corner of her pink mouth. “Huh…”

      “It’s okay. I don’t remember your name, either.”

      She throws her head back and laughs while her mane of wild, blonde hair tumbles about her face. “It’s Natalie! Natalie Jones. Well…” She flashes the ring on her finger. “That’s Wright nowadays. Dickie and I have been married five years, but you know that, you were there.”

      I raise a brow. “I was?”

      “The ceremony was in the town square, silly! Everyone was there!”

      “Oh, right. Of course,” I say, still not remembering a damn thing about this lady. “It was a beautiful day.”

      “I know, right?” She stares at the giant rock on her finger and sighs lovingly to herself. “Anyway, so what are you up to?”

      I glance around the store. “Pretty much this.”

      “Are you married?”

      “No.”

      “Engaged?”

      “No.”

      “Any kids? I have two.”

      “Nope. No kids.”

      “Then…” Her brow furrows. “What do you do?”

      “I actually have some restocking to do,” I say, tapping a stack of figures beside me on the counter. “Can I help you find something or are you good?”

      “Oh, I’m good!” She holds up a stack of fliers. “I just came in to see if it would be okay to hang one or two of these in your window here?”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Natalie lays them down. “The party planning committee is looking for a little fresh blood just in time to start putting together the Valentine’s Day dance next month. All the info is at the bottom.”

      I nod on the outside but on the inside, I’m screaming. “I’ll have to check with Mr. Trin but it should be okay.”

      “Perfect.” She grins. “Anyway, I think I’ll browse a little before heading to the next door down. You go do… what you do, Jos—vie. Jovie.”

      “Bye, Natalie.”

      She walks off, taking her bright and happy aura with her. She’s not the first person to wander into the toy store since I got here and ask questions. She probably won’t be the last, either. In Clover, your business is everyone’s business. Always has been.

      I glance at the fliers once before shoving them onto a pile beneath the register.

      I stick to the back shelves, taking my time getting the spacing just right between the action figures. One doesn’t merely toss the toys onto the shelf. You must face everything the right way, too. No wonder Mr. Tran hired me back so fast. Whoever the old smock girl was, she did a horrible job.

      I hear the entry bell toward the front and let out an immediate “Hello!” like a Pavlovian dog. Two tiny feet patter down the front aisles, bolting straight for the soldier toys and fighter jet models. I cringe. I just straightened those…

      I stand up and turn around to head back to the counter but nearly crash into someone as I round the corner.

      “Sorry! Excuse me—”

      “Careful, Jove.”

      I hop backward, feeling all the color drain from my face. My eyes stay locked on the floor between us. It’s impossible for that voice to belong to anyone else but I’m not sure if that makes me more excited or terrified.

      I’ve imagined what this moment would be like so many times. I knew that if I came home, it’d happen eventually. I’d be lying if I said a part of me wasn’t looking forward to it but I still wanted to delay it for as long as possible. The news of my arrival would get back to him sooner or later. This town isn’t that big.

      I finally look up as excitement wins out.

      “Will,” I say.

      He towers over me by over half a foot, just like he always did. Will Myers. One look in his eyes knocks the wind out of me. So much has changed but he’s still the exact same. His jeans don’t have patches sewn into them. His brown hair isn’t greased back and overgrown. His shirt isn’t telling me to go fuck myself.

      My bad boy grew up.

      But his smirk is still there.

      “Hi, Jovie,” he says.

      “What, uh… What are you doing here?”

      “I was just about to ask you the exact same thing.”

      I chuckle at the floor. “Yeah, I bet.”

      “Stopped in to do a little shopping, actually,” he says.

      “For who?”

      Will points over my shoulder and I turn around to see a little boy playing with the toy soldiers in the far corner.

      One look at him and my chest aches. I guess it doesn’t get more grown up than this…

      “Wow,” I say, turning back. “You’ve been awfully busy.”

      “He’s not mine,” he says. “He’s my nephew.”

      “Oh…” I look at the boy again and heave a secret sigh of relief. “Sarahad a kid?”

      “She did, yeah.”

      “What’s she up to now?”

      “She’s in nursing school,” he answers. “Her schedule gets pretty hectic on Wednesdays, so I take the kid.”

      I nod along with his voice. “And today is Wednesday...”

      “His dad, Charlie, isn’t around much. I try to help her out when I can.”

      I tilt my head in judgment. “Deadbeat?”

      “Army,” he says. “He’s deployed at the moment. Won’t be back until summer.”

      I pause. “Well... now I feel like a jerk.”

      “Don’t. You have every right to assume.” He chuckles as his gaze deepens. “So, you’re back in Clover.”

      I take a step back. “I’m staying with my dad for a little while until I figure some things out.”

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      “From who?”

      “Tucker.”

      I scoff. “Seriously?”

      “Don’t get mad,” he says. “I practically beat it out of him when I saw your car at the shop. It wasn’t his fault.”

      “Ah, right. At the shop,” I repeat, smiling. “I heard you had a job.”

      He nods. “I have a job.”

      “An actual, real job.”

      “I went to school and got certified and everything.”

      I squint. “Hmm...”

      “What?”

      “Well…” I look him up and down. “You’re wearing clean clothing, you’re trustworthy enough to be left alone with living children, and you’re stably employed.”

      He leans in an inch. “I pay taxes, too.”

      “Wow.” I feign a gasp and he laughs. “You’re like a genuine, responsible adult now.”

      “It certainly took some practice,” he quips.

      “Is there anything about you that hasn’t changed?”

      He lowers his voice to a whisper. “I still have the Bolt.”

      My jaw drops. “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      “I loved the Bolt.”

      “I know you did.”

      “I take comfort in this knowledge.”

      “I still have your helmet, too,” he says. “And I still know where you live, so I can swing by the next time I take a midnight ride, if you want.”

      My smile widens. “Smooth.”

      “Well, I think you’ll find a few other things about me that haven’t changed.”

      Will and I should not be talking to each other this way. I take a deep breath to try and cool my cheeks but it doesn’t stop me from talking.

      “Sure.” I nod. “If you find yourself riding through the old neighborhood… you can swing by. I’d like that.”

      “Good,” he says, his eyes locked on mine.

      “Uncle Will.”

      We tear our gazes away and turn to the tiny boy standing beside us, tugging lightly on Will’s sleeve.

      “Hey, Andy.” Will greets him and rubs a hand through his shaggy, black hair. “What’s up?”

      “Can we get this one?” he asks, holding up a play set larger than his head.

      “No, buddy,” Will tells him. “If I buy you another one of these this close to your birthday, your mom will kill me.”

      “Please!” He throws on a vicious pout; one so powerful it even weakens my resolve.

      “Oh, come on, Uncle Will…” I tease him with a grin. “Just this once.”

      He glares playfully at me and sighs. “Fine…” he takes the set from Andy, “but we have to keep it at my place, all right? We’ll put it together next week.”

      “Okay!” Andy bounces with excitement and runs off toward the toy soldiers again.

      Will shifts the box beneath his arm. “Thanks a lot.”

      I flick the plastic name tag on my smock. “Just doing my job, sir.”

      “Well, we should get going,” he says. “The kid can get a little moody if he doesn’t eat on schedule.”

      “He and I have that in common.”

      Will laughs again. “You haven’t changed at all.”

      “So, I hear…” I shrug and gesture toward the front. “I’ll ring you guys up.”

      Don’t trip on anything. Don’t trip on anything. Don’t—

      I swerve around a candy display just off the aisle, keeping my head down low to try and breathe through the fire burning my cheeks.

      We reach the counter and Will passes the box over to me. Every time I glance up, I catch him staring at my face instead of my hands or chest or anything else.

      “Thirty twenty-five,” I say, prompting him to pull out his debit card.

      “It really is nice to see you again, Jove,” he says, slowly handing it to me.

      I bite my lip as I swipe. “You know, you’re the first person to say that to me I actually believe.”

      Will’s smile lingers on his mouth for several seconds. He barely blinks. He just stands there, slowly inhaling and exhaling, as my hand hovers next to his with his card clenched between my fingertips.

      “What are you doing tonight?” he asks.

      “I’m here until seven,” I answer without thinking.

      “Sara usually picks him up around then.” He pauses. “Do you want to grab a drink with me? Not a date, obviously, just to catch up.”

      “Uhh…” My thoughts turn to mush in my head, leaving me to run on pure instinct alone. “Yeah. Sure.”

      “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

      I nod, crushed beneath the weight on my shoulders. “Sounds good.”

      “Uncle Will, come on.”

      He snaps out of it as Andy yanks on his arm. “Right… we should get going.”

      I force my eyes downward as I hand over his card and his thumb grazes mine. “Would you like a bag?” I force out.

      “No, thanks. We can carry it, I think.” Will picks up the box and Andy instantly holds out his little arms. “Don’t drop it, all right?”

      “I won’t!”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes!”

      I watch them with a smile, feeling it burrow into my face while something far deeper and colder takes hold of my gut.

      Andy sprints off toward the doors but Will stays back for a moment more with me.

      “I’ll see you tonight, Jovie Ross.”

      A shiver tingles my spine. “Yeah. I’ll see you tonight.”

      The right edge of his mouth curls into that familiar smirk and my knees jolt beneath the counter.

      Will walks off to catch up with Andy as the kid bolts outside. I wait until he’s completely out of sight and the entry bell fades off before deflating every molecule of air from my lungs.

      “Holy shit…”

      I collapse forward to rest my head on my arms and take a few rough breaths.

      That went better than I expected.

      Way better.

      Worst case scenario… I imagined something being thrown at someone’s head. Some shouting or cursing. I can’t say I expected a kind and gentle interaction, complete with an adorable child and Will practically undressing me with his eyes.

      Oh, crap. Did I say he could pick me up on his motorcycle for a midnight ride? I definitely said that part, right?

      I raise my head, feeling that smile return to my lips.

      Will Myers.

      At least he’s not mad at me.

      Yet.
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      Jovie Ross.

      At least she’s not still mad at me.

      I think.

      It’s been four years. Surely, if she was still harboring some major hostility, it would have shown through at some point during our conversation. Jovie was pleasant the entire time. It was light and fluffy Jovie with her little, curling smile and her adorable laugh and that new long, wavy hair. Sure, I may have caught her off-guard, and yeah, she was working so she probably had her customer service switch flicked on, but I know Jovie better than I know myself.

      Or knew, I suppose…

      A knock strikes my front door, bringing me out of my trance. Andy hops up off the floor, casually kicking over his toy trucks on the way to answer it.

      “Careful, buddy,” I say, leaning down to pick them up.

      Andy stands on his tippy-toes, trying to reach the door lock but his finger barely swipes it.

      “Hang on…” I laugh.

      “It’s Mom!”

      “I know it’s your mom.”

      I twist the lock and open the door on Sara’s smiling face. Andy rushes at her and she bends over to wrap her arms around him.

      “Hey, sweetie!” she greets him, squeezing tight. “Did you and Uncle Will have fun today?”

      “Yeah! He let me watch shark attack videos!”

      Sara gawks at my wincing face. “He did, did he?”

      I force a chuckle. “I also taught him the value of secrets and loyalty amongst friends but I guess that lesson is a two-parter.”

      Andy hops on the balls of his feet. “And we got burgers and ice cream and he took me to the toy store!”

      Her cheeks fade into a dark pink to match her scrubs. “Hey, Andy, why don’t you pack up your stuff while I talk to my brother for a second, okay?”

      “Okay, Mommy.”

      She nudges him and he takes off to grab his backpack.

      “Kitchen,” she whispers at me. “Now.”

      I groan as she stomps through my living room and down the hall.

      “You know,” I say, entering the kitchen behind her, “you morph a little bit more into Mom every single time you do that.”

      “Oh, shut up,” she says, shaking it off. “Why did you go to the toy store?”

      “Calm down. I didn’t get him anything. We were just browsing.”

      “I don’t care about that. Why did you go into the toy store?”

      I raise a confused brow. “Because I had to entertain your kid for an afternoon.”

      Her eyes narrow. “And?”

      “And he’s too young for a strip club.”

      Sara crosses her arms, standing a little taller every second until I finally cave.

      “Jovie was there,” I say.

      She exhales. “Dammit.”

      “Sara, it’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not fine, Will. This isn’t fine. Who told you she was back?”

      I pause. “Did you know she was back?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wha—” I throw up my hands. “Why was I the last to know this?”

      “Because Jovie destroyed your life and no one in this town wants to see that happen again. That’s why.”

      “She did not,” I chuckle. “Don’t be so dramatic. Wait a second…” I furrow my brow. “Is this why you tried to set me up with your friend? And why women have been coming into the shop all week throwing themselves at me? Because you all wanted to distract me from Jovie?”

      She hesitates. “Well…”

      My mouth sags. “So, that’s one mystery solved.”

      “Will, we watched you pick up the pieces of your shattered heart for months after Jovie took off—”

      “I guess you didn’t hear the part about not being dramatic,” I mutter.

      “I’m serious. We just want you to be happy.”

      “I’m not happy? Who says I’m not happy?”

      “You live here alone in a house meant for a family,” she says, gesturing around my kitchen. “You’ve barely gone out on a date in years.”

      “That’s not true. I date all the time.”

      “Name the last time you went on a second date,” she counters.

      I think quickly but I can’t come up with a single name.

      “So, what?” I ask. “I worked hard and paid for this house because I liked it. What’s wrong with that? And what business is it of yours who or when I date?”

      Sara presses her lips together. “Okay, Will… I want you to be honest with me. As your sister and your friend, just answer this question…”

      I sigh. “What?”

      “Have you spent the last four years waiting for Jovie to come back?”

      “No, I haven’t,” I answer, shaking my head at the floor.

      She takes a step closer. “You didn’t ask her out, did you?”

      I hesitate. “Well…”

      “Ugh…” Her face screws up in disgust. “God, Will...”

      “We’re just meeting up for drinks. As friends. That’s all,” I say. “It’s not a date. And hell, aren’t you the least bit curious why she came back?”

      “No, I’m not. And you shouldn’t be either.”

      “Well, I am.”

      She blinks her wide, begging eyes. “Will, please, do not go out with her.”

      “We’re just catching up, Sara. No one’s exchanging vows.”

      “Exactly. You’re not and you never will.”

      I flex my jaw. “I’m sorry. Was that an order?”

      “It’s a fact.” She shakes her head. “Jovie Ross is going to string you along just like last time. And then, just like last time, you’re going to get too attached to her and then she’s—”

      I laugh over her. “What the hell are you talking about? I dumped her, remember?”

      “And while she rode off into the sunset, you lived here like a damn shut-in. You didn’t get out of bed for weeks after she ran off because she never called your bluff.”

      A pang grips my chest but I power through it. “Well, she’s back now,” I say. “If you ride into the sunset long enough, you end up right back where you started, right?”

      She breathes a sad sigh. “That’s not how that works, Will. She doesn’t belong here. Sooner or later, Jovie’s going to pack up and leave again and when she does—”

      “Sara, stop.” I hold up a hand. “Like I said, we’re just catching up. I know you always hated her but it’s been four years. Cut her some slack.”

      Andy walks in with his backpack and hugs Sara’s knees, forcing the two of us to lower our voices.

      “Well…” she combs her fingers through his hair, “I hope you’re right. But I won’t be the least bit surprised to have to say I told you so again.” She pokes Andy’s chin. “Honey, come on. Say goodbye to Uncle Will.”

      Andy smiles at me. “Bye, Uncle Will.”

      “See you later, buddy,” I say, messing up his hair.

      Sara guides him through the house to the front door, all the while fixing his shaggy mane back down where it belongs as they step outside.

      I linger in the doorway and wave at Andy as he twists around to give me another floppy goodbye in return. Sara gets him into his seat and glances over her shoulder at me, flashing a hard, disappointing stare in my direction.

      I guess I can’t really blame her. I can deny it all I want to her face but Sara’s right when she says I was pretty fucked up for a few months after Jovie left.

      But she’s back now.

      I close the door and eye the coat closet in the corner beside me, feeling a sudden rush of excitement spike in my blood.

      My lips curl to one side. I open the closet and reach up onto the top shelf until I touch something smooth and round.

      The helmet carries a thin layer of dust, distorting the lightning blue color, but it’s nothing a quick wipe down with a cloth won’t fix.

      I turn it over in my hands, admiring its weight as memories of Jovie riding shotgun come rushing back to me.

      All those late-night rides through the town square, revving the Bolt as loudly as possible to try and piss off anyone we could.

      And — especially — the quiet nights together when we’d pull off the highway and fool around until some state trooper rode in and told us crazy kids to go home.

      And — even better — the nights when the trooper never showed up at all and Jovie made a man out of me.

      Christ, Jove.

      Where the hell have you been?

      I set the helmet down and grab my leather jacket off the back of the door.
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      What the hell was I thinking?

      When I agreed to get drinks with Will Myers, I couldn’t focus through the thick haze of heat and confusion long enough to foresee myself in this moment.

      The last time I stood in this closet, it was grab and run. I took the items I couldn’t live without and left the rest. I often wondered what my father would do with this stuff. Toss it, maybe. Sell it for any spare change he could get for it, more likely. Can’t say I expected it all to still be here when — or if — I ever came back.

      But it’s all still here. Ripped jeans and band t-shirts. Miniskirts and knee-high boots. I’ve never been the poster girl for modern fashion but I had a look, that’s for sure. Little retro here, little modern chic there. No fucks given everywhere else.

      But I’m not that girl anymore.

      So, what the hell am I supposed to wear tonight?

      I remind myself again that this isn’t a date. I don’t have to look perfect. I’m just catching up with someone that I used to know. Someone I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with at one point but still just someone I knew before I knew any better.

      I stop staring and start sliding the hangers to the side, taking a closer look at my options. It’s still too cold for a skirt or sleeveless, so that eliminates these. I grab a pair of old jeans and slip into them. A bit snug, but at least they still fit.

      I find a black turtleneck in the back and step into a pair of matching boots. Good enough.

      The engine echoes up the street just as I finish applying my lipstick. I pause, letting the sound sweep over me for a few seconds as I stare at myself. My first thought is to shut off the lights and head toward the window. That’s what I did so many times before but this isn’t high school anymore.

      I stuff my house key and wallet into my jacket pocket and walk through the house toward the front door.

      Hank sits on his chair in front of the TV. “Where are you going?”

      “Into town to meet up with old friends,” I say, flicking the locks open.

      “What friends?” he mutters. “You never had friends.”

      I ignore the question. “I’ll be back later.”

      “Don’t think I don’t remember whose bike that is.”

      “I’m twenty-three-years-old, Hank,” I point out. “I think we’re past the age where you get to tell me who I can spend my time with.”

      “I think if you spent more time listening to what I told you then you wouldn’t have moved back home at twenty-three,” he says, popping a victory cashew into his mouth.

      “I’ll be back later,” I repeat, yanking the door open and stepping outside.

      And just like that, I’m seventeen again; walking outside with rolling eyes and a shitty attitude to run away from my drunken father and straight into Will Myers’ arms. It’s almost nostalgic.

      Will sits on his motorcycle at the end of the driveway and while my toes curl a little bit as he pulls his helmet off and smiles at me, my eyes instantly fall to The Bolt instead.

      “Oh, baby,” I say, admiring it. “I’ve missed you.”

      Will revs the engine once and the sound echoes throughout the neighborhood. “I’d feel jealous, but this is a really nice bike.”

      “Damn right.”

      He hops off his seat and lifts it open to grab the second helmet from inside the hatch. “For you...”

      I take it from him, smiling wide. “Wow, you really did keep it.”

      “Well, I’m a hoarder. Don’t take it personally.”

      I chuckle and turn it over in my hands. “So, who used it after me?”

      “Nobody,” he says. I raise a brow. “Jovie, I swear, nobody has worn that thing but you.”

      “The strap is wrong.”

      He pauses. “What?”

      I hold it out to him. “I made a notch in the strap to easily secure optimum snugness for my head.”

      “So?”

      “So, now, it’s moved.”

      “I move the strap when I clean it.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Jovie...” he smirks, “just put it on.”

      I sigh and adjust the strap to its proper place. “Fine.” I push my hair back to keep it from getting caught as I pull the helmet onto my head. “Smells like a nightclub in here…”

      “Who knew you were the jealous type?” he chuckles.

      I stare through the shield. “So, where are we going?” I ask, sliding onto the seat behind him.

      “Lucky’s?” he suggests.

      “Sounds good.”

      He revs the engine again, sending a flurry of delightful vibrations through my core.

      “Oh, baby...” I say again.

      He glares over his shoulder at me.

      “Who knew you were the jealous type?” I parrot back as I slam the shield down.

      We take off at top speed through the neighborhood. Wind rushes past and I rest my hands on his waist to hold me up. Fire and lightning shoot up my arms the moment I touch him. I flinch and hope to God he doesn’t notice my quivering fingers.

      Will, Jovie, and the Bolt. I can’t begin to guess how many times the two of us rode through town like this, swerving through the empty streets in the middle of the night. No one around. Nothing to stop us. Of course, if we rode in one place too long, the sheriff would show up, but we usually managed to stay ahead of him. We had our regular haunts. The quiet places where we could pull over and sit beneath the stars.

      My heart slams in my chest.

      It all comes back so quickly…

      We ride into the parking lot of Lucky’s bar at the far edge of town, just off the highway. The lot is mostly deserted, as it usually was on a weeknight. Will and I didn’t exactly spend a lot of time on the inside of the place before, what with the lack of legal drinking age, but we got to know the dark, abandoned corners of the parking lot very well.

      Will packs our helmets into the seat before we head inside. My ears fill with that soft twang of country music and I recoil from the stench of cigarette smoke but neither irks me as much as the dozen pairs of eyes burning holes through my skull right now.

      Every drinker and pool player, every bartender and waiter, Lucky herself included. They all come to a grinding halt as if my mere existence offended them. Hell, it probably does.

      “Uh-oh...”
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      Jovie turns her head down the instant we step inside and it takes a moment for me to realize why.

      I shift between their judging eyes and her downturn face. “Come on,” I tell Jovie.

      She digs her heels in but finally caves, letting me lead her toward the back corner. I feel her one step behind me as we navigate the sea of pool tables and fluorescent lights. We settle at a small table-for-two in the back, farthest away from them as possible. As we settle down, the others go back to doing what they’re doing but there’s still the occasional glance in our direction.

      “You remember that old movie with the killer birds?” Jovie asks as she takes a seat. “Where the people walk through the center of the herd of crows, hoping they don’t suddenly get attacked and have their eyes plucked out?”

      “A group of crows is called a murder,” I say.

      She chuckles, glancing around. “Well, that’s fitting.”

      “Just ignore them.”

      “I don’t even recognize half of these people,” she says. “How do they know me?”

      “From the wanted sign poster up in the post office, I’d imagine.”

      “Okay, I honestly can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

      “It’s a joke,” I say.

      “Thank God.”

      Lucky arrives at our table, her red hair pinned up in a hive on the top of her head. She locks on Jovie and she throws on a sly smile. “Jovie Ross...”

      “That’s me,” Jovie says.

      “I wondered when you’d come rolling back through town.”

      “Well…” She shifts uncomfortably. “Here I am.”

      “Here for good?”

      “Here for now.”

      “Yeah,” Lucky chuckles, “I’ve been saying that for thirty years.”

      Jovie ignores it and throws on her classic, bullshit-eating smile.

      Lucky eyes me instead. “What can I get for you two?”

      “I’ll take a beer,” I say. “Whatever you’ve got on tap is fine.”

      “Same,” Jovie adds.

      “Coming right up.”

      Lucky walks off to the next table and Jovie twists her head around to watch her go. Her eyes slowly scan the place, shifting in her little skull as they land on one prying face to the other.

      I clear my throat, drawing her gaze back to me and we sit in a silent holding pattern until Lucky returns with our glasses.

      Once she’s gone, Jovie sighs.

      “Okay,” she says. “Go ahead. Ask away.”

      “Ask what?”

      “You have questions, right?”

      “One or two,” I confirm.

      “Then, go ahead.”

      “All right.” I take a sip of my drink first. “I’ll start with the most important question. How are you, Jovie?”

      She cracks a smile. “I figured the most important one would be ‘where have you been, Jovie?’”

      I shrug. “I figured baby steps.”

      Jovie nods once, gently biting the edge of her mouth for a moment. “I’m okay,” she says. “Being on my own was rough at first but I got the hang of it.”

      “So, you were alone?”

      “For the most part.” She exhales. “What about you? How are you, Will?”

      “I’m okay,” I answer. “I’ve got a good job, supportive parents, a cool nephew, a loving sister — who, by the way, is really unnerved by your sudden appearance.”

      Jovie smirks. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, she does not like you being here.”

      “She never did.”

      “Any idea why?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” Her smile fades. “It sounds like you still like it here.”

      “Yeah, Clover’s great,” I say. “It’s quiet, simple…”

      Jovie’s eyes start to roll but she stops them. “I’m sure that’s great for some,” she says. “But there’s a lot more in the world than Clover, Kansas.”

      “I’ve heard that but…” I shrug. “They call it The Forgotten Paradise for a reason, right?”

      “Deceptive marketing?” she quips.

      “Come on, Jove.” I chuckle. “Tell me one place you’ve been that’s better than this.”

      She goes silent and presses her lips together. Her nail taps against the table before she reaches for her glass.

      I’ve already opened the door. Might as well walk on through.

      “Where have you been, Jovie?” I ask.

      “Around,” she answers.

      “Is that really all you’re gonna give me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “One day you were here and the next you were gone. You didn’t tell anybody you were leaving. Even your dad was blindsided.”

      “And everyone else threw a goddamn party.”

      “Just…” I lean forward. “Forget about everyone else. I’m asking for an explanation. I mean… don’t you owe me that?”

      “Why?” she asks. “It’s not like we were together at the time. You broke up with me.”

      “Yeah, like twelve hours before.”

      “Would a week have made a difference? Or a month? Pretty sure we were as broken up by hour twelve as we would have been by hour one hundred.”

      I sit back. “Okay. You’re right about that, but… Come on, it’s been a long time. I can hardly even remember what we fought about in the first place.”

      “I can.” She takes a slow, quiet breath. “We broke up because you wanted to get married and start pumping out kids… and I was a nineteen-year-old girl who’d never even seen the ocean yet.”

      “Yeah, I did. I wanted our lives to start. I didn’t want to wait. That makes me a bad person?”

      “Our lives were already happening, Will,” she argues. “What was wrong with how we were? Why couldn’t we be Will and Jovie for just a little bit longer?”

      “I wanted more.”

      “You weren’t entitled to it.”

      “I never said I was!”

      “You called me a selfish child.”

      “Well,” I pause, “some people would argue that your behavior was childlike and self-absorbed.”

      “Some people like your sister?”

      “Not everything is Sara’s fault, Jove.”

      “And not everything is mine, either.” She frowns. “When is the blame going to fall on you for once? But no — not perfect Will Myers. He can do no wrong.”

      “Gee, that’s funny. Because I certainly didn’t get that memo when you up and disappeared on me without so much as a note. Do you have any idea how horrible that felt?”

      “Probably about as horrible as it felt to have you break up with me less than a day after proposing.”

      “I’m sorry. Did I beat you to that punch? I kind of figured it was over when you rejected the proposal in the first place.”

      She leans back. “I didn’t reject the proposal.”

      “You didn’t say yes.”

      “I didn’t say no. I asked for a few days to think about it.”

      “Well, you’ve had four years. What’s your answer?”

      She doesn’t even hesitate. “No.”

      “And there it is.” I throw up my hands. “This is awesome, Jove! Real happy we did this.”

      “I know you’re joking right now, but honestly, this feels really good to finally get out,” she says.

      “I agree!”

      “Then, why are you shouting?”

      “I’m not!”

      She tilts her head at me and I close my mouth. We go silent, our chests rising and falling fast as we glance around at the wide-open eyes of everyone around us.

      Well, what do you know? Ten minutes face-to-face and we’re already at each other’s throats. Life with Jovie Ross is a constant rollercoaster. Sometimes, you’re riding high on passionate adrenaline with your hands in the air. Other times, you’re digging your nails into your restraints, eyes squeezed shut, just waiting for it all to be over so you can get the hell off.

      Maybe Sara was right. This was a mistake.

      Jovie waits, staring hard at the nosier patrons until they shift uncomfortably and turn away. Then, she clears her throat and looks at me. “I did leave you a note, by the way.”

      I frown. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Where’d you leave it?”

      “On your window, like always,” she says.

      “No, I checked that,” I say, thinking back. “Nothing was there.”

      She shrugs. “If you didn’t get it then someone else did.”

      I search her face for bullshit but the tone in her voice speaks truth. “What’d it say?”

      “I don’t remember,” she says, her eyes dropping to her glass.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s not important anymore.”

      “You wouldn’t have brought it up if it weren’t.”

      “Will, can we just…” She exhales. “We’ve already paved over memory lane enough tonight, haven’t we?”

      I nod with defeat. “I guess so.”

      Jovie takes a long drink, her throat bobbing at least three times before she sets it back down. “Wow,” she says, her voice numb. “It all comes back so quickly, doesn’t it?”

      And I want it to. For fuck’s sake. Part of me is actually enjoying this. I’m livid and screaming on the inside but it’s all worth it just to look into her eyes again.

      “So, did you?” I ask.

      “Did I what?”

      “See the ocean?”

      She thinks for a moment. “Yes,” she finally says.

      “Atlantic or Pacific?”

      “Both.”

      I wait for more but she says nothing. “Cool.”

      She lays her hands in her lap beneath the table. “Listen, Will…” she sits a little taller, “I think it’d be best if we didn’t see each other while I’m in town.”

      I scoff. “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.” She nods. “You’re doing well now. You don’t need—”

      “Cut the crap, Jove,” I interrupt. “We both know you’re doing this to make yourself feel better. Don’t put it on me.”

      Her brow arches, followed closely but the quick intake of hot breath. I sit still and prepare for a classic and brutal Jovie Ross tongue-lashing but she says nothing. Instead, she exhales slowly and stands up from her seat.

      “I’m gonna go,” she says, staring down at me with tired eyes. “Have a good night, Will.”

      “Wait, Jovie…” I shift forward as she walks off. “Let me drive you home.”

      “I’ll walk.”

      I grunt as a bolt of adrenaline fires through my veins but I’m far too exhausted to act on it. I watch her go, my eyes falling to her boots and up her legs as her hips sway with her quick, purposeful steps toward the exit.

      Jovie. My Jovie.

      At least, she used to be.

      Now, I’m not even sure I know who she is anymore. She looks like Jovie. Talks like Jovie. But this isn’t the same Jovie Ross who pulled the fire alarm on prom night or senior pranked the vice principal by moving his office furniture to the school roof the night before graduation.

      But that’s not a bad thing.

      This Jovie is more restrained. Mature, even. The dark humor and quick wit are still there but she’s older, wiser, and more beautiful than I was prepared for.

      Lucky hovers over my shoulder with a broad smirk on her middle-aged face. “Anything else I can get you, hun?”

      I take a breath and reach into my wallet for my debit card. “No, thanks.”

      She swipes it from my fingers and walks off. I ignore her smug glance back at me and check around at the innocent bystanders.

      The water cooler chatter around Clover should be awfully colorful tomorrow, that’s for sure.
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      If you didn’t get it then someone else did.

      Jovie left me a note. How did I miss it and why am I so sure she’s telling the truth?

      She never was the type to lie to me. There’s a first time for everything, I suppose, but I can’t shake the feeling that this isn’t that time. If Jovie Ross left me a note and the contents of it could have changed the course of the last four years, then I have to know about it. I have to know if there’s something I could have done differently — even if ignorance is bliss.

      I pull into my parents’ driveway and park my motorcycle near the garage. Jovie said she left the note on my window but what are the odds of it still being there now?

      I walk around the right side of the house until I come to my window. Just looking at it from this side brings me a wave of nostalgia. All the times I snuck out of it. All the times Jovie snuck into it.

      I check the outer window sill but there’s nothing there and there’s no sign of it in the grass beneath it either — not that a note would have survived the elements for four years anyway.

      I reach into my pocket for my keychain and pinch the spare house key on my way up the porch.

      “Mom?” I announce as I step inside.

      “Will?”

      I step down the hall as she pokes her head out of her office. “Hey, Mom.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, smiling.

      “I just came to check for something in my room. Do you mind?”

      She shakes her head. “No, not at all. Go ahead.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You okay?” She tilts her head. “You’re looking a little queasy.”

      “I’m fine,” I say, continuing through the house toward my old room. “No appointments today?”

      “Came home for lunch,” she shouts across the hall. “I was just on my way back out.”

      “Ahh.” I push open my bedroom door. “Don’t let me keep you. I’ll lock up.”

      “Okay!”

      I walk to the window. My dresser sits beneath it, strategically placed there in my youth to allow me or Jovie to slide in and out without making too much noise. I search the top but, just like four years ago, there’s nothing there. Just a few old pictures and a bottle of old body spray that I’m a little embarrassed to admit I used.

      Did she lie?

      Or did someone really find it before I could?

      Or maybe…

      I lower down to the floor to peek beneath the dresser.

      Shit.

      I push back up and pull it away from the wall. It grinds against the wooden floor as I slide it forward and scratches even more as I shove it to the side.

      My stomach turns. A folded up piece of notebook paper rests on the floor. I know not to get my hopes up. Jovie left me notes all the time; maybe once a week from ages sixteen to eighteen. This could be from any one of those times but the only way I’m going to know for sure is if I pick it up right now and read it.

      Every instinct in me battles it out as I bend down. Part of me thinks I should just burn it. Whatever is written here won’t change the past or make me feel any better about the last four years. But it could answer questions. Ignorance is bliss. But Jovie is, too.

      I unfold it and stare at the white space until I finally bring myself to read it.

      
        
        Don’t wait for me.

      

      

      It’s her handwriting. It’s a little sloppy but it’s hers.

      I sit down and lean against the drawers. The metal handles dig into my back, keeping me from resting too comfortably but it’s not like that’s even possible right now.

      She wanted me to know she was gone. Not only that, she wanted me to move on. She didn’t want me to sit around, pining for her, wondering where she went and whether or not she was safe but that’s exactly what I did.

      If I had seen this back then, would it have been different?

      Would I have gotten over her faster?

      Would I have gone after her?

      Fucking hell.

      “Whatcha doing on the floor, honey?”

      I look up at my mother standing in the doorway. She zips up her coat and slides a beanie hat over her thick, brown curls.

      I fold the note and stuff it in my jacket pocket. “Nothing.”

      She wanders in and sits on my old bed. “Is this about the Ross girl?”

      I sigh. “That obvious, huh?”

      “Are you seeing her again?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s not what I heard.”

      I frown. “What have you heard?”

      “That you two made quite the scene at Lucky’s bar last night,” she says, smiling.

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      “Sara.”

      I scoff. “And where did she get that from?”

      Mom pauses to think. “She said that Drew Warner’s fiancée told her that her roommate’s little sister was tending bar and caught a front row seat to the entire spat.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, that traveled fast.”

      “William, nothing travels faster in this town than tales of you and Jovie Ross.” She smirks. “What’d you make a scene about?”

      “We didn’t make a scene,” I say. “We just had a very… animated conversation.”

      “About what?”

      “I don’t know…” I rise off the floor. “How you been, Jove? Why’d you take off? What are you doing back? Where the hell have you been this whole time?”

      “Did she answer any of those?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “That might be for the best.” She shifts into a comforting tone. “Jovie was a lot of things. Independent, spontaneous—”

      “Infuriating.”

      “And smart,” she finishes. “If she doesn’t want to tell you where she’s been, she probably has a good reason for it.”

      “I know.” I exhale hard. “It’s not my business but it is my business if the answer to any of those questions is me.”

      “Give her time, Will.”

      “I gave her time, Mom. I gave her four years.”

      “Then, you give her more time. You give her all the time in the world because you’re right — it’s not any of your business. Even if you’re the one who pushed her away in the first place. Even if you’re the one who brought her crawling back here after all this time. It’s not your business until Jovie decides to make it your business and you need to come to terms with the fact that that may never happen.”

      The pang in my chest travels through my toes and back. “Damn,” I say. “That’s some tough love, Mom. Thanks a bunch.”

      She smiles. “Tough is my favorite kind of love. It always ends in comfort food.” She rises off the bed. “Come on. Your dad doesn’t know that I know where he hides the good Oreos.”

      “No, you should get back to work. I’m fine.”

      “I’m sure Beverly Trin won’t mind waiting an extra ten minutes on Novocain before I yank her molar out. Now, come on.”

      I follow behind her, feeling that note burning a hole in my pocket all the way to the kitchen.

      Don’t wait for me.

      It was right there on torn paper this whole time.

      That night, Jovie packed a bag. She got in her car to leave town but she stopped by my parents’ house first. Usually, her notes would be perfectly slid into place between the window and the sill, trapped there so nothing could accidentally pull it out. This one was tossed inside.

      She was in a hurry.

      What the hell were you running from, Jovie?
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      We’re through. That much is obvious now.

      Will and I couldn’t make it one conversation without it becoming a shouting match. He’s not over the fact that I left but it’s not all his fault. Thoughts and feelings I once believed long dead were lying dormant inside of me just waiting for the moment when I finally saw his face again.

      At least, now I know. Now I can stop playing what-if with myself and move on.

      The entry bell rings across the toy store. I don’t look up from the inventory list, though. If I don’t get this finished by the end of my shift today, Mr. Trin will have my ass.

      “Hello!” I greet, turning the page over to the backside.

      Whoever it is doesn’t answer but I hear the loud clack of high heels bounding toward the counter. I look up as they stop and instantly wish I hadn’t.

      Sara stands in front of me, staring hard at me through her swept, brown bangs. Will’s big sister. Still just as tall and intimidating as she always was.

      I really don’t need this today.

      “Hello, Jovie,” she says.

      “Hey, Sara,” I say, throwing on a forced pleasant face. “How may I help you?”

      Her eyes drift down my red smock as her pointed nose sticks a little higher up into the air. “You can start by explaining what you’re doing here.”

      “Earning minimum wage.”

      “Not here,” she says. “In Clover.”

      I let out a thick sigh. “That’s not really any of your business.”

      “You have a lot of nerve coming back, Jovie.”

      “To my home town?”

      “To Will’s life.”

      I shake my head and glance down at my list again. “Wow… so this is still your thing, huh?”

      “What is?”

      “Sticking your big nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      She snatches the list from my hand. I feel a rage spike in my chest but I hold it back. “Will is my brother,” she argues.

      “And he’s a big boy,” I say.

      “Stay away from him.”

      “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told you like… six years ago.” I lean forward and steal the list right back. “Piss off. Will’s an adult. He can take care of himself. He doesn’t need you to hold his hand when he crosses the street anymore.”

      She stands a little taller. “You know what this sounds like to me?”

      “Like you need a hobby?” I quip.

      “Like you need a gentle reminder of our arrangement.”

      “Look, Sara.” I step back. “I didn’t come back here to reunite with Will. We even talked last night and agreed that seeing each other while I’m here — in any capacity — wasn’t going to happen. So, retract your claws, okay?”

      “Then, why did you come back?”

      “Okay, now we’re just going in circles.”

      “I’m not going to play games with you, Jovie. Either you leave town or I’ll tell him everything that happened.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I mutter.

      “It’ll be your word against mine,” she says. “Who exactly do you think he’s going to believe? His sister, who stuck by him when he needed it the most, or the girl who felt like this place was so far beneath her that she abandoned him?”

      “I did not abandon him.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “The truth doesn’t matter?” I fire back.

      “You can cast me the villain all you want but, in the end, he will never forgive you for what you took from him and we both know it.”

      Nausea wrecks my gut. “You can go now.”

      “And so can you. How much?” she continues. “How much is not breaking Will’s heart all over again worth to you?”

      “I don’t want your money,” I say.

      “Still took it before, didn’t you?”

      I go silent, clenching my teeth together and digging my nails into the counter top to cling to it.

      Sara leans forward. “Just out of curiosity, what did you do with it?”

      “I donated it to charity,” I spit.

      “I don’t mean the money, Jovie.”

      I inhale slowly. “That’s really none of your business. Now, if you have any questions about the latest line of collector ornaments, I’m happy to assist you. Otherwise, I’ll kindly ask you to fuck off.”

      She smiles and takes a step back. “Good talk. Stay away from my brother.”

      I close my eyes and listen until her heels clack off and the entry bell chimes again. I wait until I can’t hear anything else before letting my knees give out and collapsing to the floor beneath the counter with tears burning my eyelids.

      I didn’t do anything.
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      Exhaustion’s a bitch. Being on my feet all day, lugging around boxes and counting inventory is one thing. Doing so with all of this emotional weight on my shoulders is another thing entirely. Between that spat with Will and the run-in with Sara, I’m ready to curl up in a fetal position and sleep for days.

      Just a few more steps and I’ll be able to do just that.

      I walk into my father’s house and my nose instantly twitches from the scent of cigarettes and booze.

      “You’re late.”

      Hank sits in his chair with both suspects in either hand. The bottle is nearly empty and the cigarette is down so low it’s about to burn his fingertips.

      I sigh as I pass by him. “I was working.”

      “I mean your rent!”

      I pause in the hallway. “I told you I get paid next week,” I say. “And we agreed that I could pay for repairs on my car first. You gave me an extension. Remember?”

      “I need it now,” he slurs.

      “Well, I don’t have it now.”

      He gestures at me. “You had enough to buy new clothes.”

      “These are old,” I say. “From high school. They were in my closet.”

      “I need it now!”

      I close my eyes. “I don’t have it.”

      “Then, get out!”

      “Where the hell am I supposed to go?”

      “The fucking bank.”

      “It’s nine PM.”

      He growls as he tries to stand up but he slips and falls right back down. “Jovie—!”

      I hold my head in my hands, feeling the harsh pulse of blood pounding inside. It hurts but I honestly don’t have enough left in me to scream.

      “You know what? Never mind.” I spin around and bolt down the hall to my room.

      “Where are you going?!” he shouts after me.

      I don’t answer. I grab my backpack off the floor and stuff the necessities inside. My wallet, my keys, whatever pieces of clothing are handy and within reach.

      As I step into the hall, he’s managed to pull himself out of his chair but he leans on the wall to keep himself upright.

      “What’s in your bag?”

      I cut through to the kitchen and escape out the back door.

      “Jovie!”

      I’m sure the neighbors are going to love this. There goes old Hank Ross, shouting out into the night after his wayward daughter, Jovie. No wonder she’s so screwed up. No wonder she’ll never amount to anything. Look who raised her, after all.

      Some things never change.

      No matter how hard I try, I’ll never be able to shake off the stigma of being Hank Ross’ daughter. Clover sure as hell won’t let me forget it.

      I walk down the street, pulling my jacket a little tighter around me as a cold wind slaps my face.

      Now what?
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      Don’t wait for me.

      I stare at the dark blue ink on wide-ruled paper, just barely making out the letters beneath the dim lights above Lucky’s bar.

      “Dude,” Tucker nudges my arm, “you need to stop gawking at that thing.”

      “Not until I figure out what it means.”

      “It’s meaningless!” he shouts, a slight slur in his speech. “It has no meaning.”

      I lay the note down and press it out flat. “Jovie wanted me to see this. She wanted me to know she was leaving town. Why?”

      Tucker waves his arms. “Because she wanted you to hop on your valiant steed and chase her through the countryside!”

      “You think so?”

      He slaps his forehead. “No! I don’t think so! I think Jovie snapped, she packed a bag, and she took off, but she didn’t want you doing exactly what you’re doing right now.”

      I pick up my beer. “Which is?”

      “Being a total freakin’ buzzkill.”

      My mind wanders back in time to replay the events again, just like I’ve done a thousand times already since last night. “I asked her to marry me.”

      Tucker flinches in my direction. “You did?”

      “Yeah.”

      “When?”

      “The day before she left.” I scan the decorations above the bar. Pink hearts and shiny, red ribbons. “On Valentine’s Day, actually.”

      His mouth sags. “What did she say?”

      “She said no,” I say. “Or, I thought she did. That’s how I interpreted it at the time but now I’m not so sure.”

      “What didn’t you understand?”

      “Last night, she said she didn’t say no. She just needed a few days to think about it but that’s not how it should be, right? It’s supposed to be a gut response. Yes, I love you enough to spend the rest of my life with you, or no, I don’t.”

      “And you expected Jovie Ross to answer that on the spot?”

      I shrug. “Yeah.”

      “Dude…” He shakes his head while pouring half his bottle down his throat.

      “What?” I ask.

      “No wonder she dumped you.”

      “She didn’t dump me.”

      He furrows his brow. “You broke up with her?”

      “Yeah, the next day.”

      “I thought it was the other way around.” He twists on his stool to face me. “You’re telling me you asked my cousin to marry you and then took it back the next day? I feel a compelling urge to kick your ass right now.”

      “It wasn’t that simple, all right?”

      “Enlighten me, then. Complex this shit up or we’ll take this outside.”

      I laugh at his stiff expression. “You know, I almost believe you, Tucker.”

      He relaxes. “I’m mostly serious.”

      I nudge the paper in front of me. “Even with this, I feel like there’s a piece of the puzzle still missing. I always assumed Jovie was angry and that’s why she left. If that were true, then she never would have left this, right? She would have wanted to leave me hanging and she wouldn’t have cared how I felt about it. Right?”

      “I don’t know,” Tucker says, trying to take another drink from his empty bottle.

      My eyes drift to the table-for-two in the corner behind us. “We shouted and argued with each other, almost like no time had passed at all.”

      “Sounds awful.”

      “No, it was just the opposite. I mean… think about it, Tuck, if Jovie and I fight with the same passion as we used to, then that means that everything else about us is still there — just waiting beneath the surface to be reignited in some way.”

      “You’ve lost me, man.”

      I stare at my reflection across the bar. “This isn’t over.”

      “Damn right, it’s not!” He belches. “This night is just getting started. Yo, Lucky! Can we get two more?”

      I silently shake my head, basking in the sudden clarity and wisdom until a vibration rattles my pocket.

      I reach inside for my phone, curious to see who’s calling me at this hour. “It’s Marv,” I read aloud.

      Tucker’s face screws up as I answer it.

      “Hey, Marv.”

      “Hey, Will,” he says. “I just got a frantic call from Lola down the street. Says she saw some hooded bastard breaking into the shop. Can you go check it out?”

      I squint. “Why aren’t you calling the police?”

      “Because the local cops are idiots.”

      “And why can’t you go check it out?”

      “Just do it, Will. You live closer. I’m busy.”

      I open my mouth to explain how many drinks I’ve imbibed tonight but he hangs up before I can speak. I grunt with annoyance and gesture to the exit.

      “Tuck, let’s go.”

      “Go where?” he asks.

      “Marv says there’s been a break-in at the shop. Wants us to check it out.”

      He stares at me. “But I’m drunk.”

      “I know.”

      “And so are you.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “Okay!” He slides off the stool and grins. “This should be fun.”

      “Hey, Lucky!” I shout over the bar. “We’re taking off.”

      She calls out from the back room. “Your tab’s getting awfully high, Myers!”

      I laugh. “I’ll take care of it soon, I promise.”

      Tucker and I stumble outside into the cold. I shiver and zip up my jacket.

      “Want me to drive?” Tucker asks, fumbling into his pocket for his keys.

      “Hell no. We’ll walk it.”

      “But it’s cold.”

      “We’ll live, man. It’s like three blocks.”

      We stumble back into town, whistling and humming to keep ourselves warm.

      “So, Valentine’s Day, huh?” Tucker asks as we reach the town square.

      “Yeah.” My teeth chatter. “What about it?”

      “It’s just…” he chuckles. “You’ve always hated it. Makes sense now why.”

      “Well… Valentine’s Day was always a really horrible time for me and Jovie.”

      “Why?”

      “Something bad always happened on Valentine’s. Something would trigger one of us off and we’d have a huge fight. Usually over absolutely nothing at all but it was like clockwork.” I pause to kick a can off the curb. “That year, I wanted to get ahead of it and do something I never thought would start a fight. Turns out, I was very, very wrong.”

      Tucker sighs but says nothing more as we cross the street toward the shop. He slows to a crawl and slinks over to the windows to peek inside.

      “See anything?” I ask.

      “Nah.”

      I take a look myself. Shadows cover every inch of the place, lying along the cars and parts scattered on every bench.

      I pull at the entrance door and it slides right open.

      “That was locked before,” Tucker points out.

      We walk in and I close it behind us. I tap the flashlight on my phone to illuminate my path and Tucker does the same. I point to the left, signaling that I’ll take this side and Tucker nods before shuffling away toward the opposite wall.

      I stiffen up in the darkness, ready to pounce on any attacker who dares take me on.

      Bring it on, murderers and thieves. I’m Will freakin’ Myers.

      “Will,” Tucker whispers. “Over here.”

      I flinch but quickly relax to hide it. “Where are you?”

      “Over here.”

      “Where?”

      “Just get over here, Will.”

      I follow his voice in the dark to find him standing beside Jovie’s little, blue car.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      He gestures into the window and I look inside to see Jovie lying across the backseat. Her backpack is stuffed under her head like a pillow. She’s wrapped up in her coat with the hood barely covering her head. Her eyes twitch, deep in slumber.

      I tap my flashlight off, feeling instantly sober. “Tuck, call Marv. Tell him it was a false alarm.”

      “And what are you gonna do?”

      “Just do it, man.”

      He lowers his light, hesitating for a moment before nodding. “All right.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say, keeping a concerned eye on Jovie.

      Tucker walks off slowly. As he approaches the garage exit, I hear him talking into his phone and the door slides closed.

      I watch her sleep and suddenly remember the last time I did. It was a cold night in February. I’d already bought the ring I planned to give her. I sat at my desk, trying to come up with the perfect way to propose to her, when I heard the knock on my window. There she was, standing outside with tears in her eyes.

      ‘Hank,’ she said.

      I let her inside and she curled up in my bed like a shaking cat. I spent the night with one eye on her and another on my door just in case anyone decided to come walking in without knocking. She snuck out with the sunrise the next morning. I never did get an explanation but I never got the chance to ask for one either.

      I reach out and tap twice on the window.

      Jovie shoots up instantly, her sleepy, panicked eyes firing off in every direction.

      “Jove, it’s me,” I say. “Open up.”

      She lays a hand over her heart and exhales. “Fucking hell, Will…” she gasps before sliding over and popping the lock.

      I open the door and lower myself onto the backseat.

      “You scared the hell outta me!” She slaps my shoulder and scoots back to make extra room for me.

      “And you scared the hell outta Lola down the street.”

      She yawns. “That old bitch is still alive?”

      “One more good fright like this might do it, I think,” I joke, closing the door behind me. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Sleeping,” she answers.

      “Right. Why?”

      She laughs and rubs her neck. “Hank.”

      “He kicked you out?”

      “He got drunk and decided the extension on my rent he already agreed to give me wasn’t legally binding, so I walked out to let him sleep it off.”

      “He’s charging you rent?”

      “Seventy-five bucks a week. I figure he won’t remember the fight tomorrow. Never did before.” She buries her nose in her jacket. “Ugh, I can still smell his booze on me…” She pauses and leans over to sniff me. “No, wait. That’s you.”

      “Tuck and I were having a few drinks when Marv called about someone breaking into the shop. You’re lucky he called me and not the police.”

      She rolls her eyes. “No one’s gonna arrest me for sleeping in my own property.”

      “Which is housed on private property.”

      “Still better than a park bench.”

      I scoff. “Jesus, Jove…”

      She frowns. “Why are you being such a tool about this?”

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You?”

      “Yes, me.”

      “Why would I call you when I have casa de la Ford here?” She pats the back of the seat. “It’s suited me plenty before.”

      I pause, my mind once again hammered with unaskable questions as to where the hell she’s been for four damn years.

      I pop the door open. “Come on.”

      “Really, Will. I’m fine. I’ll get another few hours here and then I’ll sneak out before Marv opens in the morning. Easy peasy.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. Come on.”

      She heaves a sigh but shuts up and grabs her bag. We weave through the dark garage, moving in total silence as I lock up the shop behind us and hit the sidewalk.

      I turn off the square onto First Street and Jovie finally speaks again.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My place,” I answer.

      "You live on First Street?”

      “Yes.”

      She chuckles. “Remember how we used to TP this entire street every Halloween?”

      “Yes.” I smile. “And the kids still do that, by the way.”

      “Really?” Her smirk widens.

      “They call it a Jovie, as a matter of fact.”

      She pauses her stride. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.”

      “They named a delinquent holiday tradition after me?” she asks, clenching her chest.

      “You certainly left an interesting legacy behind ya, Jove,” I say.

      “Wow.” She picks up her pace to catch up with me. “This pleases me.”

      We reach my house and Jovie follows me inside. She hovers in the living room, her eyes calmly scanning everything as I gesture around.

      “Living room,” I say. I point to the hall. “Kitchen to the left, bathroom straight ahead, bedrooms on the right.”

      She nods once before moving to set her backpack down on the sofa.

      “No,” I tell her. “You take my room. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “No, Will. I’ll be fine here.”

      “I don’t want you to just be fine. You’ll take my room.”

      “I’ve been enough of an annoyance tonight.”

      I clench my jaw. “Jovie, I just found you sleeping in your car and, according to you, it’s not the first time you have. My instinct right now is to comfort you and the only way I know how to do that is by providing you with a warm bed, some food, possibly a shower, I don’t know—”

      “Will, stop.” She stands off the sofa. “Okay. I’ll take your room.”

      “There’s plenty to eat,” I add. “Help yourself to whatever is in the fridge.”

      “I’ll probably just go to sleep. I’m not hungry.”

      “Well, for the morning, then.”

      She steps closer and pauses in front of me. “Thank you, Will.”

      I gaze down at her downturn face, feeling those instincts tug toward something more but I keep my hands to myself. “You’re welcome.”

      She takes another step but I shift in front of her.

      “Jovie, I know we’ve been through a lot but I don’t ever want you to think you can’t come to me when you need help,” I say. “My door is always open to you.”

      She looks up and nods. “I know, it’s just…” Her voice fades off but the missing words are obvious.

      “I know,” I say. “But still.”

      Jovie continues down the hall and disappears behind my bedroom door. It latches closed, blocking me out, but I’d rather there be only one door between us than the thousand there were before.

      At least now I know she’s safe and taken care of but she’s not out of the woods yet. She’s in deeper than I thought if she can’t handle seventy-five bucks a week in rent — but don’t get me started on how badly I want to pummel Hank right now.

      Whatever she’s been up to, it didn’t involve a savings account and she’s still too stubborn to ask for help.

      I sit down on my couch and kick off my shoes with one protective eye focused on the hallway. I slide a hand into my jacket pocket and feel for the folded-up note stuffed inside. I wish I could follow Tucker’s lead and believe that it’s meaningless but I can’t. Not yet, anyway.

      If Jovie won’t ask for help, then that’s fine. I’ll make sure she never has to. She won’t like it, but…

      I’ll make it convincing.
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      I’m in Will Myers’ bed.

      The last time this happened, his ceiling looked differently. When he lived with his parents, his bed was against the wall next to the door. The window was to the left, making the moonlight shine in the opposite direction than it is right now.

      I’m nervous but, again, not the same kind. Back then, I had to worry about his parents or his sister barging in without knocking and catching us snuggled up together under the sheets. Not that we ever did anything too dirty in his parents’ house but good luck trying to convince them of that.

      No, I only slept in Will’s bed during times when I had nowhere else to go. It was the only safe and warm place I knew I could always trust.

      It’s good to know that even after everything, Will still thinks so, too.

      I turn over and look at the door, feeling my heart twist a little deeper in my chest. I can’t stop thinking that any moment now, the doorknob will turn and Will will step inside. He’ll walk over and stand above the bed, silently gazing at me until he reaches down to brush a strand of hair off my cheek.

      The fantasy plays out in my head, complete with him kissing me as I open the covers to him.

      But it can’t be like that.

      It won’t be like that.

      Whatever ship Will and I potentially had sailed a long time ago and got wrecked out on a deserted island somewhere.

      I adjust the pillow beneath my head and take a deep breath as his scent invades my nose. I close my eyes and curl my toes. Warmth rolls down my spine, coursing through my limbs until it settles in my core and throbs softly with my rhythmic pulse.

      Will is in the very next room. It’d be so easy to slip out of bed and go see him. I know that he’ll feel me standing over him. He’ll open his eyes and sit up with concern for me and ask what was wrong.

      I wouldn’t even have to say a word. I could lower down and straddle his waist. He’d place his hands on my hips and draw me just a little bit closer until our lips touched.

      I’d feel his bulge growing beneath me and my core swelling to take him again. His fingers would crawl beneath my shirt to cup my breasts and my nipples would grow hard against his palms.

      Our lips would never stop moving. Our bodies would grind and tease each other. He wouldn’t object when I reached down to free his erection and I’d moan his name as I penetrated myself with it.

      My heat would spike and his hips would rock. Four years of built-up tensions would implode on us and there’s nothing either of us would do to stop it.

      I let out a soft, inaudible whimper as I come against my hand. My fingers rest as my blood pumps and my muscles twitch. Ripples of pleasure dance throughout my body and I focus hard on not making a sound.

      I roll over, burying my nose in his pillow again. Hopefully, that’s the only time I’ll have to force this urge out of my system but that dull throbbing between my legs refuses to let me go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Early sunlight shines through the windows. The curtains aren’t thick enough to block them out and I think to give Will shit about that but then I realize that he probably keeps them open like that on purpose.

      He’s not the same kid I grew up with.

      Back then, he was lazy and cocky and didn’t think twice about sleeping until after noon. Now, he’s responsible. He owns his own house and has a schedule to keep. The sun isn’t his enemy anymore.

      Maybe I could learn a thing or two from new Will Myers.

      I step out into the hallway in search for the bathroom and run right into Will’s bare chest.

      “Oh, sorry…” I say, hopping back and forcing my eyes down to my feet.

      “It’s okay…” He does the same but his gaze stops about halfway down my body. “Nice,” he says, gesturing to the shirt.

      I grab the bottom and force it downward to cover my upper thighs. “Yeah… I, uh…” I feign a laugh. “I didn’t want to sleep in my jeans in your bed and then I forgot I wasn’t wearing them…”

      “It’s fine.” He nods. “I won’t look.”

      “Thanks.”

      I push my hair behind my ear with my free hand, cursing to myself as my fingers immediately get tangled in whatever nest has taken over up there.

      He points to the bathroom. “Did you need to…?”

      “Yes.” I nod a few times. “But you can go first.”

      “No, I insist.” He shifts back. “You’re my guest.”

      I step forward, cutting off his path as I pass in front of him.

      “Don’t wait for me,” he says.

      I freeze mid-stride and look up at him again. “Huh?”

      He holds out his hand. There’s a piece of folded notebook paper clenched in his fist.

      I sigh. “Will…”

      “Don’t wait for me?” he repeats.

      “You said you didn’t get that.”

      “I went back and found it in my room yesterday. It fell behind my dresser. Don’t wait for me?”

      “Stop saying it.”

      “You obviously felt they were very important or else you wouldn’t have chosen them to be the last words you ever said to me, Jovie.”

      “What else was there to say? I knew how you’d react to me leaving.”

      “But you did it anyway.”

      “Because I knew you could do better.”

      “I didn’t want better,” he says. “I wanted you. Proposing was a bad idea, I know that now. Breaking up with you wasn’t much better, either. But I wanted you.” He stares at me with hard, unblinking eyes. “I still do.”

      Will drops the note and rests his hand against my cheek. I fight the urge to turn into it but my body refuses to listen. His strong fingers slide back under my ear and I tilt my face upward.

      Our lips touch. Warm breath slips between them but neither of us move. We linger together, hovering in a state of shock and wanting until I feel his bottom lip quiver against mine.

      The kiss is soft at first but grows firmer as Will’s arm curls around me. I grip his bare waist as my knees threaten to let me fall and he pulls me even closer against him. My lips part for his tongue as his hand slides from my cheek down my body, gliding from my heaving breasts to crawl beneath the bottom of my shirt.

      His finger hooks my panties as a knock pounds on the front door.

      “Yo, Will! Rise and shine!”

      We pull apart. He lets go of me and I hesitate before taking my hands off him.

      “It’s Tucker,” he says.

      “Yeah.” I wipe my tingling lips. “I should grab my stuff and get out of here.”

      “Well…” Another knock cuts the silence but he ignores it. “You don’t have to leave—”

      “Will!”

      He sighs and holds up a finger. “Just hang on a second. Don’t go anywhere. Please.”

      I smile as he rushes to the living room but reality sinks in deeper with every step he takes toward the front door.

      This can’t happen again.
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      I blow a raspberry, trying to make my lips feel less numb but Jovie’s essence still overwhelms them.

      One kiss. Just one kiss and I’m eighteen again. If Tucker hadn’t have knocked on the door, I would have picked her up and carried her to my bed. Hell, I might do just that as soon as I get rid of him.

      I take a quick, calming breath and throw on a poker face before opening the door.

      “Hey, Tucker,” I say, keeping myself planted in the door frame. “What’s up?”

      “I was in the neighborhood.” His eyes drift over my shoulder. “Just thought I’d stop by and see if you wanted to get some pancakes or something before work.”

      “No, thanks. I’ll pass.”

      “You sure?” Again, his eyes target around me. “A man’s gotta eat.”

      “I have food here.”

      He squints at me. “All right. If you say so…” he says, taking a quick step back. “Hey, since I’m here, you wanna fill me in on what happened with Jovie last night?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I clear my throat. “I woke her up and took her home. Talked to Hank for a bit to calm him down and that was it.”

      He nods. “Ahh… that’s strange because I was just over there and he said she never came back last night.”

      “He was pretty drunk,” I lie. “I mean, I doubt he remembers much at all. Classic Hank, you know?”

      “So, where’s Jovie now?”

      “You got me, man. Did you try the toy store?”

      “Doesn’t open until nine-thirty.”

      I wet my lips, still tasting a little bit of Jovie on them as my patience dwindles. “I don’t know where she is.”

      “Well, I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “Right.” I nod.

      His eyes flick over my head again. “So, what are you making for breakfast?”

      I grunt through my teeth. “Fine.”

      He flinches as I reach out to grab his collar. I tug him inside and take one quick scan of the empty street before slamming the door closed behind us.

      “Jovie’s here,” I whisper.

      Tucker points a finger at me. “I knew it!”

      “It’s not what you think, Tuck. I slept on the couch.”

      “Pfft! Yeah, sure you did!”

      I point at it behind him, noting the pillow and blanket still slumped along it.

      “Oh…” His smug grin fades. “Then, why lie about it?”

      “Because you’re a gossip and I don’t want everyone in town whispering and giggling about Jovie’s private family business anymore. They’ve been through enough.”

      He gasps. “I am not a gossip.”

      I raise a brow. “Then, prove it. Don’t tell anyone she stayed here last night.”

      “I won’t,” he says, fishing into his pocket for his phone.

      I glare at it in his hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Checking the weather.”

      “You just came in from outside.”

      “Checking tomorrow’s weather.”

      I snatch the phone from his hand. “Stay here.”

      Tucker crosses his arms and sulks while I head back into the hallway. Jovie’s gone, no longer standing between the bedroom and the bathroom. I check the latter first but it’s empty.

      “Jovie?” I ask, standing outside the closed bedroom door. I give it quick knock and I hear her shuffling behind it.

      It opens on her, now fully dressed. She’s combed the adorable knots out of her hair, too.

      “Is he gone?” she asks.

      “No.”

      “Does he know I’m here?”

      “Yes.”

      She steps back with rolling eyes. “Perfect. I’m sure the Mayor will be briefed by noon.”

      I move inside and close the door behind us. She scoops her boots off the floor and sits down on the bed to slip them on, moving fast with erratic, twitching fingers. Either she’s incredibly upset by Tucker’s sudden presence or that kiss shook her up as much as it did me.

      “Listen, Jovie,” I say, “if that ever happens with Hank again, I want you to know that you can come here.”

      “Okay.”

      “No questions asked. You ever need help, with anything, I’m here.”

      She nods as she zips up her boots. “Well, it won’t happen again but thanks for the offer.”

      “I think we both know you can’t predict what Hank will do—”

      “It won’t happen again, Will,” she repeats as she stands up. “Nothing about last night will happen again or… this morning.”

      I exhale. “Jove—”

      “It was a mistake.” She grabs her bag off the floor. “Plain and simple.”

      “Nothing about that kiss was plain or simple,” I argue.

      “I felt guilty and you’re really hot with your shirt off.” She gestures at my bare chest. “Plain, meet simple.”

      “I haven’t touched another woman since you left and that kiss meant more to me than our first one,” I tell her. “Complex, meet complicated.”

      Jovie closes her eyes and takes a deep breath before opening them again. “I have to go now.”

      I step to the side to let her pass, far too beaten down to argue with her any further. Her boots stomp through the house and I hear Tucker greet her in the living room.

      “Hey, Jovie!”

      “Hi, Tucker.”

      “You all right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      The door opens and closes just as fast. I wait a few moments, listening to Jovie’s boots as they stomp down to the sidewalk, before following into the living room.

      Tucker stands by the door, awkwardly chewing on his thumbnail. “So, uh…” he chuckles, “did I interrupt something here?”

      I toss his phone back to him and it bounces twice in his hands before he finally catches it. “I’ll see you at work, Tuck.”

      “See ya…” He nods slowly and backs up toward the door. “Hey, Will.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You all right?” he asks.

      “I’m fine.”

      He shakes his head, laughing quietly as he walks outside. “You two really need to get your shit together.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say. “Hey, Tuck…”

      He throws up a scout’s honor. “It dies with me.”

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      Tucker closes the door behind him, leaving me to my own pathetic misery. I stare at the floor, feeling a strange, overwhelming sensation creeping up my ankles, taking hold of my legs and spine all the way to my forehead.

      Jovie Ross was in my house.

      She slept in my bed.

      I kissed her. She kissed me back, whether she wants to admit that or not.

      The last time we were together like this, I didn’t know it was going to be the last time. If I had known that, I would have stopped and taken the time to memorize every second of our last kiss.

      I had her in my arms again after spending years without her. There’s no way in hell I’m going to never let that happen again.

      Plain, meet simple.
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      Fairy tales are stupid.

      They’re just not realistic. I’m not just talking about the personified animals or the magic fairy dust or anything like that. Just the idea that someday, a handsome prince is gonna show up out of nowhere, solve all my problems, and whisk me away to some kingdom somewhere where I’ll want for nothing for the rest of my days.

      It sounds awfully similar to what people say life in Clover is supposedly like.

      Welcome to Clover, Kansas! The Forgotten Paradise.

      Move here. Fall in love. Get married in the town square.

      Buy yourselves a two-bedroom bungalow on First Street and nine months later, fill it with a baby or two. Or three.

      Kick back. Relax. Because nothing bad ever happens in Clover freakin’ Kansas.

      This is Paradise.

      But what do Clover and fairy tales really have in common? They’re both fiction.

      And who the hell looks this good in a bright blue dress, anyway?

      I flick the toy box and it tumbles off the shelf to the floor.

      Take that, Cinderella.

      Also, your shoes are ugly and unfeasible.

      Okay, I might be projecting some issues on innocent cartoon characters right now but it’s a hell of a lot better than obsessing over that kiss.

      I bend down to pick up the box, casually turning it over to check for any noticeable dents before placing it back on the shelf.

      “Jovie!”

      I poke my head around the corner. “Yeah?”

      Mr. Trin holds up the phone by the register. “You have a call.” I walk over to take it but he pulls it out of reach. “You’re a little jumpy today,” he says.

      “No, I’m not.”

      He squints and drops the phone into my open palm.

      “This is Jovie,” I say into it.

      “Hey, ‘cuz. It’s Tucker.”

      “Oh, hi. What’s up?”

      “Just calling to let you know that that part finally came in and your car is ready.”

      I bite my inner cheek, suddenly remembering the crushing bill I’m about to stick on my credit card. “Cool. Thanks, Tucker. I’ll come by and pick it up on my break today.”

      “See you then!”

      I hang up and turn around to go pretend to straighten more crap as Mr. Trin speaks up.

      “You can go now,” he says.

      “You sure?” I pause. “You’d be the only one here.”

      He stares at his paper. “The only rush this place has had so far today is you stomping around the doll aisle talking to yourself.”

      “I wasn’t talking to myself.”

      His eyes peek over his glasses. “Boy trouble?”

      I sigh. “A little, I just don’t know how to deal with—”

      “That wasn’t an invitation to chat.”

      “Okay, fine.” I yank the strings on my smock. “I’ll go get my car.”

      “Super.” He folds the paper in half and leans back in his chair.

      I grab my jacket from the office and throw it on as I step outside. I shiver, just like I did earlier this morning while I was pinned to the wall. Will Myers. His lips on mine. His hands on my ass. Mine on his toned chest and yes, I’m pretty sure I felt his erection on my hip, too. If Tucker didn’t knock in that moment, I might have even reached for it.

      This is all my fault. My design, even. Part of me knew exactly what would happen if I came back to Clover and Will hadn’t have settled down with some other woman yet. I wanted this but I was never prepared for it, if that makes any sense at all.

      I pause in front of Marv’s, quickly scanning the open garage door for signs of Will but I don’t see him anywhere. Hopefully, he’s not working the front desk. I don’t really want to see him right now and I sure as hell don’t want him staring at me while I pay a bill I can’t afford.

      I walk inside and Tucker waves at me from the stool behind the counter. “Hey, Jovie!”

      “Hey, Tuck.” I shuffle over and reach into my coat pocket for my wallet. “How much is it again?”

      He sets my keys down in front of me. “Seven-hundred and nineteen dollars and thirty-four cents.”

      I groan. “Okay…”

      “But no worries,” he says, “it’s already been paid.”

      “Paid?” I blink. “It’s been paid?”

      “It’s been paid.”

      “I didn’t pay it.”

      “Well, it’s been paid.”

      “But I didn’t pay it.”

      “Somebody paid it.”

      “Then, who paid—” I deflate. “Where’s Will?”

      Tucker points into the garage behind him. “He’s under that Dodge over there.” I march around the counter. “But you can’t go back—”

      I bolt past him into the garage and beeline for the jacked-up car in the corner. Two legs poke out the bottom, connected to a man in a blue jumpsuit laying on a rolling creeper.

      “Yo, Will!” I kick his thick work boots.

      Will rolls out from beneath it with a small layer of sweat and grease covering his forehead. His eyes shift from surprised annoyance to casual acceptance as soon as he sees my face.

      “Oh. Hey, Jovie.” He lays a socket wrench on the floor and grabs a different size from the pile beside my feet.

      “You paid my bill,” I seethe.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He kicks off the floor to roll back under the car but I bend down to grab his boot and yank him back out.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Okay, yeah.” He nods. “I did.”

      “Will, I can take care of myself. I don’t need your pity money.”

      He sits up. “It’s not pity money, Jove. I’m paying you back.”

      “For what?”

      His lips twitch. “Brown sugar Pop Tarts.”

      I stare at him. “Huh?”

      Will smiles and hops up. “Every day,” he wipes his greasy hands on a cloth from his pocket, “for four years at Clover High, you bought a pack of brown sugar Pop Tarts from the school cafeteria for breakfast.”

      I think back and nod. “Okay…”

      “You could never eat both of them at once but you didn’t want to let the pack sit open and go bad overnight, so you offered it to me because my locker was three down from yours. So, every day for almost four years, I ate one of your Pop Tarts.”

      “Right. And?”

      “Pop Tarts aren’t cheap,” he argues. “I mean, I figure a pack cost you a buck-fifty a day and I ate seventy-five cents of that. Kids are in school for about one-hundred and eighty days a year, so…”

      I fight the smile on my face. “Will…”

      “Seventy-five cents a day times one-eighty multiplied by four? That’s five-hundred and forty dollars I owe you. Factor in like five years of interest and that brings the grand total to about seven-hundred and nineteen dollars and thirty-four cents.”

      My annoyance wavers. “That’s some real coincidental math you got going on there. You’re not even factoring in vacation or sick days. I mean, I was out with mono all the time so there were plenty of days where you didn’t eat my tarts.” I lower my voice. “And I’m pretty sure like half of them were shoplifted…”

      “Jove…” He takes a step closer and shoves the dirty cloth back into his pocket. “If you insist on paying me back later, that’s fine, but if I never see a penny of it ever again, I won’t miss it. Okay?”

      I exhale from my quivering lungs. “Okay.”

      “Now…” he looks down, “I gotta get back to work. Mrs. Nelson’s oil ain’t gonna change itself.”

      I push up onto my toes and kiss him, instantly drawing a few whistles across the garage but I ignore them.

      Will wraps his arms around me and raises me up until my toes dangle an inch off the floor. A sudden rush of dangerous adrenaline fires through me but his embrace keeps me feeling safe and warm.

      He breaks our kiss and I lay my forehead on his. “Do you have plans tonight?” he asks.

      “No,” I answer. “Do you?”

      “Yeah, I’m picking you up at seven.”

      I grin. “Smooth.”

      He laughs and kisses me once more before setting me back down. “Wait, wait…” He grabs the cloth from his pocket. “You got a little…”

      I stand still as he wipes his dirty sweat off my forehead.

      “Sorry.” He chuckles.

      “It’s okay.” I pause and look into at his wide, hopeful eyes. “Thank you.”

      He nods. “I told you… if you ever need anything, I’m here.”

      I pull my eyes from his to glance around the now silent garage at the curious, staring faces of his co-workers. “Uh-oh…”

      “Just ignore them,” he says, refusing to look away from me.

      “Will, is this a bad idea?”

      “Only one way to find out. And I really want to find out.”

      My body twitches with familiar, almost forgotten, delight, but I can’t shake that feeling out of the pit of my gut. I chalk it up to being watched, as there are at least a dozen eyes still gawking at us from around the garage.

      “Hey, people!” Marv shouts from his office. “Let’s get back to work!”

      Will clears his throat and takes a step back as the others resume their work. “I should…”

      “Change some oil.” I nod. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      He smiles as he lowers himself back down onto the creeper. I keep an eye on him as I walk away and he checks me out for a second or two before rolling back underneath the car.

      I turn my palm over to stare at my car keys.

      Okay. Maybe fairy tales aren’t so bad after all.
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      I’ve learned over the last several years that relationships aren’t black or white. They aren’t bad or good. No relationship in the entirety of human history has worked that way. Jovie and me included.

      It’s a spectrum. When things were bad with Jovie, they were bad, stretching all the way out to the far left side of the graph. But when they were good, the pendulum would sway in the other direction. Two extremes, both equally as crushing and passionate as the other.

      But, you know, Jovie’s passion is what drew me to her in the first place.

      I walk down Ninth Street toward the house she grew up in. A breeze passes by but it’s not biting and cold as it was this morning. It’s warm and tender; an early tease of spring. Is it coincidence that it’s here just in time for mine and Jovie’s date? Probably, but I’m not one to question nature’s way.

      No, I question people and I still have a few questions for Jovie Ross.

      I reach her house and the front door opens before I have a chance to knock.

      Jovie rushes out and closes the door behind her just as quickly. “Hey,” she says, flashing a smile.

      “Hey…” My eyes trail down her little, black dress. It’s tight around her hips with deep red lines along the seams. I raise a brow, searching my memory as she slips her jacket over her bare shoulders. “Is that…?”

      “Prom night, senior year.” She nods. “It’s the only thing casual date-like I had in my closet that still fits and doesn’t have sequins all over it. Honestly, what the hell were we thinking with all the sequins?”

      “No idea.” I shrug.

      “Oh, well.”

      The door swings open behind her and Hank sticks his head out. His black eyes land on me and he frowns before retreating right back inside and slamming the door.

      “I guess he remembers me,” I say.

      “He never gave two shits about who I dated my entire life. Now, all of a sudden, it’s ‘where are you going? Why are you wearing that? Who are you hooking up with now?’”

      “You think he might actually be worried about you?” I ask. “I mean, you were missing for a while…”

      “Not to him. I sent postcards.”

      I pause. “You did?”

      She nods. “Every few weeks or so.”

      “And you never thought to drop one in the mailbox for me?”

      Jovie takes a serious breath. “Listen, Will… before we go any further here, we should talk about that.”

      My chest skips with anticipation. Four years of waiting and wondering where she was. I might actually get some answers tonight.

      “Okay,” I say.

      She wets her lips. “I want us to start over with a blank slate.”

      “A blank slate?”

      “We’ve been through a lot together already,” she continues. “Things were said and done on both sides that we’d rather take back but we can’t unless we both agree to start over. We can’t make this work with the last few years hovering over our heads, right? I want to keep it in the past where it belongs and I…” she pauses, “I don’t want you to ask me where I was or why I left again.”

      I remember what my mother told me. It’s none of my business until Jovie makes it my business. The more I reconnect with Jovie, the more I understand that… and the more I hate it, too. I’m not entitled to the answers I want and Jovie won’t give them unless she trusts me enough to let me back in. If starting over is a step in that direction, then it’s what I’ll do.

      “Right,” I say. “That might be the best thing for us, I think.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, I mean… I’m not the same person I was back then and neither are you. We shouldn’t try to pick things up where we left off. We should start over and, if I’m being completely honest here, I’m really intrigued by new Jovie.”

      Her cheeks blush pink. “What’s so great about her?”

      I step closer. “Old Jovie never would have asked that question.”

      She smiles. “That’s probably true.”

      I extend my hand and she takes it. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going? No Bolt?”

      “No Bolt,” I say, guiding her down the sidewalk toward the center of town. “I figured we’d take advantage of this good weather. Start out nice and slow with a walk and talk.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “And then, you have choices.”

      She feigns a gasp. “Oh, I like choices.”

      “They’re playing Fahrenheit 451 at the library at eight.”

      “Cool.” She nods.

      “Or, we can take over a pool table at Lucky’s and I can hustle you out of your Pop Tart money.”

      She cringes. “Eh, don’t mention money.”

      I laugh. “Okay. No evil gambling tonight.”

      “Thank you. What else?”

      “Oh, William! Is that you?”

      We halt our stride as Mrs. Clark cries out from her porch across the street.

      “Yeah,” I say, waving. “Hey, Mrs. Clark.”

      “Could you come here for a moment?”

      I stay next to Jovie. “I’m actually in the middle of something right now…”

      Her eyes shift between us. “It’ll only take a minute.”

      Jovie shakes her head. “Just tell her no.”

      I hesitate, trapped between the seductress beside me and being the helpful good ole’ boy I usually am.

      I release Jovie’s hand and she tilts her head. “I’ll be right back. Just… hang on.”

      I jog across the street to Mrs. Clark’s porch. She smiles with delight, deepening the wrinkles on her cheeks and brow.

      “What can I do for you? Is something wrong?” I ask her.

      She latches onto my arm. “My granddaughter is staying with me tonight,” she says. “I want you to come inside and meet her.”

      I dig my foot into her porch. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I already have plans.”

      “Oh, nonsense. Reschedule. She’s only here for one night.” She pokes her head into her door frame. “Lillian! Come here, please!”

      I pull my arm free. “Mrs. Clark, I’m flattered. Really. You’re very sweet for thinking of me but I’m not interested in meeting your granddaughter—”

      “Here she is!”

      A young woman appears on the porch in jeans and a Kansas State sweater. Petite with blonde hair held back in a sloppy ponytail. She furrows her brow and her eyes bounce between us in confusion.

      “What’s up, Grandma?” she asks. “Who’s this?”

      Mrs. Clark beams brightly. “Lily, this is William and he’s—”

      “Way too polite to tell your granny’s geriatric ass to mind her own damn business.”

      I twist around to find Jovie standing at the bottom of the porch steps. Her arms are crossed and she pops one hip out in that stance saved for moments of attitude and I hesitate with an extreme rush of nostalgia.

      Mrs. Clark’s jaw drops. “Excuse me?”

      I rush down to take Jovie’s arm. “So, we really have to get going. It’s nice to meet you, Lillian. Thanks again, Mrs. Clark.”

      Jovie smirks. “Remind me, Lillian, are you the granddaughter she publicly shamed for dating a black guy or are you the one she tried to send to gay conversion therapy? Or is that the same one? I haven’t been around in a while…”

      “Jovie,” I tug on her elbow, “come on.”

      Lillian’s lips twitch with a hidden smile. “The black guy.”

      Mrs. Clark snaps at her. “Get back inside, Lillian.” She fires a hateful stare at Jovie’s smiling eyes. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Jovie Ross!”

      “I really missed these neighborly chats, Mrs. Clark,” Jovie teases as I lead her away as fast as I can. “We should go to church together on Sunday. You and me, babe. I’ll save you a seat in the front pew. Oh, wait. Never mind. I’ll be too busy getting drunk and having premarital sex with dudes I found on the internet!”

      The door slams, causing the knocker to pop up twice before it finally settles down.

      I stare at Jovie on the sidewalk. “Holy shit.”

      The shock melts off my face just as fast as it arrived, quickly replaced with a wide smile. This is Jovie, after all. Calling out bullshit was always high on her list of talents and favorite past times. I’d forgotten how much I missed watching it in real time.

      “What?” she asks, shrugging. “She was out of line. No means no. You should learn to say it more often or people will walk all over you. Also, that girl was far from your type. Woman has no business setting people up.”

      “And just what is my type?” I ask.

      “Brunettes with long legs, big tits, pretty eyes, and a blatant disregard for authority.”

      I pause. “Damn, that’s accurate.”

      She smiles. “I know a few if you’d like their numbers.”

      “No, thanks.” I take her hand again. “I’m good.”

      “Your loss, then.”

      Her fingers entwine with mine and I feel the gentle tickle of her thumb as it caresses my hand. We walk together down the street, drawing closer to the town square with each quiet step. Others have come out to take advantage of the nice weather, including a band of high school kids with a frisbee and other couples walking hand-in-hand like us. We continue on to the other side of the square, far away from the flying disc to find someplace to sit and talk.

      My phone rings in my pocket as we reach a park bench. I pull it out and wince. “It’s Sara…”

      Jovie frowns. “Don’t answer it.”

      I hesitate. “Sara never calls. She’s more of a texter.”

      “So?”

      “So… it might be an emergency.”

      She lets go of my hand. “Well, don’t tell her I’m here…”

      “I won’t.” We sit down and I swipe the screen to answer. “Hey, Sara. What’s up?”

      “Please tell me you’re sitting at home doing nothing right now,” Sara says.

      I glance at Jovie. “Not exactly. Why?”

      “I have an assignment due online by midnight and Andy is driving me nuts. Can he hang out with you for a few hours so I can get some peace and quiet?”

      “Well… can’t you get Mom to take him?” I suggest. “She’s been begging to babysit more.”

      “No, if he goes with her, then she’ll fill him with sugar and then he’ll be up all night.”

      “So, just tell her not to give him sugar.”

      “Will,” she whines.

      “Sara, I’m sorry, but I’m a little tied up right now.”

      “With what?”

      “Just…” I pause, feeling a rush of rebellion as I gaze at Jovie’s defiant eyes. “No. I can’t help you tonight, Sara. Sorry.”

      “Okay, but—”

      I hang up before I hear the rest of her response.

      Jovie leans in. “And how did that make you feel?”

      I exhale a hefty weight. “Pretty good,” I answer.

      “Welcome to the dark side, Will Myers,” she says, hooking into my arm. “We have high self-esteem and shiny, iron spines.”

      I drop the phone back into my pocket. “I feel like that’s going backfire on me tomorrow.”

      “Sara will get over it,” she says. “And she has options. Rachel and Dave can take the kid.”

      I nod. “Right.”

      My phone rings again and we groan together.

      “Jeez, she’s awfully persistent,” Jovie says.

      I slide it back out and pause. “It’s Tucker.”

      “Oh.” She lightens up. “Tell him I said hi. And then, you know, piss off. We’re busy.”

      “Hey, Tuck,” I answer.

      “Can you be on-call for me tonight?” he asks.

      I flex my jaw. “You want me to work the tow for you tonight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m, uh…” He feigns a cough. “I’m sick.”

      I glare at Jovie and she raises an anti-bullshit brow. Twice is coincidence. Three times is a purposeful assault.

      “Okay, Tucker,” I say. “What’s going on?”

      He pauses. “What do you mean?”

      “You know what. Why are people bugging me tonight?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking ab—”

      “Tucker…” I deepen my voice. “I know all your secrets and where you live and so does Jovie — and you know what happens to men who cross Jovie Ross.”

      “Okay, okay...” He sighs. “But you didn’t hear this from me.”

      “Hear what?”

      “It’s… well, after your very public display of affection earlier today, certain people across town kind of… created… Jovie Watch.”

      “Jovie Watch?” I blink. “What the hell is Jovie Watch?”

      Jovie extends her palm to me. “Will, give me the phone.”

      I hold up a finger to make her wait but she snatches the phone from my hand anyway.

      “Tucker—” she says into it, “what’s going on?”

      I hold my breath, trying to hear the conversation but the look on her falling face tells me everything.

      “Thanks, Tucker,” she says. She hangs up and hands the phone back to me.

      “What’d he say?” I ask.

      “Jovie Watch… is the town’s way of babysitting me.”

      I blink. “Their what?”

      “Yeah.” She crosses her arms. “Apparently, I can’t be trusted to be alone with you, so they’re going to follow us around and cock block us whenever they can.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m paraphrasing but that’s the general gist of what he said.”

      I glance around the square, locking eyes with a few passing couples as they wander by. They all immediately turn away and pretend they weren’t watching as soon as they take notice.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper.

      Jovie shoots off the bench, silently steaming as she stares at everyone around us.

      I rise up and lay my hand on her shoulder. “Jove, I—”

      “I’m going home.”

      She spins around and takes off across the square.

      “Wait, Jovie…” I catch up to her with a few wide strides. “I don’t care what they think, okay? Screw ‘em. Just ignore it.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have come back here.”

      My chest tightens. “Hold on—”

      “Jovie Watch?” she says. “Jovie Watch?!”

      Her voice echoes throughout the square, causing a few to look up and watch in a more obvious way.

      “Okay,” I whisper, “if you don’t calm down then you’re only going to confirm what they think of you.”

      “Good!” she shouts. “If loud, unhinged Jovie Ross is who they want, then that’s exactly who they’ll get.” She steps off the sidewalk and kicks the edge of a trash can. “There! Oooh, no! Better call the sheriff! Jovie’s gone amok!”

      I stand still, watching her seethe until the color drains from her face and her breathing slows back to normal.

      “Are you finished?” I ask.

      “I haven’t done anything to these people…” She sighs. “Sure, I wore leather pants and I liked sex and motorcycles but I never hurt anybody. I never deliberately brought pain on anybody.”

      “Except me.”

      I regret it as soon as the words leave my mouth. Her eyes darken and she takes a step back.

      “Will, I never did anything to purposefully hurt you,” she says.

      “Then, why did you leave? I know I said I wouldn’t ask but, honestly, it’s pretty obvious that your silence isn’t to protect me — it’s to make yourself feel better about whatever the hell you did.”

      She looks down. “I didn’t do anything.”

      My guts churn. “Okay, look, Jovie…” I step forward and rest my hands on her shoulders. Thankfully, she doesn’t move. She stays still with her eyes down low. “Just answer this one question. Did you leave because of me? I need to know that much. Please.”

      Jovie looks up and shakes her head. “No.”

      “No, you won’t answer? Or no, it wasn’t me?”

      “No,” she says again, “it wasn’t you.”

      I lower my hands. “Thank you.”

      My phone rings again in my pocket. I instantly tap the ignore button and throw it back in without checking to see who it is.

      She scans the square again with shame in her eyes. “I’m going home.”

      I walk with her. I can tell she doesn’t want me to but I do it anyway. I keep my eyes open, watching for anyone who dares stare at us. If I do make eye contact with someone, I glare even harder until they look away first.

      Jovie Watch. Are they fucking kidding?

      She’s absolutely right. Jovie never did a damn thing to hurt anyone here. She was rebellious and wild and never took shit from anyone but that doesn’t mean she deserves to live like a damn prisoner here.

      We reach her house and Jovie pauses for one brief second. “Good night, Will,” she murmurs.

      “Jovie—”

      “Just go home,” she adds. “Or I’m sure Mrs. Clark will be around any moment with a sudden need for a cup of sugar…”

      She picks up her pace and rushes inside without turning back.

      I let her walk away. Even if I did follow her inside, I’d have Hank to deal with and he feels about me the same way the town feels about Jovie.

      My phone rings three times during the walk between Jovie’s door and mine. I take a peek each time, just in case it’s her but it’s Sara twice and an unknown number once. I hold down the power to shut it off completely but the damage is already done.

      I’m not sure if I’m more angry or humiliated. Jovie is definitely the latter. I’ve seen her angry face. I’ve seen the way the little vein above her eye protrudes outward during moments of quiet rage but that never happened tonight. She’s embarrassed and humiliated and I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. I want to go back and comfort her but it’s only a matter of time before someone shows up to intervene.

      I won’t let this end without a fight. I’ve waited four years to see her again and I won’t let the people of this town bully her like this — and if I know Jovie Ross… she won’t either.

      I kick off my shoes and head for the kitchen, wondering if I have any booze. I usually don’t like to drink much but there’s been a noticeable spike in frequency since she came back home.

      A long, scratching noise halts me in the hallway. I pause, thinking that I’ve imagined it but it happens again, echoing out from my bedroom. I stand up taller, focusing my hearing until a human grunt touches my ear.

      Someone is breaking into my house.

      I shuffle on quiet feet, roll my hands into careful fists, and head toward the bedroom. There’s a baseball bat by my bed but that doesn’t really help me right now. I flex my jaw, take a deep breath, and peek into the doorway.

      “Ow… Shit.”

      I blink. “Jovie?”

      I flick on the light and there she is, hanging halfway through my bedroom window.

      My jaw drops. “What the hell are you doing?”

      She groans. “My foot is stuck...”

      I cross my arms and lean against the door frame, amused and intrigued by the cleavage begging to spill out of her dress. “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Will...” She cranes her neck upward and huffs loudly. “May I have your assistance, please?”

      I chuckle and step forward. “You know, I have a door.”

      “Yes,” she says, clinging to my arms as I wrap them around her waist. “And the town probably has nanny cams set up right outside of it.”

      “And your solution was... this?” I pull her through and she lands on her feet.

      “Well, yeah.” She pushes her hair back and smiles. “I always used to climb in through your window before. Seemed appropriate now.”

      “And no one saw you?”

      She shakes her head. “I went out my back door and cut through about twenty lawns to get to yours. No one saw.”

      “So... we’re alone?”

      “Give it ten minutes,” she says. “If no one calls or bangs on the door with torches and pitchforks, then I’d say we have the rest of the night to ourselves.”

      I stare into her shining, devious eyes. “Excellent.”
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      Old habits are tough to break.

      Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve spent years trying to become a better person, learning new skills, and rewriting bad behavior because my life depended on it. But here, back in Clover, where the winds of change literally turn around and blow in the opposite direction at the border, old habits, good or bad, are the way of life.

      Nothing changes in Clover.

      Might as well embrace it.

      If the town looks at me and sees old Jovie Ross then there’s not much I can do to change their minds. I don’t care to try in the first place. The only person whose opinion matters to me is standing in front of me right now and he’s willing to give me a second chance. I can’t screw that up.

      “I’m sorry about before,” I tell him. “Had to make it look convincing.”

      Will nods. “Oh, it was.”

      “I meant what I said, though. I didn’t leave because I was mad at you or because I wanted to get back at you. I left because it’s what I felt was right for me at the time. I really am sorry. I should have…” I sigh. “I should have done a lot of things differently, let’s just put it that way.”

      “Well…” He gives a hard stare from my head to my toes. “You’re breathing, and healthy, and I don’t see any horrible scars anywhere, so I can assume what you thought was best for you wasn’t all that bad, so… I’m willing to let it go.”

      “Thank you.”

      “As long as…” he tilts his head, “you kiss me right now.”

      I gasp. “That’s blackmail.”

      “I think it’s technically extortion.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “I don’t know. I fix cars. I’m not a lawyer. Kiss me.”

      I lean forward, inching slowly toward his lips before veering off to lay a soft peck on his cheek. His aftershave fills my nose, sending tingles through my system as his face twists into a smirk.

      He sighs. “I should have been more specific.”

      “Should have gone to law school, then,” I quip. “So, did any of our date night options include us ending up back at your place for pizza and beer?”

      “I think they all did,” he chuckles.

      “Good.” I bend over to unzip my boots. “Mind if I slip these off? Trekking through two dozen lawns kind of killed my ankles.”

      “Go ahead,” he says, stepping back to the doorway. “Pepperoni and mushroom, right?”

      My mouth waters. “Good memory.”

      He fishes his phone out of his pocket as he enters the hallway. I step out of my boots and set them aside, hearing the faint sound of his voice as he orders us food.

      I move to follow him but a familiar image catches my eye above his desk in the corner.

      A photo hangs from a corkboard. It’s me and Will, lying together beneath my old, white bedsheets. He’s kissing my cheek and I’m smiling at the camera without a care in the world.

      A long tear travels from the top edge all the way down the center to the bottom, slicing us in two. It’s been fused back together with several pieces of clear tape, carefully realigned but a black line still remains between us.

      I reach out and put it free from its pin. We look so young. So bold yet naïve. We must have been seventeen. Maybe eighteen. Our lives were just beginning.

      “Well, that was quick.”

      I glance over my shoulder at Will in the doorway. “What was?”

      He walks over as he slides the phone into his pocket. “The pizza delivery guy just asked how I was holding up.”

      I blink. “Wow. Jovie Watch sure is organized.”

      “It’s okay. I milked it pretty hard and he threw in some free cheesy bread to help make me feel better.”

      “Using emotional manipulation to score free stuff?” I laugh. “I must be rubbing off on you already, Myers.”

      “Must be.” He looks at the photo in my hand. “Oh, yeah. That.”

      “I’d believe you if you said the cat did it, but…” I clear my throat, “I can’t help but notice that you don’t have a cat.”

      “I was angry,” he says slowly. “And then, I wasn’t angry anymore.”

      “Well, I like it. It tells a story, you know? Before, it was just two happy people. Now, they have wrinkles and scars but they’re still there. Still looking all happy and shit.”

      Will snatches it from my hand and sets it down on the desk. “Want a drink?” he asks.

      “Yes, please.”

      We move toward the door but Will stops me. “Hang on…”

      I listen as he closes the window blinds in the front room and I wait patiently in the door frame until he comes back to retrieve me.

      “We’re officially alone,” he says.

      “No torches?”

      “No torches or pitchforks in sight.” His eyes drift from mine to my lips, triggering a rush of heat through my core.

      I hold my breath to keep my knees stable. “Will…”

      He holds up a finger. “Wait… Don’t say anything for a little bit. I want to enjoy this for a second.”

      I count slowly in my head until I reach five. “Enjoy what?”

      “I missed you,” he says. “That’s all.”

      “Yeah. I missed you, too.”

      “We’ve known each other since we were kids. Felt strange not having you down the street all the time; causing trouble.”

      “If only anyone else agreed.”

      “Tucker does.”

      I roll my eyes. “Tucker once took a bullfrog to a school dance.”

      “Because you dared him to.”

      I chuckle. “Oh, yeah…”

      Will steps back through the hallway toward the kitchen. I follow behind him, casually glancing at his firm rear in the shadows.

      “No, Jovie,” he says, popping the refrigerator open. “You’re not as universally hated around here as you might think.”

      I lean on the island counter. “Name one other person besides you or Tucker.”

      Will sets two ice cold beers on the counter. “My mom.”

      I pause. “Rachel? Really?”

      He nods. “Whenever Sara would start ranting and complaining about you and us, Mom would hum and agree but once Sara turned away, she’d look at me and wink. I think she enjoyed living vicariously through you.”

      “I knew I always liked your mom.” I pull the tab on my drink. “What about your dad?”

      “He never said much other than a passive ‘whatever, just don’t knock her up.’”

      “Ouch.” I wince slightly. “Actually, Hank used to say the same thing, come to think…”

      “Dads will be dads,” he says. “Though… I still don’t think it would have been the worst thing. I know you disagree, but… admit it, Jove, you and I would have made a cute kid or two.”

      I ignore the sudden burn in my chest. “Maybe.” I take a quick sip and the cold drink stings all the way down. “I still don’t think the timing was right.”

      “I accept that,” he says. “It took a while for me to see it but you were right about that. Twenty-year-old me with a wife and a kid basically spelled disaster. I gave into the fantasy that once you get married everything falls into place but I had no job, no real direction, and no motivation to change it. Hell, I lived at home with my parents and I spent every dime I had on that ring. What the hell was I thinking?”

      “You did what everyone said you were supposed to do,” I answer. “It happens to the best of us.”

      “I should have listened to you back then. You were right about everything else. I’m not sure why I thought this was different.”

      “Not everything else. I mean, have you seen my closet?”

      He chuckles. “I’ve spent so much time thinking about what I’d do differently if I could just go back in time to that night. As awful as it was… now that you’re back, I don’t think I would have changed a thing.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “Seeing you again, like this…” His eyes fall to my waist. “It’s like a pause is what we always needed to get to this point.”

      “So, what you’re saying is…” I smile as I glance around his kitchen, “that me taking off was the best thing that ever happened to you?”

      “In a way, yeah.” He steps around the counter to stand beside me. “I changed and became a better person and a more responsible man because I lost you.”

      My breath catches. “Well…” I swallow. “You’re welcome.”

      He looks at me now like he always used to, like I was the only girl in the world worth gazing at. It floors me the same way and I can hardly move as he places a hand on my cheek.

      “You know,” he says, “I have this memory from when we were kids. I must have been about ten-years-old. I was walking home from school and I saw you sitting on the swings in the park. I said hello to you but you didn’t look up.”

      I chuckle. “Sorry.”

      “You had your head down just staring at your shoes and I remember thinking, ‘but she’s so pretty. What does she have to be sad about?’”

      “Oh, I probably wasn’t sad,” I joke. “My resting bitch face came in around the same time as my breasts.”

      He laughs. “I could tell the difference, even back then. Not with your breasts, of course. Although, they developed beautifully, by the way. Kudos.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I used to say things to you just to get you to smile,” he says. “It worked sometimes and it would make my day.”

      “Mine, too,” I say, trembling beneath the touch of his hand.

      “Then, I’d try to make you laugh. That was harder to do but not impossible.”

      I raise a brow. “Is that why you used to trip up the stairs at school a lot?”

      “It is.” He nods.

      “Damn. Good job.”

      “Then, later…” he leans closer, “I’d touch you just to hear the sudden intake of your breath and feel the tremors beneath your skin.” His lips brush against mine. “I’d kiss you just to hear you moan… and then I’d go down on you just to hear you scream.”

      I sigh, softly shaking as my knees threaten to give. My hands rise to his waist. He puts a little pressure on my neck, tilting my face upward and I part my lips as he kisses me. It rocks my core, yanking me back to a simpler time and I take hold of him to draw him closer.

      The doorbell rings and Will pulls back.

      “Damn…” he whispers. “They’re fast.”

      “I’ll hide out in here,” I say.

      He cups my face and kisses me again, holding on for several seconds before letting go. I step back, moving deeper into the kitchen to stay out of view as he heads for the front door. Murmuring voices travel in from the living room but I can’t make out a single word over the intense pounding of blood in my ears.

      The door closes again and Will returns with two thin boxes stacked in his hands.

      “So,” I say, “about that blank slate…”

      “To hell with it.”

      He abandons the boxes on the counter and rushes over to take me in his arms again. He pulls me against him, gripping hard as he crushes his lips on mine. I throw my arms around his neck as my knees finally give out but his strong arms hold me up.

      “I want you…” His voice rasps through his throat.

      God, I want him, too. I want him to pick me up and carry me to his bed. I want him to touch me from head-to-toe and fuck me all night long like he used to. All of it. All of him. I want it all back the way it was before.

      But that would be picking up where we left off. It wouldn’t be starting over like we agreed to do.

      I place an open palm on his chest. “Will…” I say, putting pressure on him.

      He inhales deep and lays his head on my shoulder. “I know,” he says, reading my mind. His grip loosens and he takes a short step back but he stays close to me. “It’s too soon.”

      “Right,” I say, licking the moisture from my lips. “We should set some boundaries.”

      He lays a hand on the counter. “Exactly. What are we thinking… first base? For now?”

      “Maybe rounding first?” I suggest.

      “Yes. Rounding. I can round.”

      “Just no…” I take a calming breath. “Nothing that involves too much running and sweating.”

      “Until we both agree that it’s time to run and sweat more.”

      “Yes. That sounds smart.”

      “I can do that.” He turns away and faces the counter, leaning into it with both hands.

      I step to the side to keep a little distance and grab my beer can. The condensation drips along my fingers but it’s not enough to cool me down. A fresh, warm pizza scent invades my nose and tickles my empty stomach. I look at Will still staring at cabinet in front of him with his head down. One of us should say something…

      “So, I guess we should continue with this date, right?” I ask.

      He doesn’t look up. “It’s hard,” he says.

      Sympathy clutches my chest. “I know but I really think that if we don’t play this safe this time, then—”

      “No, I mean…” He glances over his shoulder at me. “It’s hard.”

      I look down to his groin. “Oh.”

      His cheeks burn red. “I just need another minute…”

      A laugh teases my throat. “No problem. I, uh…” I force a chuckle down as I pick up his beer and set it down in front of him and slide back out of the way.

      “Thank you.” He snatches it and swallows several gulps.

      I take my own drink and the pizza boxes. “I’ll be on the couch. Wanna watch a movie or something?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. See you soon.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “Take your time…” I step toward the living room, “but not too long because I will eat all of this cheesy bread.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I know.”

      I settle on the couch alone and silently exhale every ounce of heat from my body.

      Boundaries. Yes. Good, strong boundaries. Walls, even. Big, fancy walls that are sure to keep us apart as long as we don’t touch each other ever again.

      Will walks in and sits down beside me, making sure to keep several inches between us.

      We look at each other as his smirk slides across his face and my cheeks burn a bright red but we keep our twitching hands in our laps.

      Boundaries. Oh, yeah.

      This will definitely last.
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      I knew I had feelings for Jovie Ross when I was fourteen-years-old.

      We grew up together but I never saw her as anything but my classmate until then. Or, at least, I thought I did.

      It struck me in waves. One day she was just weird, loner Jovie, sitting by herself in the cafeteria with a travel book in her hand and a pink slip from the vice principal in the other. Detention. Again. Who knows why this time.

      Then, all of a sudden, we were in ninth grade and our English teacher made us read Romeo and Juliet as a class. Roles were assigned at random. Mrs. Carter drew my name for Romeo and the class rolled their eyes. Of course, he’s Romeo, they said. Then, she drew Jovie’s name for Juliet and they laughed in her face.

      That was my first clue. I didn’t laugh with them because I couldn’t see anything funny about it. It was just a play. Just a bunch of old words on a page but teenagers don’t think like that. They instantly saw us as star-crossed mates, destined to mayhem and tragedy, but not only that — it was the classic joke of the popular boy forced to lower himself and play nice with the loser chick for everyone’s entertainment. I wasn’t about to be the brunt of a joke like that and the only way to overcome it was to own it.

      I got out of my desk, walked to the back of the classroom, and slid into the empty seat next to Jovie without saying a word. The snickers died down and Mrs. Carter got on with it but the cruel glances and puckered smiles remained on their faces. It didn’t seem to bother Jovie, though. Nothing ever did.

      We spent the next week reading it aloud as a class and I heard Jovie speak more words than I’d ever heard from her mouth before. Her monotone voice slipped away. Emotion dripped off her words in long, full sentences and I couldn’t help but respond in the same way.

      Our classmates probably found it hilarious but I honestly don’t know or care. I was stuck on Jovie the whole time.

      That was when she started offering me her second Pop Tart every morning.

      Two years later, she was mine.

      Three years after that and she was gone.

      Fast forward four more years and here she is with her head on my shoulder. She hasn’t budged in a little while, so she’s probably sleeping. I’d look and find out but I really don’t want to wake her. She’s breathing steadily. Her skin is warm and her pulse is strong. I don’t want to know what’s going on in her head. Just having her close by again is enough for me.

      I tap the remote on the couch beside my knee, inching the volume down just in case the final action scene startles her out of it. The movie is almost over and I’ll cross that bridge when I get there but for now, this is all I want. A quiet night with Jovie, surrounded by empty drinks and ravaged pizza boxes, and a movie with a plot so dull that it doesn’t even matter that I’ve missed several scenes because I’m too busy embracing her instead.

      Her breathing shifts and I hold mine, hoping she’ll fall right back in but she raises her head.

      “What time is it?” she asks, focusing on the television again.

      “I don’t know...” I reach for my phone next to my seat. “Just after midnight,” I read.

      Jovie leans forward and rubs her eyes. “I should get home while it’s still dark enough to sneak out of here unnoticed.”

      “Movie’s not over yet,” I say, keeping my hands on her.

      She looks over at me and smiles. “I’ve seen this one before.”

      “So have I but not with you.”

      Her shoulders relax and she settles back beneath my arm. “Okay... fine.”

      I wrap my arm a little tighter around her, holding her close and she doesn’t fight it. Her hair brushes the tip of my nose, wafting a bit of her scent upward. I close my eyes and breathe her in. My blood starts pumping south again and I know what will happen if I don’t settle down but I can’t help but touch her a little more.

      I brush her hair to one side, revealing the smooth skin of her neck and the black straps of her dress. Her chest rises and falls but it pauses for a second as I slide one strap down.

      I kiss her once on the shoulder. My lips stay there as I inhale, fueling my groin with more blood and I grow erect in my jeans.

      Jovie tilts her head away, bearing her neck to me. I kiss it again with a firm touch, pulling her closer and she melts against me. She raises a hand to the back of my head, holding us together. Her breaths become sharper and I let my tongue taste her as my lips crawl up to her earlobe.

      My hand slips around her, inching steadily closer to her breasts until Jovie takes it and places it there herself. I squeeze once before slipping my hand in to palm her bare breast and Jovie lets out a quiet moan in response. She turns her head back and our lips meet in passionate, breathy kisses.

      I open my eyes and look at her, once again thoroughly entranced by the siren in my arms. She twists around a little, pressing her hip into my groin and I kiss her deeper with lust. Her nipple grows hard against my fingers. Her mouth quivers as I pinch the sensitive, pink nub. I fight the urge to slide my hand between her legs and fingerfuck her until she comes for me. Rounding first. That’s where we agreed we’d be for now and I can’t betray that trust we’ve built.

      She lies onto her back, slowly taking me with her until I’m lying on top of her. I settle between her open legs, crawling my hand up her thigh to push her dress upward. Her skin is as soft and smooth as it always was. She tastes just as sweet and smells just as good. I kiss her harder and faster as her nails dig deeper into my shirt.

      Just two kids making out on the couch, forgetting all about the movie playing in front of them. My ears focus on my mother’s office door for a second, just in case it opens suddenly and I wonder if Sara said she’d be home at five or six…

      I pause as a laugh clenches my throat.

      “What?” Jovie asks, breathing hard.

      I glance around my house. I own this place. I’m an adult and yet, here I am, scared my family will walk in and catch me with Jovie.

      Just another old habit, I guess.

      “Nothing,” I say, taking her lips again.

      She pulls my bottom lip between her teeth and gently sucks on it, sending me back in time. Jovie and her various moves. God, how I’ve missed this. Her little moans. That subtle grind of her hips. From our first kiss all the way to the end, it never grew boring, that’s for sure.

      “Will...” she whispers.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re kind of... stabbing me a little...”

      I shift backward and grab the TV remote pressing into her hip. “That’s not me...”

      “Oh…” She covers her mouth and laughs. “Whoops.”

      I let it slip from my fingers onto the floor and I ease in close to kiss her again.

      Jovie lays a hand on my chest. “I really should go, Will.”

      I take a deep breath, relishing in her scent. I’m not ready to let go of her yet.

      “I know.”

      We kiss once more, long and deeply, before she slides free from my grasp and stands up off the couch. I force myself up and follow her through the house to the bedroom.

      She bends over to grab her boots and sits down on the edge of my bed. “This was fun,” she says.

      My erection throbs in my jeans. “Oh, yeah. It was.”

      I admire her, watching as she steps one foot into her boot. Long, brown hair falls over one side of her face, casting shadows along the bridge of her nose. I can still make out the faintest color of her shining eyes and the hint of rouge on her cheeks.

      “Jovie, I don’t want to stop seeing you,” I say.

      She pauses and looks up at me. “I don’t either.”

      “Go out with me again.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      Her lips twitch. “I’m pretty sure Jovie Watch will be just as annoying tomorrow night as it was tonight.”

      I furrow my brow. “I’ll think of something.”

      “Like what?” she asks.

      “Something.”

      She chuckles as she ties off the other boot and sets her feet on the floor. “Sounds like a plan.”

      My heart tugs me closer to her and I step forward. “Jove...”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t go home tonight.”

      Her head tilts in hesitation. “Will, I shouldn’t stay.”

      “I don’t care about what we should do,” I say. “Do you?”

      She bites her lip. “Now you’re sounding like me.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Depends on who you ask, I guess.”

      I kneel in front of her and take hold of her ankles one at a time, drawing them up to slide the boots back off.

      “Will.”

      I move in and cup her face before she can protest. “Stay with me, Jovie.”

      I kiss her again and her lips quiver against mine.

      “We shouldn’t...” Her voice is weak, sitting on the edge of reason but I won’t force her over.

      “And we won’t,” I say, guiding her onto the mattress. Her head meets my pillow and I lay beside her, balanced on my elbow as my left hand caresses her cheek. “I just want to spend the night beside you again.”

      She clings to me with bated breath. “And what about tomorrow morning?” she asks.

      I smile as I brush the edge of her lips with my thumb. “I’ll think of something.”

      We kiss again, holding fast in each other’s arms until we’re both too tired to keep our eyes open.
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      I feel him before I wake up.

      His calm breath touches the back of my neck. He lies on his side with one arm wrapped around me, spooning me against his chest. For a second, I wonder how we ended up in this position, but it’s obvious.

      Because we wanted to.

      I open my eyes and look around his room without moving. The night before comes flooding back to me. Two lives that drifted apart but somehow ended up right back in the same place again.

      I feel him stir and quickly pause,probably halting to think the same questions I just asked myself.

      I spin around onto my back to see his face. Will props himself up on his elbow, keeping his other hand on my abdomen.

      “Hey,” I whisper.

      He blinks his tired eyes. “Hey...”

      We breathe slowly, daring the other to say something first but we just end up staring instead. I wouldn’t know what to say even if I could. Should I thank him for a pleasant night and roll off the mattress as if we didn’t wake up like this? Or should I tell him that this was amazing and I haven’t slept this well in ages?

      Will’s thumb caresses my arm. Finally, he lets out the breath he’s holding as his eyes fall to my lips.

      “Fuck it.”

      He kisses me, crushing his mouth on mine and I kiss him back as I run my fingers through his thick hair. His hand shifts down my body, aiming to crawl beneath my dress but I don’t stop it. I do the same to him, touching his abs beneath his shirt as his hand reaches between my thighs.

      “Wait— wait,” I pause. “What time is it?”

      “Uhh…” Will reaches over to turn the clock on the bedside table. “Almost nine.”

      “Shit.”

      “Why?”

      I exhale. “I have to be at the store by ten.”

      “Oh…” He furrows his brow. “Shit.”

      I nod. “Yeah. Do you work today?”

      “No, I have Saturdays off.”

      “Lucky.” I push up onto my elbows. “Guess we’ll have to rain check this part.”

      “Sure.” He presses his lips together, his eyes still lustful and wild. “But… you don’t have to leave right this second, do you?”

      I think for a moment. “No.”

      His head drops to my chest. “Good.”

      He kisses my neckline, slowly moving up to my throat, making me lose my cool again as a sharp throbbing takes hold of my core.

      “So, what do you do?” I ask, my voice panicked and high-pitched.

      “What do you mean?”

      “With like…” I try to focus on anything but his tongue gliding along my collarbone. “Work. What do you do?”

      His breath drifts along my neck. “I fix cars.”

      “Yeah, but how? A car comes in for a tune-up… What do you do?”

      Will pushes back onto his knees, his sly eyes narrowing with the rise of his smirk. “Well... first thing... I check the outside for scratches and dents that might need attention.”

      He lays his hands on my calves and slowly slides up to my thighs. I laugh and shiver as they continue upward to my hips.

      “Kick the tires...” he continues, his hands still moving. “Inspect the headlights...”

      He cups my breasts, just barely squeezing as he licks his lips. I smile wide, feeling my fingers twitch and my toes curl.

      “Then…” he places his hands beneath my knees, “I pop the hood.”

      I gasp as he yanks upward and I slip onto my back. He slowly slides my dress upward until my panties are exposed. We make eye contact as he hooks his fingers along the elastic lining and he waits to see if I’ll stop him.

      I should stop him but my tongue turns to jelly in my mouth. I don’t say a word as he pulls my underwear down my thighs. Desire bends my knees and draws my ankles together to let him take them all the way off. He tosses them to the floor and puts a little pressure on my knees to spread them wide again.

      Will gazes down at me, his lips parting slightly. “I check the oil,” he says.

      His hand crawls between my thighs while his eyes stay on mine. He draws a slow line along my open slit, inching down to my entrance. I bite my lip and hold my breath, pulsing repeatedly until I feel his finger slide inside. My jaw drops open and I tighten around his knuckles with each slow and smooth stroke he gives me.

      Will pulls his finger out and looks at it. He tilts his head and hums. “Not bad,” he says, bringing it to his lips. “But we should probably top that up just to be safe.”

      He sticks his finger in his mouth and sucks it clean. My thighs quiver against him as he shifts down to kiss me. I taste myself on his tongue. I feel his erection pressing against my hip. His lust burns with his warm breath. I lie still, too numb to move, as he descends my body. He lingers between my thighs, leaving soft kisses along my skin inches away from the brutal throbbing of my clit.

      I chuckle through my teeth. “This is a little more than rounding first…”

      Will licks his smirking lips. “I’ll take the penalty, coach.”

      His tongue touches my clit, forcing me to inhale a deep, sharp breath as pleasure fires up my spine. My entire body locks up and my muscles burn as he owns me one firm lap at a time. I grip his hair, pulling him closer and he thrusts his tongue inside of me.

      I pinch my eyes closed, blocking the white lights and blurred vision. He plays me so easily, as if he never forgot exactly how to get me off and how to do it quickly. He slides his tongue out, only to replace it with two long fingers. I squirm beneath him, trapped and controlled by the perfect stroke of his fingertips and the firm touch of his tongue.

      I lose my words to moans and screams. My legs twitch on their own and my nails dig into his scalp. He moans, too, sending vibrations through my core. My back arches as the tension breaks and Will watches my climax with the same smirking eyes as he always did before.

      Everything aches and burns but I don’t want it to end. I instantly miss his fingers as he slides them out of me and nearly shed a tear as he leaves one last kiss on my mound before leaning back and wiping his mouth.

      I push up onto my elbows as he guides my dress down to rest on my thighs. “Such a gentleman.”

      “Oh, I’ve always been gentle,” he says.

      I smile. “A little too gentle sometimes, if I recall.”

      He crawls closer. “You never complained before.”

      “Not complaining now, either... but if we’re going to start talking penalties...” I kiss his forehead and he grins, “then things might get a little rough.”

      “One step at a time,” he says, settling beside me. “But I’m listening…”

      He kisses my neck, sending more shocks down my spine. I reach for his zipper and slide it open while his breath quickens against my skin. My tongue salivates, delightfully thirsty for him as I wrap my fingers around his hardness.

      “Oh, Jovie…” He chuckles. I stroke him slowly and he sighs, barely able to contain the groan in the back of his throat. “Fuck.”

      I smile and kiss his neck, feeling his fingers digging into my skin as I travel downward. He shifts up, allowing for me to slide his jeans down. I take hold of his cock and admire it for a moment, letting my head fill with nostalgic memories, before taking his tip between my lips.

      “Oh, fuck…” he says again, laughing harder as I suck the precum from his tip.

      He reacts to every tap and lick of my tongue. Even the rough edge of my teeth brings him pleasure. I watch him move beneath me, feeling the tight twist of his grip on the back of my head as he pulls me closer and sends his cock further back into my throat. I moan to vibrate his shaft and his hips jerk and he inhales a sharp breath. I let the slick and warm sensations dazzle my tongue and I bob my head until I hear him groan my name.

      “Jovie…” he grunts. “Just like that.”

      I feel up his body, touching his pecs and abs and he laughs, his eyes fluttering with lust. He takes hold of one of my hands and squeezes tight, signaling an impending climax. I keep steady, waiting for his sweetness to splash my tongue any second now.

      Will moans one more time and I feel it burst. I let it spread along my taste buds. It tickles my throat on the way down. There’s so much of it, I take it in two gulps before I slide him from my numb lips.

      I sit back and touch my smiling mouth with my fingertips.

      “What?” he asks, craning his neck to look at me.

      “Nothing,” I say, enjoying his lingering taste. “I forgot how sweet you were.”

      He grins. “Come here…”

      The doorbells rings and I freeze an inch away from his kiss.

      “Uh-oh,” I mutter.

      Will shifts forward as I fall to the side. “Wait here.” He smirks at me. “Don’t get up.”

      “Any idea who it is?”

      “No…”

      There’s a pounding on the door, growing louder and we both pause to stare at each other.

      He furrows his brow. “Okay, maybe you should get up.”

      “Oh, I agree.”

      I point to my underwear on the floor as he slides into a pair of lounge pants. “Would you kindly?” Will grabs them and hands them to me. “Thank you.”

      He stops to kiss me one more time before heading into the living room. “Be right back,” he says.

      I stand up and push my dress down to my knees. “Should I sneak out the back?”

      “Not yet. Just keep quiet.”

      I smile and nod. “Okay.”

      Will walks away and I linger behind in the bedroom, holding my breath to stay silent as he unlocks the door.

      “I’ve been calling you all morning, Will. Where is your phone?”

      I cringe. It’s Sara.
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      I plant myself between my sister and my living room, trying to look as casual as possible. Andy stands beside her with his backpack strapped on his shoulders and a wide grin on his face.

      “Hi, Uncle Will!”

      “Hey, buddy,” I say. “What’s going on?”

      Sara gawks at me. “I asked you to watch him, remember? I have to meet with the P-A-R-T-Y committee to finish arrangements for his B-I-R-T-H-D-A-Y in the S-Q-U-A-R-E today.”

      I blink through the mess of letters. “That’s today?”

      “Yes — a fact I could have reminded you of last night but you hung up on me. Did you even read my texts?”

      “Sorry,” I say, stepping to the side. “Come on in, Andy.”

      Sara releases his hand and he rushes in while she scans over my shoulder. “Did you have company?”

      I glance behind me at the empty pizza boxes and beer cans. “No, just a rough night,” I say quickly.

      She squints. “Yeah, I heard about your little date with Jovie. It didn’t go so well, did it? Not that I’m surprised…”

      “No, it did not.”

      “Well, you’re better off without her.”

      I ignore it. “When are you picking him back up?”

      “A few hours...” She lowers to a whisper. “The party is at noon. Be there by eleven-thirty, please.”

      “Cool.” I nod.

      “Who are you?”

      I spin around, hearing Andy’s voice in the hallway and my chest tightens. “Hey, Andy, buddy… come on back in here…”

      Sara brushes past me and I exhale as she charges through my living room to catch up with him. I close the door and follow them as Sara crosses her arms in disappointment.

      “Hey, Jovie,” she says through her teeth.

      “Hello, Sara.”

      Jovie lets out a soft chuckle from my bedroom doorway. She’s fully-clothed, thankfully, but there’s not a damn thing to be said to convince my sister that was always the case.

      “Who are you?” Andy asks her again.

      “Oh, I’m just…” she gestures at me, “I’m just an old friend of your uncle’s.”

      I nudge his shoulder. “You remember Jovie, right?” I ask him. “The nice lady from the toy store?”

      Jovie nods. “That, too. You might not recognize me without the very flattering red smock.”

      Sara glares at me. “And what is she doing here?”

      I go blank but awkward moments were always Jovie’s forte.

      “I dropped by on my way to work,” she says, raising her hand to hold up a CD from my shelf. “I loaned him this years ago and he never gave it back.”

      I follow her lead. “Well, you didn’t exactly leave a forwarding address, Jove.”

      “Uh-huh,” she says, stepping forward. “Anyway, I guess our stuff is square now.”

      “I guess so,” I say, furrowing my brow.

      She passes by us. “Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      Sara stares her down, barely blinking until the front door opens and closes again. Once it does, her eyes shift in my direction like armed missiles preparing to strike. “Andy, go back to the living room, please,” she says to him.

      He obeys her and jogs off to plant himself in front of my television.

      I take a deep breath in preparation as Sara’s eyes flash red.

      “She dropped by to claim a CD?” she asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      “Oh, please. Even she’s not too broke to own an iPod. What was she really doing here?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing you haven’t already made up your mind about.”

      She lets out an annoyed grunt. “Well, don’t let her drop by while Andy’s here. I don’t want her around my son.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “That’s fine?”

      “You’re the parent, aren’t you?”

      Her brow arches. “And you should stay away from her, too.”

      “Sara, you’re Andy’sparent. Not mine,” I argue, keeping an even tone. “You have every right to say how you want your son to be raised and to tell me what not to expose him to while he’s under my care, but that’s where the line is. You don’t get to tell me what to do or who to spend my time with.”

      She adjusts her purse strap higher up her shoulder. “I can hear her tone in your voice already,” she says, turning away. “She’s not dropping by the party today, is she?”

      “She’s working. So, no.”

      “Good.” She walks away, pausing over her son to kiss his head on the way to the door. “Andy, have fun. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      “Okay, Mommy.”

      The door slams behind her. Andy stands up and peeks out the window and I join him to watch as she climbs into her car.

      “Is she mad?” he asks me.

      “A little.” I nod. “Not at you, though. She’s mad at me, so don’t worry about it.”

      “Why?” He stares up at me. “What did you do?”

      “Well…” I lower to his level by leaning down with my hands on my knees. “You know the nice toy store lady?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She and I have a complicated history together and your mommy is a little scared that we might repeat it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t handle the fallout well last time,” I explain. “You’re too young to remember this but when you first met me, I wasn’t doing so hot.”

      “Why?”

      “Because breaking up with Jovie was a mistake that I never quite got over.”

      “Why?”

      “Dude, you saw how pretty she is. Girls might be full of cooties to you now but give it a few years and you’ll probably have a Jovie or two under your belt. Trust me.”

      His head tilts. “Can we watch shark attack videos again?”

      I smile. “You’re pretty hardcore for a four-year-old, you know that, buddy?”

      Andy nods.
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      I pretend to wipe down the windows as I stare out at the birthday party in the town square.

      The streamers and balloons were already hanging around by the time I got to work. Presents and cupcakes all stacked up on a table with a cooler full of tiny, individual cups of ice cream. Loud music, fun games, free prizes for all.

      And I wasn’t invited.

      Not that I ever expected to be invited to a birthday party for Sara Myers’ spawn but I’m fairly sure everyone else has passed by the toy store windows at least once with smiles and sprinkles on their mouths.

      My eyes land on Will and mine aren’t the only ones.

      He races across the grass at half speed with Andy and a dozen other children trailing behind him. He fakes a trip to his knees and they all dogpile on him, laughing and shrieking, while other women all over the place stare and swoon over him. A hard-working, educated man with that body and a fondness for children? I can practically hear their ovaries bursting from behind this glass.

      I’d feel jealous but he ate me out this morning and I performed some of my best work on him, so...

      Sorry, ladies. He’s a little taken at the moment.

      I abandon the window and wander back over to the cash register to sit down for a little bit. The entrance bell chimes behind me and a woman emerges with a cupcake sitting on a napkin in her palm and a warm smile on her motherly face.

      “Hello, Jovie.”

      I smile back. “Hey, Dr. Myers.”

      “Rachel,” she corrects me.

      I shrug. “It’s been a while. Just making sure…”

      “It’s always Rachel to the significant others of my children.”

      “Oh, we’re not—”

      “Jovie, I know my son. If you two really did part ways for good after your little town square spat last night then he wouldn’t be smiling like that today.”

      She points out the window behind her and my cheeks burn.

      “Okay…” I chuckle. “You got us.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word.” She halts across the counter from me. “How are your teeth?”

      I press my lips together. Somehow, I’d forgotten all about Rachel and Dave’s patented awkward greetings. “They’re fine,” I answer.

      “When was your last x-ray?” she asks.

      I try to think back far enough. “Uh…”

      “Oh, that’s not good.” She shakes her head. “Come and see me soon.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      “So, you’re missing quite the party out there,” she says, pointing through the windows.

      “Well, someone has to hold down the fort in here in case all those wacky party-goers feel the sudden urge to buy oodles of toys all of a sudden.” I gesture around. “Also, I wasn’t invited, so…”

      She sets the cupcake down in front of me. “And that someone deserves a secret, stolen pastry for putting up with that bullshit.”

      “Thank you,” I say, admiring the perfect spiral of blue frosting on top. “Tell your grandson happy birthday for me.”

      She nods. “I will.”

      “He’s a cute one.”

      “He takes after his dad,” she says, lowering her voice. “Sara was never that cute.”

      My lips curl. “And thank you for that.”

      “You’re welcome.” She takes a deep breath while her eyes wander my face. “You, on the other hand, look more like your mother than ever and she was the most gorgeous woman I ever met in my life.”

      I pause as my smile fades. “Oh, wow.”

      “Wow, indeed.” She tilts her head. “Did I ever tell you about the time she and I started a book club?”

      “No.”

      “This was ages ago, obviously. Everyone was doing it. Oprah was doing it, so naturally, we started one, too. Every Wednesday morning, a few of us moms would get together at my house, shove you little kiddos in a playpen, and talk about whatever book was hot at the time over a box of wine.”

      I laugh. “Sounds like fun.”

      “It was while it lasted.” She smiles. “Joanne... well, she had different tastes than the other moms. They were more Mr. Darcy and she was more Mr. Grey, if you know what I mean.”

      “I might.”

      “Anyway, after a few months, things got a little rough for her and she started showing up less and less. Hank was no help at all so she would bring you over from time-to-time and I’d watch you while she went to her doctor appointments.”

      “I don’t remember that,” I say, thinking back.

      “You were still so tiny at the time,” she says. “Whenever she brought you over, Sara would throw little fits. She was so envious of you, even back then.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sounds about right.”

      “But William...” She smiles. “He’d plant himself on the floor next to you and he wouldn’t move again until Joanne came to pick you up. He adored you from the moment he first saw you.”

      I look out the window, quickly finding him in the crowd across the street. He stands tall with Andy balanced on his shoulders and a pointy party hat on his head, laughing and screaming along with the other kids.

      “To be honest,” Rachel continues, “it was a little disappointing when the two of you split up. I thought you were in it for the long haul.”

      “I figured you’d be among those who pegged me a bad influence on him.”

      She waves a hand. “It’s not like you two shared needles or went on killing sprees together.” Her brow arches. “Right?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Well, then, I don’t see anything wrong with a little harmless mischief now and again. You were just kids and you grew up eventually. No harm done.”

      I sigh. “I wish everyone else saw it that way.”

      “Listen, Clover might not be a big fan of second chances but I am... and with the way my son has been eying this place for the last hour, I think he is, too.”

      “You might be right about that.”

      She reaches out and lays her hand on mine. “Welcome home, honey.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Thank you, Rachel.”

      She pats my hand and winks before stepping toward the door. “Oh,” she pauses in the doorway, “and Jovie...”

      “Yeah?”

      “If you break my son’s heart again, I will hunt you down and kill you myself. Got it?”

      I stand taller. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Bye, hun.” She grins and steps outside again.

      The uneasy feeling wears off quickly and I smile as my attentions lock through the window at Will across the street. His eyes shift in the direction of the toy store and he catches sight of his mother sneaking back over to join the party. He pauses with quiet panic in his eyes and I laugh to myself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sun sets and the party packs it in.

      Mr. Trin said I could close up as soon as they do so I rush to lock the doors before any of them get the idea to do a little after-party shopping.

      It takes me about thirty minutes to do the closing paperwork and count down the cash register. One of these days, I’ll get that down to twenty, but I take my time to make sure I don’t make any mistakes.

      I flick off the lights and slide my jacket on over my tank top.

      The phone rings and I pause, silently debating over whether or not to answer it. I’d rather just ignore it and go home but the responsible thing wins out and I reach for it.

      “Trin’s Toys. This is Jovie.”

      “Count to thirty and then step outside.”

      I pause. “Will?”

      He hangs up.

      “Will?” I ask the silence.

      I drop the phone back onto its cradle and bolt for the windows to scan the street outside. Sara and several others still linger in the center of the square, chatting and picking up trash while kids sit around looking bored. I scan the crowd for Will but he’s not there. I suddenly remember that I’m supposed to be counting and I try to estimate how much time has passed since that phone call.

      I reach twenty-five and Marv’s tow truck crashes into another car at the other side of the square. My jaw drops as I step outside to get a closer look.

      Tucker hops out of the truck and screams at the man in the other car, drawing the attentions of every person left behind in the square.

      A red car rounds the corner and halts by the curb in front of me.

      “Jovie, get in.”

      I look in the window at Will’s face. “Holy shit, Will.” I point at Tucker. “Are you seeing this?”

      “Jovie...” He stares harder at me. “Get in.”

      I gasp and hop inside. “Oh, my God. You set this up, didn’t you?”

      “Just keep your head down.”

      “You planned a diversion so no one would see you picking me up.”

      He smirks. “Shh.”

      I swoon a little harder. “It has property damage and everything.”

      “It’s just a little dent. An easy fix.”

      “I’m so proud of you!”

      “Head down, please.”

      I slide into the seat, obscuring myself as we ride away from the square unnoticed. “Wait, whose car is this?” I ask.

      “I borrowed it from the shop,” he answers.

      My jaw drops. “You stole it?”

      “I borrowed it to take it for a test drive,” he says. “We had to rebuild the engine yesterday. It’d be unethical to return it without testing it first.”

      “You are so gonna get laid for this.”

      He laughs.

      We ride for several blocks until we reach Lucky’s bar. Will pulls around back and parks in the shadowed corner of the lot where the Bolt sits there by itself.

      “Come on,” he says, throwing open his door. “Before someone sees us.”

      I hop out with him. “We’re just leaving this stolen car here?”

      “No, Tucker’s going to pick it up later.” He opens the bike seat and takes the two helmets out. “Let’s go.”

      I take mine from him and quickly check the strap to make sure it’s in place before sliding it onto my head. “Where are we going?” I ask through the shield.

      He straddles the bike and reaches into his jacket for his keys. “I’ll explain when we get there.”

      I take the seat behind him and wrap my arms around his waist, enjoying the sudden rush of vibrations between my legs as Will revs the engine.

      We take off onto the highway at high speed and Clover disappears behind us.
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      We ride for at least twenty minutes. The rush of it chills and thrills me to the bone. I hook my thumbs into the belt loops of Will’s jeans, just like I always used to do in order to hang on. He doesn’t mind. He never did.

      Farmland and plains become hills of concrete as we reach Overland Park but Will rides off the main roads as we pass through the city. I twist in my seat, glancing over my shoulder at the old, yet new, surroundings. I haven’t been through here in a long while.

      Will turns into a parking lot and I read the brightly-lit signage as we pass by it.

      A community college?

      He navigates the campus quickly, taking the narrow turns with no thought or hesitation and I tighten my grip on his belt. The school is mostly deserted at this hour, save the random bunches of students rushing home from late afternoon classes.

      We come to a stop in a parking lot outside of a building labeled Auto Lab. A pure white garage door sits closed in front of us, dim lights just barely illuminating the small windows in the middle.

      “And we’re here,” Will says after sliding his helmet off.

      I do the same and run my fingers through my hair to make sure it’s not too out of whack. “And just where is here?”

      The garage door slides open and a man stands there with one arm extended over his head, holding it in place to keep it from rolling closed again. “Hey, Will.” He grins.

      Will steps off the bike and gives me his hand to help me down. “Hey, Aaron,” he says. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You, too.” The man eyes me and I take a closer look myself. He wears a dark jumpsuit with dirty knees. He’s young, maybe a few years older than we are, with thick hair and a long goatee. “And you’re Jovie,” he says.

      “I am.” I nod.

      “Come on in.”

      Will takes hold of his handlebars and guides his bike into the garage. I follow close behind, my eyes constantly glancing around. This place seems a lot like Marv’s back home, but cleaner with newer technology.

      Aaron slides the door closed and secures it down. “Okay, guys. You have an hour before shift change.”

      I raise a brow as Will shakes his hand.

      “Thanks, Aaron,” Will tells him. “I appreciate it.”

      Aaron flashes me a knowing grin as he walks through the door in the corner and closes it behind him.

      I squint at Will. “You know that guy?”

      “Yeah, that’s Aaron.”

      “Yes, and who is Aaron?”

      “Night shift janitor. We used to hang out when I’d stay late to study. He’s a cool guy.”

      “Is there anybody in Kansas that doesn’t like you?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Figures.” I take another look around. “So, this is where you went to school?”

      “Yep,” he answers. “Everything I know about cars I learned in this very room.”

      “Well, not everything,” I tease. “I’m pretty sure I taught you a thing or two about cars.”

      He points a finger. “You taught me a thing or two about the backseat, yes, but under the hood…”

      “Okay, okay.” I hold up my hands. “I concede.”

      “It took me about two years to get my degree in Automotive Technology.”

      “Sounds fancy. I’d have just called it Car Shit.”

      He laughs. “Marv hired me on at the shop about a year in, so I worked it and learned it all at once.”

      “You kept really busy,” I say.

      “I had to. If I didn’t, then…” He pauses. “I just had to.”

      I stare a little closer at his eyes, easily sensing the pain as it quickly dispels. “Will, why did you bring me here?”

      He takes a breath. “Well, I’ve been thinking about our blank slate.” I wince and he holds up a hand. “Just hear me out before you make the face.”

      I force a neutral expression and stay quiet.

      “I’m not going to ask you anything about your life over the last four years,” he says, “but that doesn’t mean I can’t tell you about my life. I want you to know what I’ve been up to. If you don’t want to know, that’s fine, too. We’ll ride right on back home but this place was a big part of me for a while and I wanted to share it with you.”

      I smile. “That sounds reasonable.”

      “And…” he leans back against the seat of his bike, “I wanted to get you alone again and that’s difficult to accomplish back home nowadays.”

      “So, you brought me out of town,” I nod, “and shut me up in a garage.”

      He frowns. “Yeah, it seemed more romantic in my head…”

      I chuckle and step toward him. “No, it’s not bad.”

      “No?”

      “It has potential.”

      I take hold of his jacket and lean in to kiss him. He instantly parts his lips and kisses me back. His fingers crawl behind me and I twitch with the shivers racing down to my ankles.

      Will shifts back and throws one leg over his bike, sitting down on the seat with that smirk in his eyes. I go with him and straddle his waist, facing him on the seat with my legs resting on his.

      His hands travel up and over my breasts to my shoulders, slowly sliding my jacket down my arms. I let it slip off my back to the floor and Will leans in to kiss my neck above my tank top.

      I smile wider with each warm press of his lips on my skin. “Do you remember our first time together?” I ask.

      “How could I forget?” He nods, smiling. “The spring fling. Junior year. I went with Blair McQueen but she ditched me to dance with Roger Peck and never came back.”

      “Bryan Sumner.” I recall my date, cringing. “He tried to force himself on me in the boy’s bathroom.”

      Will slides his hands around my waist to draw us just a little closer. “I walked in and your lipstick was smeared and your mascara was running.” He kisses my collarbone. “He’d torn your dress and the strap was hanging off your arm like this.” He hooks a finger under my strap and slides it down to reveal more of my skin.

      I smile. “You kicked his ass.”

      “Well,” he chuckles, “I got in a few good hits before Vice Principal Sanders walked in. I looked up and you were gone... but then I walked outside to my bike and there you were.”

      “I waited for twenty whole minutes. You’re lucky I didn’t get bored.”

      He rests his forehead on my chest. “You slapped the seat and asked, ‘does this POS seat two?’”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “Whatever happened to that crappy, old moped?”

      “Got rid of it when I bought the Bolt senior year.”

      “You rode us out of town and we stopped somewhere just off the highway by the woods,” I say, letting the memory fill my head. “I turned on the seat to face you, just like this.”

      I ease myself closer, sliding up to rest my legs a little higher on his thighs.

      “You kissed my forehead,” he says, “and I remember my ears started ringing, like all the blood vessels in my brain were about to explode at once, but I heard you thanking me.”

      “Of course. You saved me.”

      He kisses my neck. “You could have taken him.”

      “But I didn’t have to.”

      “Then... I don’t know.” He draws my tank down an inch further, exposing a little more of my cleavage to kiss. “Things get a little fuzzy...”

      I push his leather jacket down his arms, feeling his strong biceps flex with my passing touch. “Well, we made out for a while,” I say. “It took forever for you to get up the nerve to touch my boob.”

      He chuckles, digging his teeth in. “Oh, it’s all coming back to me now.”

      “Then, I reached down, like this...” I slide my hand toward his belt, “and I unzipped your pants... like this.”

      He keeps his stare on me as I flick the button on his jeans. “I thought I was in for a handjob because that’s all any girl I knew ever did.”

      I raise a brow. “Except me.”

      “Except you,” he says, sighing as I slide one hand into his briefs.

      His stiff cock twitches as I wrap my fingers around it and tease him with a few firm strokes.

      He grins and tightens his grip on my waist. “Best nineteen seconds of my life.”

      My head falls to his shoulder as I laugh. “Was it?”

      “At the time, yeah,” he says, hovering by my lips. “You said, ‘don’t worry. With a cock like that, you’ll learn how to use it.’” He kisses me once, his breath full of heat.

      “I was right,” I say. “You did learn how to use it.”

      “I had a good teacher.” He gazes into my eyes. “From then on... It was all about Jovie Ross.”

      I pause my stroke. “Until we broke up.”

      “No...” His lips brush mine. “It’s always been you, Jove.”

      We fall against each other, touching and stroking. I squeeze his shaft, forcing him to groan and his hands push beneath my skirt in retaliation. He invades my panties, effortlessly pushing the crotch aside to plunge his thick fingers into my begging core. I gasp as desire tears me apart from the inside out.

      Will plays me with his closed eyes, easily targeting the exact spot that makes me moan against his lips. I almost can’t function as his rigid knuckles take me over. My muscles turn to jelly and my heart pounds against my ribs. He brings me so close, just a few more seconds of it would have me writhing and shaking on his hand but I’d rather save it.

      I push up onto my toes, positioning myself over his cock and he withdraws his fingers.

      Will laughs through his smirk. “Flying past third base here, aren’t we?” he asks.

      I align us a little closer. “Baseball is so boring.”

      “Agreed.”

      He reaches into his back pocket, quickly withdrawing the condom hidden inside. I wait with bated breath as he rips it open and expertly sheathes himself.

      I chuckle. “I see you had plans for tonight.”

      “Jovie, I’ve been carrying that around since the moment I knew you came home,” he quips.

      “You cocky bastard.”

      I slide downward, penetrating myself on him and we both groan with a lustful vengeance.

      Years of longing and waiting have come down to this and we waste no moment of it. Will pulls me down, guiding himself as far in as he’ll go and I bite my lip to keep from crying out his name as I round my hips on him.

      I meet each upward thrust until my thighs burn and my toes turn numb. His lips never leave me, sliding from my neck to my mouth and down to my breasts. I run my fingers through his hair, delighting in his painful groans as I grip his scalp and scratch at his back through his shirt.

      We find a rhythm quickly; a new yet oh-so-familiar grind. What began as desperate, animalistic greed shifts into a slower, deliberate movement that curls my toes and I feel the desire trembling inside of him.

      He eases forward to lay me back along the gas tank. Dizziness rushes my gut but I put my trust in him as I reach over my head to grip the handlebars and hold on.

      Will fucks me slowly, easily maintaining our balance with one leg on the floor. I moan with my knees up around his waist. Every part of me throbs with a deep pleasure unlike any I’ve felt before now. My heart beats with his. Our tongues dance together. His cock fills me over and over again, each wild thrust bringing me closer to climax. His grunt becomes a growl and I know he’s just as close as I am.

      “Will.” I gasp. “Come with me.”

      He can’t speak but he doesn’t need to. He kisses me in response, crushing our lips together as he thrusts a little faster.

      I lean back as the tension mounts in me. I dig my nails into the clutch as his grip on me tightens. It’s painful but that just excites me even more. I look into his open eyes and he does the same to me, locking our passions together for a few final thrusts.

      We break down, each feeling a crushing, long-awaited orgasm from our head to our toes. Spots flood my vision as my body twitches and my lungs burn. Will lays his head against my shoulder, grunting and breathing hard as the wave runs through him. We hold onto each other, clinging with every ounce of strength we can find.

      After a minute, Will raises his head. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispers.

      I run a finger along his sweat-covered forehead to brush the hair out of his eyes. “I missed you, too,” I say.

      I lower my stiff legs and he helps draw me up to sit. Jolts of pleasure still fire up my spine and I rest in his embrace as I glance around the car lab.

      “Man, college is more fun than I thought it’d be,” I say.

      Will laughs.
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      By the time we make it home to Clover, the streets are deserted. Still, I turn off the main roads as soon as I can just in case someone recognizes my bike and realizes that’s Jovie riding on the back of it.

      I feel Jovie pat my arm and I look to the left, following her pointed finger toward the high school parking lot as we pass by it. Nearly two dozen cars are parked together by the entrance — not exactly a sight one sees at nine at night.

      I hit the brake and pull over to the side of the road.

      Jovie slides her shield up. “Town meeting?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Not tonight.”

      “Then, what’s going on?”

      We look at each other and our lips curl with the same devious smiles we saved for the more rebellious nights of our youth. I rev the engine and accelerate into the parking lot, rolling all the way to the school entrance and stopping there.

      The door is unlocked. We walk inside the dark and shadowed lobby and slink past the front desk and principal’s office. A few voices travel toward us from the gymnasium down the hall. Jovie’s hand finds its way into mine and we take light steps to the propped-open doorway.

      About thirty people sit around the gym, clumped together on folding chairs in groups of a half-dozen or so but with no practical reason as far as I can tell.

      Coach Rogers stands at the front with a laptop connected to a projector, showing off various slides as he does for visual aids at every town meeting but there wasn’t one scheduled for tonight.

      What are they doing here?

      I listen closely as Coach continues talking back and forth with the small crowd but my sense of hearing fades as Jovie lays her hand on my chest. There’s a layer of cotton fabric between our skin but a rush of warmth still ripples down my abs. I look down into her big, smiling eyes and this entire evening flashes in my head again.

      I made love to my Jovie again. Finally. I felt her body writhing against mine, just as warm and tight as she was before. The real intimate details of her came rushing back like the way her hands shake for several minutes after orgasm. Things that no one else in the world would know except me.

      She comes closer and grows two inches taller as she pushes up onto her toes. Our lips touch, silently pursing in a slow kiss. I pull her against me and her hands falls to my waist while mine settle on either side of her face.

      “Okay, let’s talk about the Jovie situation.”

      Her heels touch the floor, breaking our kiss.

      “As you all are aware,” Coach continues, “Jovie Ross has reappeared in town and has already displayed some interesting behavior.”

      “Interesting?”

      I look into the gym again and watch as Lucky cries out from her chair.

      “More like criminal,” she says. “She’s already driven people away from my bar. I could go bankrupt.”

      “And let’s not forget that tantrum she threw in the town square!” someone adds.

      “Get her out!”

      “Well, now…” Coach tries to subdue the scattered shouts. “Technically, she hasn’t broken any laws—”

      “We don’t care!”

      Mrs. Clark’s shrilling voice carries over the others. “She assaulted me on my own porch!”

      “Clover was fine without her!”

      “We should make her leave! Her useless father, too!”

      Jovie recoils, her face torn apart in the shadowed hallway as the voices get louder.

      Rage drives me forward and I reach for the door.

      “Wait,” she whispers. “Will, don’t—”

      I slip free from her grasp and barge into the gymnasium, instantly catching the attentions of people in the back row. A wave of silence passes through them all one-by-one as they each realize I’m here.

      “William,” Coach Rogers greets me from the front. “What, uh… what brings you here?”

      I make eye contact with a few of them as I walk between the scattered groups of folding chairs. They all turn away from me; Lucky, Mrs. Clark, even Marv. Faces I’ve known and looked up to since childhood now slink away with hateful, cowardly eyes.

      All because of my Jovie.

      “I was just passing by,” I say. “Didn’t realize there was a town meeting tonight. Guess I didn’t get the e-mail.”

      “Well, this was just an impromptu gathering of local business owners to discuss new policy changes.”

      “Then, where are my parents?” I ask, glancing around. “They run a business here, don’t they?”

      “Medical practices will not be impacted by the new changes,” he says quickly.

      “Oh.” I nod. “Okay, then.” I find the nearest empty chair and sit down. “Please continue. I apologize for the interruption. What was that you were saying about Jovie?”

      He sighs. “William…”

      “Because I find it strange that her name would come up at all in discussions about local business policies.”

      “That girl is a menace!”

      I look to the front row to see Mrs. Clark’s wrinkled eyes boring into me. “Why?”

      “She is rude and disrespectful and I don’t want her in this town!”

      Her voice echoes throughout the gym, slowly dying as all eyes shift toward me.

      “Okay,” I say, keeping my calm. “That’s one opinion. Anyone else want to chime in?”

      Lucky turns in her seat. “That’s not just one opinion, Will. We’re all in agreement here.”

      “Show of hands,” I shout. “Who here thinks Jovie Ross should board the next bus out of Clover?”

      Several palms instantly fly into the air. A few stragglers join them, most of them with their heads down.

      “And who here thinks you’re all nuts and that we should all leave Jovie Ross alone?”

      I raise my own hand. One other palm rises from the back corner. I look to see Mr. Trin sitting there, shiny head and all. People fire looks of disgust at the both of us but neither of us back down.

      “Over what?” I ask them. “Because she called out an old woman for being blatantly rude? Because she took offense to people stalking her around town, spying on her? What is it about Jovie that has the rest of you so hell-bent of casting her out?”

      Coach Rogers walks to his laptop. “It’s not about our feelings towards her, William. It’s about cold, hard statistics.” He taps the mouse a half-dozen times, flipping through the slideshow until it stops on a line graph.

      Clover Crime Rates, it reads along the top.

      He clears his throat and uses a long pointer to indicate a sharp dip on the line between February and March 2013. “The week Jovie left, crime in Clover shrunk seventy-nine percent.”

      “Oh, come on,” I say. “Clover doesn’t have any crime.”

      “Not anymore.” He clicks to the next slide. “As soon as she left, vandalism dipped twenty percent, street drugs all but disappeared, and the biker gangs never came back.”

      I scoff. “There were never any biker gangs here.”

      He holds up two fingers. “There were two motorbikes registered at the local DMV that year.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “One of them was mine.”

      “Right. And you never registered one again, thus proving the theory of Jovie’s negative influence on the community.”

      My eye twitches as I push out of my chair to stand near the front. “Mr. Trin!”

      He looks up at me as people shift around in the chairs. “Yeah?”

      “Jovie works for you,” I say. “How’s that going?”

      “Well, she ain’t too great at counting back change,” he says. “But she keeps a little calculator by the register for when she needs it.”

      “Okay...” I hesitate. “Something to work on. What else?”

      “Her hair is long and flowy and she smells nice.”

      I exhale. “Okay, that’s not really what I’m looking for. Has she done anything at all, in relation to her employment, that is cause for concern for the community-at-large?”

      “No,” he answers, scratching his chin. “Jovie is, and always has been, a stellar employee. She arranges the dinosaur figures alphabetically by species. Very educational.”

      “Right. Thank you, Mr. Trin.” I address the rest of them again. “See, guys? Nothing to worry about. You’re blowing all of this way out of proportion!”

      “I would hardly call that nothing, Will,” Lucky says. “First, it’s dinosaurs. Then, it’s how to hide weed in the spines of their school textbooks.”

      I blink. “This is a joke, right?”

      “No,” Coach says. “You’re not being punk’d, William.”

      I cringe. “Literally no one says that anymore.”

      Mrs. Clark pops out of her chair in the front row. “I, for one, find it utterly offensive that she works in a toy store where children play.” She visibly shivers. “Who knows what she’s doing to influence them to crime or drugs or worse?”

      My mouth sags. “Are you kidding me? Can you people not hear yourselves?”

      “And she always wears those jeans!”

      “What jeans?” I ask, following the new voice across the room.

      Vice Principal Sanders shakes his head from the far corner. “The ones with rips on the knees,” he says. “You buy a pair of jeans because they last. What’s the point of buying them pre-torn?”

      “It’s a popular style,” I argue.

      “Not in Clover.” He scoffs. “Maybe in the big cities where she’s obviously been shacking up with weirdos for the last few years, but here in Clover, we keep our jeans hole-less and wrinkle-free!”

      I roll my eyes at the wave of agreeing voices. “That’s ridiculous. Who irons their jeans?” Several hands shoot up into the air and I sigh. “That was rhetorical but okay...”

      Coach points to his presentation again. “William, you should be more concerned about Jovie being back than anybody.”

      “Why?”

      “Your happiness index.”

      I pause. “My what?”

      He navigates to another slideshow, this one labeled ‘WMyers’ on his flash drive. “Overall happiness is a ten-point scale. Ten being full happiness and one being full unhappiness.”

      A new slide fills the screen. Another line graph dating back to the early 2000s with a photograph of my face in the top right corner.

      “Wait…” I squint in confusion. “What is this?”

      “It’s a measure of your personal happiness over time,” he answers nonchalantly.

      I stare at him. “You keep tabs on my personal happiness? What, do you keep psychological profiles on everybody in town?”

      He hesitates. “Well...”

      My eyes grow wider. “You keep psychological profiles on everybody in town?! How is this not common knowledge?”

      “Well, the profiles become tainted if people know about them.”

      “This is a serious invasion of privacy.”

      He shrugs. “It’s my job, William.”

      “You’re the PE teacher!”

      “And it’s my responsibility to monitor the physical state of this town’s citizens.”

      “No, it’s your responsibility to teach sex-ed and the rules of dodge ball.”

      “Oh, no.” He waves a hand. “We don’t play dodge ball anymore. It’s cruel and encourages bullying.”

      My jaw drops. “Oh, my God!”

      “This is your happiness profile,” he continues, pointing at the screen unfazed. “As you can see, you lingered at a steady 7.8 from age ten until your freshman year of high school when it dipped to an understandable 7.4. Now, half-way through your junior year, that spiked to an all-time high of 9.1.”

      I nod. “That’s when I started dating Jovie.”

      “Exactly. Fast forward to February 2013 when Jovie left town.” His pointer crashes to the bottom of the graph and the crowd audibly cringes. “1.4, William. Usually, we reserve the low points on the graph for homeless people and the recently deceased.”

      Blood rushes to my cheeks. “So, what? Breakups are, in general, unhappy times. It’s not a crime to be sad over a breakup. Also, none of this affects any of you. It’s none of your business.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” He clicks open another document and I groan. “We like to keep the General Happiness Index of Clover — or G-HIC — at a healthy average of 7.3. If this point drops below 7, we start to worry, but if it goes anywhere near a 6...” He shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask. “You start sacrificing virgins in the town square?”

      “No, we call regular town meetings to address those who are messing up the curve and, William...” He lays a hand on my shoulder. “If history is going to repeat itself, as it often does, then this Jovie situation could plummet you right back down to low happiness ratings and that affects all of us.”

      I shake his hand off. “No, it just affects these absolutely batshit insane charts you have.”

      “Language,” he warns. “You’re in a school.”

      “No! This is...” I turn to the silent crowd again. “Look, I get it. You don’t like change. No one does. That’s normal but Jovie Ross was born in this town and she deserves to be here as much as everybody else in this room.”

      Mrs. Clark leans forward. “But, Will, she...”

      “She what?”

      “She glued a rubber...” she hesitates, “you-know-what to the statue of George Washington outside the elementary school!”

      I hold back a chuckle. “Oh, come on. That was me!”

      They all gasp.

      “Yeah, that’s right!” I point at my chest. “I did that! You gonna drive me out of town, huh? You gonna start having secret town meetings about me behind my back to address the Will situation?”

      “Will, you’ve grown up,” Lucky says. “You come from a good family. Hank and Jovie Ross, well...”

      “Well, what?” I shrug. “Sure, Hank isn’t perfect but he’s lived here for nearly forty years. He’s worked the same job, paid the same taxes, contributed to the same local businesses for forty years. How many of you can say that?”

      Lucky sighs. “He’s just not what we like to call Clover Folk, honey.”

      Coach flicks his pointer and draws a line along the middle of the graph. “And his happiness level has never gone above a five. Even when Jovie was born. Usually, a newborn baby gives the curve a steady jump for several weeks. It never budged when Jovie was born. Bad omen right there.”

      The crowd nods in agreement.

      “How is that her fault?” I scoff. “You know what? Shame on you. Shame on all of you. Jovie’s had a rough life. Her mother died. Her father neglected her. She never had the opportunities the rest of us did. So, yeah, she acted out in her teen years but she’s an adult now and she’s trying which is a hell of a lot more than I can say about anyone else in this room.”

      Coach steps forward. “Now, hold on, Will—”

      “No, I’m done with this,” I say over him. “Jovie is a beautiful and wonderful person who deserves a second chance. If you refuse to see that, then I’ll...”

      They grow tense in their chairs.

      Mrs. Clark clutches her throat. “You’ll what?”

      I scan their terrified faces again. “Nothing,” I say.

      Whatever is going through their heads right now probably freaks them out more than what I was going to say. Good.

      Without another word, I walk toward the exit I came in from. Hushed whispers follow me across the gymnasium. A few say my name to try and stop me but I ignore them. I don’t want to hear another word from them about this or anything else. A man can only swallow enough bullshit before it makes him sick and I’ve never felt so nauseous in my life.

      I shove the door open, making it bang loudly against the wall behind it but property damage isn’t exactly high on my list of give-a-fucks right now. As I stomp into the hall, I instantly halt as Jovie comes into view. She flinches slightly at my sudden appearance, standing against the wall just a foot or two away from the door with tears in her eyes.

      She heard everything. All of it. Every damn word they said about her behind her back. Everything about her and Hank and them not being Clover Folk, whatever the fuck that’s supposed to mean.

      Jovie sniffs. “There really is no place like home, eh, Toto?”

      I step closer. “Jovie, I’m sorry you heard that stuff.”

      “No, I’m...” She wipes a stray tear before it falls. “I’m really happy I did.”

      “They’re full of shit, you know that, right?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Don’t waste your tears on them.”

      She looks up at me. “I’m not crying over what they said.”

      I smile. “I meant it,” I tell her. “I meant everything I said in there and I don’t care who knows it.” I reach for her hands and she lets me have them. “I want to be able to walk down the street holding your hand or kiss you in the park just because I feel like it. To hell with them. I want to be with you, Jovie. Officially, again. ”

      “Are you sure?” she quips. “There’s talk on the street that I might be involved in a dangerous, drug-running, biker gang.”

      “Even if you really were…” I smirk, “that’s kind of hot.”

      She laughs. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, you’d be a pretty badass old lady.”

      “Would you join up, too?”

      “Oh, hell yes. I’ve already got the bike and I’m pretty sure I could pull off the leather. I don’t know about the tattoos, though. I have this thing about needles…”

      Her smile deepens. “Sounds like fun.”

      I pull her closer and lay a hand on her warm cheek. “It’s you, Jovie,” I say, kissing her forehead. “It’s always been you. I don’t care about anyone else.”

      She hugs me and settles her head on my chest. I hold her a little tighter, too scared to release her in case the angry mob lynches her from me forever.

      After a few deep breaths, she raises her head. “So, what do we do now?” she asks.

      I push a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t know about you but I feel like giving George Washington a massive boner.” She leans back and furrows her brow as I do. “Okay, that’s a really weird thing to say out of context.”

      Her lips twitch. “It’s not so great in context, either.”

      “Yeah, let’s just forget I ever said that.”

      “Done.”

      “Thank you.” I take a step back and smile. “You wanna just head back to my place instead? Watch a movie, relax, and forget about all this crap?”

      “Can we watch half a movie and then make out through the rest of it?”

      “That was kind of implied.”

      She laughs and wipes another rolling tear off her cheek. “A little bit of Netflix and Will sounds perfect right about now.”

      I throw an arm around her as we head toward the exit, glancing once over my shoulder to make sure no one’s following us anymore. If they haven’t sent someone out by now, maybe they won’t at all. I’d like to think I got through to somebody in there but I can’t say how likely that is, either.

      They can try to run Jovie out of town all they want.

      But they’ll have to get through me first.
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      If Trin’s Toys weren’t closed on Sundays, I’d take a sick day.

      That town meeting last night rattled me plenty but my illness stems a little deeper than having my name dragged through the mud by those who claim to know me. My heart rate is constantly elevated, my body heat is dangerously high, and I can hardly walk more than two feet without a dull aching in my thighs threatening to knock me down.

      But these are all common side effects of being pinned in Will Myers’ bed all night long.

      Just like the early days of our teenage love affair, going all the way has awakened something in us. Before, it was quiet trysts in the janitor’s closet over our lunch period or late night neckings in my car on the outskirts of town. We were just kids that couldn’t get enough of each other but there were limits to what we could get away with and you can be damn sure we took every opportunity to push that boundary just an inch further.

      Now, we’re adults. It’s whenever we want, wherever we please, and I can’t think of anything more intoxicating than that. Sure, bills must be paid and responsibilities exist to be dealt with.

      But not on Sundays.

      My lips graze Will’s ear as I moan softly with my arms and legs wrapped around him. I round my hips, taking his cock a little bit deeper each time as he meets me with sudden, hard thrusts.

      Will kisses my breasts, teeth etching lines in them to mix my pleasure with mild pain. I gasp with each bite and he laughs at me, getting off on the reaction.

      He reaches between us and cradles my clit in his fingers, adding in the last ingredient necessary to make me come with ease.

      I smother my open mouth into his shoulder, moaning against him as it happens. He keeps moving, grinding his cock in me as his fingers work their magic.

      “Stop, stop, stop,” I say, unable to handle the sensitivity.

      Will withdraws his hand, smiling wider as he kisses my cheek. “Are you cold?” he asks.

      I laugh. “No. Why?”

      “You’re shaking.”

      He grabs the bedsheet behind me and tugs it closer, pulling it up and over my shoulders to keep me warm.

      “Thank you,” I say, smiling, “but trust me, I am very, very comfortable.”

      His arms slide around me. “Oh, I can tell.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. You look comfortable,” he says, kissing my shoulder. “And tired… yet completely satisfied.”

      “Not completely,” I say.

      Will lies down and I straddle him. The sheet falls away, revealing my naked breasts and he cups them as I lower myself forward to kiss him. His erection eagerly stands between my thighs and I grin as I guide it back inside of me.

      He moves his hips as I do, massaging and grinding each other. I look to the box of condoms next to his head, easily counting the small number nestled inside.

      “We’re almost out,” I say as I lean forward to take more control.

      He exhales a heavy breath as I roll my hips. “We can take a break after this,” he suggests. “Go outside for some much-needed fresh air and stop by the market for more.”

      “Oh, that’ll be just great.” I laugh. “How long to do you think it’ll take before literally everyone is talking about Will and Jovie’s Sunday afternoon condom run?”

      “I literally don’t care.”

      My mind wanders back to that damn meeting. “I can’t believe them,” I say, fucking him faster and harder. “They had charts and everything…”

      His hips buck as I dig my nails into his pecs. “Careful…”

      “And what the fuck was up with that happiness index crap?” I ask between breaths. “Gives me the creeps.”

      “Jovie, as much as it would delight me to picture Coach Rogers’ face during sexual intercourse, I beg of you to change the subject.”

      “Sorry.” I show a mischievous grin. “So, have you told your mom we’re back together yet, or…?”

      “Okay, that’s it.”

      He lunges forward and wraps his arms around me, easily twisting us around to pin me on my back. I let out a laugh, playfully struggling to breathe as the movement knocks the wind out of me and leaves me dizzy.

      “Jovie… I have spent all night trying to distract you from the things they said about you.”

      I nod. “Yes, you have.”

      “I kind of felt like it was working.”

      “It is working…” I spread my legs as he angles his wrapped cock closer to my slit. “Trust me, it’s just that…”

      I pause as his tip finds its way inside and I moan once before catching my breath to speak again.

      “It’s just that I feel…” I search my brain for the perfect word.

      Will towers over me and moves his hips with slow, deliberate thrusts. “Horny?”

      “No…”

      “Pleasurable?”

      “No.”

      He frowns. “Wait, really?”

      “Motivated,” I say. “I feel motivated.”

      His hands crawl up my arms, guiding them above my head. “To do what?”

      I open my mouth to answer as his grind triggers a rush of heat throughout my core. “I don’t know,” I moan. “Prove them wrong, I guess.”

      Will kisses my trembling lips. “Good,” he grunts. “Sounds like a wonderful task to tackle on Monday morning. First, I’m going to need you to come on my penis, please.”

      I blink, pausing as a laugh clenches my throat. “Okay, what the hell fancy car school did you go to? Your dirty talk is way too polite now.”

      He chuckles. “Oh, sorry.” His throat clears. “Come on my cock, you slut.”

      “Nice. Better.”

      “You like me filling that tight pussy?”

      I groan for more. “Oh, yeah. Much better.”

      “I’m gonna make you scream my name.”

      I bite my lip. “Yes!”

      He kisses me, hard and fast, but quickly pulls back. “Sorry about the slut thing.”

      My thighs twitch as my tension mounts. “Stop talking now.”

      “Okay.”

      The headboard slaps the wall behind us with each quick and firm thrust, interrupting the thoughts I can’t seem to force out of my brain. I’m in Will Myers’ bed. There shouldn’t be anything else on my mind right now but the idea of sweet vengeance on the people of Clover, Kansas is just as pleasurable.

      Well… maybe not as pleasurable.

      Will pins my wrists above my head and he doesn’t let go until I’m screaming his name.
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* * *

      Do you have a natural urge to make people smile?

      The Party Planning Committee of Clover, Kansas wants YOU!

      We’re looking for a few happy individuals to join our team!

      Holidays! Birthdays! Baby Showers!

      You name it! We plan it!

      I stare at the flier on the counter in front of me. The more I read it, the more it makes sense.

      I’m getting on that damn party planning committee.

      The entry bell chimes and I quickly shove the flier into the front pocket of my smock.

      “Hello!” I greet, glancing over my shoulder toward the door.

      Will walks in with Andy trailing behind him and I relax the customer-serving tension in my shoulders.

      “Hey, guys,” I say. “What are you up to today?”

      They stop at the counter and Will points a finger at Andy. “Your response?”

      Andy nods. “Reading books, eating veggies, and not mentioning Jovie.”

      “No, you don’t mention Jovie.” Will sighs. “We’ll work on it again later. Go play with the dinosaurs.”

      I laugh as the kid rushes off toward the far corner. “You’re creating quite the future politician there.”

      “Oh, he’s going places. Mark my words.”

      “So, what are you guys up to?” I ask again.

      Will takes my hand. “We just got some lunch and now we’re on our way back to the house but I thought I’d stop in here for some dessert.”

      He kisses my knuckles and grins.

      “Mmm. Just what every woman loves…” I fake a swoon. “Being compared to food.”

      “There’s that sugary sweetness I can’t get enough of.”

      I pull my hand back. “Better not stay too long. Mr. Trin’s as hardcore about the rules now than he ever was. If he catches me chatting on the clock, he’ll make me scrub the sinks again.”

      He rests his elbows on the counter. “We won’t stay long. Just wanted to see how you were doing. You left pretty quickly this morning.”

      “Well, I figured Sara would be by early to drop off the kid.” I pull the crinkled flier from my smock and lay it between us. “Also, I wanted to get here and read this a little closer.”

      His eyes drop to it and his brow slowly furrows. “The party planning committee?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You want to join the party planning committee?”

      “Yeah.”

      He snorts.

      I raise a brow. “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing.” He fights the laugh growing in his throat. “Just hard to picture, that’s all.”

      “It’s the only town committee taking on new members right now and it honestly doesn’t sound all that bad, you know?” I shrug. “Hang some balloons, cut some cake, rinse, repeat. People love parties. If I plan enough of them then, eventually, they will love me. It’s science.”

      He bites his lip. “Is it, though?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. I fix cars. I’m not a scientist.”

      I roll my eyes. “Anyway, they’re apparently meeting tonight at the high school to start working on the Valentine’s Day dance and I’m going to be there to begin my slow coup into the hearts and souls of the people of Clover, Kansas.”

      “Okay, but…” he pushes the flier back to me, “you do know who the current head of the party planning committee is, right?”

      “No. Who?”

      He tilts his head, silently smirking until the answer finally lands in my brain.

      “Ugh. You’re kidding,” I whine.

      “Nope.”

      “Sara runs the party planning committee?”

      “She does.” He nods.

      “Well, shit.” I stare at the flier again. “I can at least ask, right? Worst she can say is no. Right?”

      His face screws up and he lays his palm on my brow. “That’s some uncharacteristic optimism, Jove. You feeling okay?”

      I playfully slap his hand away. “This blow is crushing. I had a plan. Now what I am supposed to do?”

      “Go ahead and ask, it’s like you said,” he says. “If she says no, I’ll talk to my mother and see if she can put a positive spin on it to Sara. She’s pretty good at that kind of thing.”

      “One of these days, I’m going to reach the point when the name Jovie Ross doesn’t need a positive spin.”

      “Oh, honey…” He pats my head and sighs. “You sure you don’t need to go lie down for a while?”

      I glare at him and he smirks. “Ha, ha, ha.”

      “You have a beautiful laugh,” he says. “Have I ever told you that?”

      “Go away and take Mr. President with you.”

      “Kiss me first.”

      We lean over the counter and lock lips as Mr. Trin steps out of the back office.

      “Myers, unless Marv wants to trade Barbies for spark plugs, you better stop bothering my employee,” he snaps.

      “Yes, sir,” Will says. He lays another quick kiss on my cheek before retreating from the counter. “My place tonight?” he whispers at me.

      I give him a thumbs up.

      “Andy, come on,” he says, flashing me a wink. “Time to go, buddy.”

      Will holds the door open and waits as Andy’s feet patter along the floor.

      He rounds the corner and waves at me. “Bye, Jovie!”

      I wave back. “Bye, Andy!”

      Will lingers in the doorway, staring at me like a ravenous animal before finally backing out onto the sidewalk.

      Mr. Trin glides behind the counter and stands beside me. “You know,” he says to his paperwork, “I always hoped you kids would get back together.”

      I smile. “Really?”

      “No. Go clean the bathrooms.”

      I drop the grin and walk off, taking the flier with me toward the janitorial closet.
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* * *

      Honestly, stepping foot inside the high school again so quickly after that town meeting makes my stomach churn but I can’t pass up this opportunity to win over an ounce of Clover’s good graces.

      Several voices echo down the hallway from the teacher’s lounge as I step inside, laughing loudly and I resist the urge to turn and run back to Will’s safe and warm bed. It’s Sara beyond that door, after all, and the odds of her cutting me any slack are slim but, at least, I can say I tried. I can say I attempted to change their minds before getting tossed to the wolves.

      Can’t say that if I bolt.

      I stand in the doorway and look inside. My eyes instantly fall on Sara’s bright and shiny face. She’s got those Myers eyes, the same big, green ones that Will has but the two of them couldn’t be more different. Four other women sit around her including Natalie with her puffy cheeks and a casual, sloppy blonde bun on her head.

      I hesitate for a long moment before closing my fist and rapping against the frame.

      “Hey,” I say to them.

      They target me like a pack of perimeter hounds tracking blood.

      Natalie keeps her smile while the others drop into various frowns. “Oh, my gosh! Jovie!” She gasps as she hops out of her chair and rushes over to meet me. “I knew it!”

      “Knew what?” I ask.

      She tugs on my arm to yank me into the room. “You and Will, of course! The whole town is talking about it but I called it like a week ago. Right, ladies? Didn’t I so call it?”

      Sara glares at me, ignore her. “What are you doing here?”

      I slide my hand into my back pocket to pull out the flier. “I was actually interested in maybe joining the party planning committee…”

      Natalie’s mouth drops in a happy gasp as she looks toward the others.

      “No,” Sara says, cutting her off. “You can’t.”

      I expected this. Counting on a yes so quickly would have been foolish of me but I’m not going to back down yet.

      I stand a little taller. “May I ask why?”

      “We’re full,” she spits.

      “Then, why did you hang these fliers all over town?”

      She stands out of her chair and crosses her arms. “We were looking for new members but we aren’t anymore. Besides, you’re not a resident of this town so you’re not eligible to join anyway.”

      I discreetly dig a nail into my palm. “I’m not a resident?”

      “No. Residents are those who have lived here for at least six consecutive months. You have not.”

      Natalie tilts her head. “But Claudia’s only been here three months…”

      Necks twist toward a black-haired girl on the left and her cheeks turn pink.

      Sara clenches her jaw at Natalie. “Claudia is engaged to Drew Warner, who is a resident, so we made an exception.”

      “We did?”

      “Jovie is not eligible to join,” she says. “She can’t be here.”

      I raise my hands in surrender. “I heard you loud and clear, Sara. Don’t need to take it out on her.”

      She seethes, subtly shaking in her shoes. “Have a good night, Jovie,” she says.

      I scan the room and their eyes drop to the floor as soon as we make eye contact. The only one who dares look at me is Natalie, who offers an apologetic smile before I turn to leave.

      I expected this.

      Still stings, though.
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      Will.

      Wake up, Will.

      Dreams and reality have blended a lot in the last few days so I’m not sure if her voice is real or not. It lingers between my ears with a soft lullaby-like vibrato, luring me back to a pleasant sleep.

      “Will!”

      I jolt with the firm tap on my arm. “Hrmm?”

      “Wake up, please.”

      Jovie stands over me, clean and fully-dressed, with a steaming coffee mug between her palms. Her lips curl as I open my eyes and stare up at her.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then…” I sit up, “why aren’t you naked?”

      “Because we have to go to work today.”

      “Oh.” I groan and rub my eyes. “What time it is?”

      “Just after seven. If you get up now, we can grab some breakfast before we go in.”

      My empty stomach tempts me with a growl. “Sounds good.”

      She brings the mug to her lips. “Excellent.”

      “Or…” I reach for her free hand and gently pull her down to me. “We can stay here until we absolutely have to leave and go hungry until lunch.”

      I taste the sweet coffee on her lips but she doesn’t let it last.

      “No,” she says, backing away. “We are out the door and in my car in twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty minutes?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      She spins around and walks out without another word or explanation.

      A coldness twists through my gut as I recognize the undeniable, tell-tale signs of a Jovie scorned.

      The bright-eyed morning glow. Short, punchy sentences. A goddamn time schedule.

      “Uh-oh,” I say to myself.

      Somebody has crossed Jovie Ross.

      I suppose I should be thankful that it wasn’t me this time but I could be seen as an accessory to whatever she has in mind.

      “Jovie?” I ask, sliding out of bed.

      “Nineteen minutes!” I hear across the house.

      I follow her voice into the kitchen where she’s topping off her mug with an almost empty pot. “How many cups have you had?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “A few hours.”

      I scan the kitchen. My laptop sits on the kitchen table but I’m at a bad angle to see what webpage she’s on. “What have you been doing?” I ask, leaning forward.

      She reaches out and closes it. “Eighteen and a half minutes, Will,” she says, smiling.

      Oh, dear God.

      “Okay.” I back out of the kitchen. “I’m just gonna take a quick shower.”

      “Make it really quick.”

      “I will…”

      Part of me wants to see where this is going. The other part wants to sneak out the bathroom window. That’s life with Jovie for you. Two extremes, both equally as enticing and terrifying as the other.

      I get cleaned up and throw on some clothes, moving fast to keep to her schedule. By the time I’m finished, she’s already standing by the front door with her jacket draped over her arm and her car keys clenched in her fingers.

      “You’re one minute late,” she points out.

      I pause beside her. “And we’re about to add another thirty seconds onto that.”

      She inhales but I silence her with a firm kiss. I feel the tension fall from her shoulders and her lips purse to kiss me back for a few long moments.

      “Good morning,” I whisper.

      She smiles. “Good morning.”

      I open the door for her and she steps outside.
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* * *

      We pass three diners before it finally sinks in that we aren’t going to breakfast.

      Wherever we’re going, it’s not in Clover. Jovie steers us north on country roads toward Leavenworth, a ten-mile journey that keeps me on the edge of my seat the entire time. Expectation, reality; both just as twisted and blended as recent dreams but there’s no reason to panic just yet.

      Jovie turns off the street and parks the car right next to the Leavenworth County courthouse.

      “Come with me,” she says, grabbing her wallet and shoving her door open.

      I run on auto-pilot, steadily increasing my stride to catch up with her by the entrance.

      Jovie opens the door for me and gestures me inside.

      I don’t move. “Hey, Jove,” I begin, “why are we going to the county courthouse for breakfast?”

      “We’re not,” she says. “I have a quick errand to run first. It’ll only take a minute.”

      “You weren’t charged with a crime, were you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Are you contesting parking tickets?”

      “No.”

      I search her face. “Then…”

      She stares at me, her eyes creeping into narrow yet elegant slits. “After you, Will.”

      I sigh and walk inside. She follows me, instantly slipping her arm around my elbow and leading me down the hallway to the last office on the left.

      As we enter, a woman behind the counter smiles at us. “How can I help you?” she asks.

      Jovie grins back and tugs me inside. “We would like one marriage license, please.”

      My heart stops. “We what?”

      “Oh, congratulations!” the woman coos. “You’re such an adorable couple!”

      “Thank you,” Jovie replies, latching even tighter onto my arm. “I never grow tired of hearing that. Right, sweetie?”

      I flinch as she pokes my chest. “Would you excuse us for a minute?”

      The woman nods and says something in reply but I don’t hear it as I yank Jovie back out into the hallway to get out of earshot.

      “Jovie, what are you doing?”

      Her grin vanishes as she pulls her elbow free, bringing forth the sinister machinations hidden on her face. “I’m getting on that damn party planning committee.”

      “And what part of that requires a marriage license?”

      “Sara thinks she’s being so clever by telling me that her little group is for residents only but I figured out a way to get one step ahead of that.” She points between us. “We’re getting married.”

      “Okay…” I pinch the bridge of my nose as spots take over my vision. “I think I just had a tiny stroke.”

      “Obviously, what she’s doing is discrimination based on marriage status but this is Clover. It’s much easier to play the game than it is to discuss the rules.”

      “No, no, it’s not,” I say. “We’re not getting married just so you can hang some balloons in the high school gym!”

      “We’re not really getting married, Will.” She lowers her voice. “I just need the paperwork to rattle her cage. Get under her skin. If we’re legally engaged, then she has no grounds to reject me from the committee, by her own admission. She has to let me in. The thing expires in six months anyway. We’ll just let it lapse. No harm done.”

      “No,” I answer.

      She pouts. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s crazy, that’s why!”

      “It is not crazy.”

      “Yes, it is. Jovie, I know what they said about you was wrong and you want to get back at them for it but there are other ways to get involved in Clover.”

      She bites her lip. “But I want to do this.”

      “No.” I take a step back. “I’m out.”

      “By refusing to side with me, you’re directly supporting them.”

      “No, I’m not.” I point a finger. “I support logic and rational thinking and none of you seem to have a firm grasp on either of those right now.”

      “Will, come on. Please,” she begs. “This could be my only shot at redeeming myself to these people. We both know that I can’t do jack shit to help the knitting club or the little league but what can Jovie Ross do better than anyone else? Throw a freakin’ party, that’s what.”

      “Jove, you don’t think this is going a tad bit too far?”

      “No.”

      I roll my eyes. “Unbelievable.”

      “And besides…” she gazes up at me with those big, doe eyes, “if you do this, I might be compelled — as your new fiancée — to let you do that thing to me that you always wanted to do…”

      I lean away from her. “Oh, that’s just low.”

      Her brows bounce. “What do you say, Will?” She waits for a reply as I stare her down. “You can do it whenever you want to. Maybe even tonight…”

      My head falls in defeat. As I raise it again, she gives me that smile made up of equal parts affection and possession.

      Jovie Ross owns me.

      “It better be tight,” I say.

      She shrugs. “No reason why it shouldn’t be.”

      I nod.

      We step back into the office and Jovie wraps her arms around my elbow again as we glide closer to the counter.

      I force a smile. “We would like one marriage license, please.”

      The woman behind the counter giggles again, shaking the blonde curls around her head as she turns to grab a form from the stack by her computer.

      I look down at Jovie’s beaming face. My Jovie, as I’ve always said.

      For better or worse, apparently.
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      Stupid three-day waiting period.

      I wanted to have the thing in my hands today so I could rub it in Sara’s face as soon as possible but I guess I’ll have to wait on that. That’s fine. A little delayed gratification never hurt anybody.

      And it’s not like I don’t have a new fake fiancé to keep myself busy with.

      “Hello!” I announce as I push open his front door. “Will?”

      “In here!” he shouts from his room.

      I follow his voice, sliding my jacket off while keeping a grip on the plastic bag latched to the tip of my fingers. “First, sorry I’m late. Some kid messed up the dinosaur display tonight so I stayed late to fix it. I would not have been able to sleep with the allosaurus mashed between the brachiosaurus and the carnotaurus, you know?”

      I reach his room to find him lounging on his bed with a book in his hands.

      “Hello there,” I say.

      “Hey,” he greets me. “You know, I never thought to ask this before but what is the deal with you and dinosaurs?”

      “They ruled the world before us, Will,” I joke. “They deserve our respect.”

      “Oh. Of course. Silly me.”

      I walk over and set the plastic bag down on the edge of the bed beside me. “Whatcha doing?” I ask.

      “Reading,” he answers.

      “Well, I see that. Anything good?”

      “Not really.”

      I lean down to unlace my boots, chuckling quietly to myself. “We’re fake engaged less than one day and we’re already that couple.”

      “What couple?”

      “The kind that turns in at nine at night to read books they hate.”

      “Well, luckily,” he says, closing the book, “we’re fake engaged, so we can be fake that couple, too.”

      “Ah. I like the way you think, Myers.” I slide my boots off onto the floor.

      “Speaking of fake engaged, I have something for you.”

      I smirk. “Does it start with a D?”

      “No.” He hops up and wanders over to his dresser before pausing. “Actually, yeah. It does.”

      “Is it big, too?”

      “It’s big enough,” he answers as he roots through his sock drawer.

      “Well, that’s an interesting answer.”

      Will walks back over and extends his hand, making my breath catch in my throat. A small velvet box rests in his fingers, one that I never thought I’d ever see again.

      “If you start telling people we’re engaged, they’re gonna wanna see a ring, right?” he asks.

      I blink, realizing the obvious. “Oh, yeah. Right…”

      He moves an inch closer, daring me to take it. I hesitate before forcing myself to pick it up. My fingertips sink into the soft velvet exterior and I take a moment to experience it before opening it.

      The ring sits inside. A square diamond in a band of white gold.

      “I can’t believe you kept it,” I say.

      “Couldn’t bring myself to take it back,” he says, shrugging once. “Never felt like mine to return anyway.”

      I pinch it between two fingers and slide it free from the box. Four years its been sitting here, locked away in his sock drawer. It still looks brand new. Not a scratch or smudge on it.

      “You know, Will,” I say, catching my breath, “I never got the chance to tell you this before, but… you kind of nailed it.”

      He nods. “It was like a movie, honestly. Just knew it was the one the second I saw it.”

      “It’s really beautiful.”

      “Thanks.” He pauses. “Listen, Jovie, I’ll support you in this but I don’t like it.”

      I look up at him, my insides twisting.

      “When I asked you to marry me before, it meant something,” he says. “It wasn’t a whim and I sure as hell didn’t do it to please anyone else. I did it because I loved you and I wanted to make you happy. I guess if this fake engagement serves the same purpose, then go ahead, but don’t expect me to agree with it.”

      My heart skips a few beats and I feel a quick rush of blood to my head as I stand up to look him in the eyes.

      “Will…” My voice falls.

      “What?” he asks, staring down at me.

      I push onto my toes to kiss him once. His lips purse slightly out of habit, non-committal and chaste.

      “I loved you, too,” I say.

      Will studies my face, his eyes shifting from my lips to my cheeks. I wait, standing on needles to see how he’ll respond but he says nothing.

      I feel his hand tracing down my arm, traveling slowly to my left wrist. He turns it over to reveal the ring resting in my hand.

      I give it to him and he slides it onto my finger. It easily pushes over the knuckles to fit perfectly at its base. Shimmering and sparkling, just like any other ring would, but no other piece of jewelry has ever made my heart beat like this before.

      Will holds my finger and stares at the ring. A sadness takes his eyes, one of wasted time and painful memories. He wanted this before. I was too stupid to admit that I did, too.

      But that’s not all we lost back then.

      He lays a hand beneath my chin and turns my face up as he leans in for a soft kiss. I let it wash over me, closing my eyes as his touch glides down my neck.

      I part my lips, letting his tongue push inside, warm and uninhibited. He flicks the buttons free on my blouse to gain access to my skin. I let him have me, enjoying his touch as he feels beneath the blouse and over my bra.

      Will leans over to cup my rear and picks me up. I shake from a dizzy spell, somehow grounded by the constant urge of his kiss as he carries me to his bed and lays me down.

      I lie back on the pillows and smile as he towers over me on his strong arms.

      “So…” he says, his lips hovering an inch away from mine, “I recall you mentioning something about you being compelled to do something for me…”

      I flash a teasing wink. “You mean as your new fiancée?”

      He kisses me. “Yes.”

      I scratch my nails beneath his shirt and he lets me pull it over his head. I admire his tempting physique, feeling a deep throb take hold of me.

      “I may have been compelled to stop by the gas station on the way home…” I say, glancing over his shoulder at the plastic bag still resting on the bed’s edge.

      Will squints as he leans back to take hold of it. I sit up on my elbows to catch his reaction as he reveals the red bottle of lubricant stashed inside.

      He smirks and rolls it across the bed to rest near my arm. “Well, if there’s one thing Jovie Ross is always prepared for…”

      “Considering what’s going to be on the receiving end, you’re damn right I came prepared.”

      He laughs. “You sure you want to?”

      I lie back down. “Sure, why not? There’s a first time for everything.”

      His eyes fall to the space between us.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Just never thought that I’d be your first time for anything,” he says.

      I grin. “You were my first for some things, Will.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Like what?”

      I think back, biting my lip at the pleasant memories. “Sixty-nine,” I say.

      He raises a brow as he shifts forward within reach. I watch him pop the button free on my jeans and he takes hold of my zipper.

      “What else?” he asks.

      I swallow through a shiver. “Uhh…” I chuckle. “You were the first to go down on me and not complain about it.”

      He laughs. “Oh, that I already knew.”

      “You were always so eager to please.”

      He hooks my jeans and pulls them down to my ankles. “Eager to learn,” he adds. “I wanted to be that guy who could make a woman faint with one caress of my hand… In the end, I just wanted to do that for you. Only you.”

      He runs a fingertip along my inner thigh, stopping a few inches short of my underwear and my core clenches.

      “You certainly did,” I say, taking a cool breath. “You were the first man to ever care about what I wanted or how I felt.”

      Will pauses, his eyes slowly gliding from my ankles and up. “Jove,” he exhales, “were you with anyone else? While you were gone, I mean.”

      “Wow…” I say. “Don’t think I expected you to ask that anytime soon.”

      “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” he says, “and I’ve mentally prepared myself for any possible answer you could tell me. I’m just curious.”

      “No.”

      He smirks. “No, you won’t answer? Or no, you weren’t with anyone?”

      I sit up onto my knees to look him in the eyes. “No,” I say again. “I wasn’t with anyone else.”

      He tilts his head. “Really?”

      “I wanted to,” I continue, choosing words slowly. “Or, I thought I wanted to but… I didn’t want to make any mistakes more, so… No.”

      I breathe out until my lungs weigh heavy on me, avoiding Will’s eyes as much as possible. I feel him staring down at me, reading me, picking every word apart for lies or falsehoods but there aren’t any.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      I nod, forcing myself to look at him again. He’s still smiling with a slight hint of giddiness behind it and I furrow my brow. “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he says, lips twitching up. “Just the thought of you staying celibate for four years.”

      I shove at his thick chest. “Shut up.”

      “No wonder you pounced on my dick so fast.”

      My jaw drops and he laughs harder. “You know, I can leave.”

      “You’re free to try.”

      I set one toe on the floor and Will grabs me, pulling me back onto his bed with him. A giggle escapes my throat as I squirm in his grasp.

      “Let go!”

      Will pins me onto my back. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I promise I won’t tease. I don’t exactly have much room to talk…”

      “Exactly.”

      “But…” he looks down my body, “I do love the idea of you lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, and thinking about me.”

      I scoff. “Oh, please. Who said I was thinking about you?”

      “Weren’t you?” I don’t answer and his smirk deepens. “Admit it, Jovie.” He releases me and sits back as he undoes his belt. “You came back because you wanted this again.”

      I bite my inner cheek, my eyes falling to his groin. His erection stands on end, firmly tenting his inner seam.

      “No,” I say, swallowing to wet my dry throat. “That’s not the only reason why I came back.”

      “It’s not the only reason,” he repeats, “but it’s one of them, isn’t it?”

      Heat rushes through me as he exposes himself.

      “Yes,” I answer, salivating.

      Will slides closer to me on the bed and I see subtle droplets of precum on his tip.

      I hold my breath. “Would you be jealous?” I ask. “If the answer was yes and I’d been with other men?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” he lays a hand on the back of my neck, “it’s my cock you’re sucking tonight.”

      I shudder as a blitz of heated pleasure invades my core. With parted lips, I lean forward to kiss his tip, tasting the sweetness as he gazes down at me. I keep my eyes on him, enjoying his reaction. His cheeks turn pinker. He inhales sharply. I open wider to slide more of him between my lips and he lets out the slightest moan. I straighten up taller to work him at a better angle and the pleasure on his breath turns me on even more.

      I close my eyes, bobbing slowly, and he tightens his fingers on the back of my neck. He wants more but he doesn’t force it. He never has. He lets me guide it myself and I’m once again reminded of the mistake I made leaving him back then.

      Will bends at the waist and slides a hand down my belly. I spread my thighs, still throbbing like crazy he fishes into my panties. He cradles my clit with his fingers, knowing exactly how to rub me off.

      I moan around his shaft, sending vibrations through his loins and his muscles jerk beneath his skin. I stiffen as warm sparks travel through my clit and up my spine. He rubs a little faster, a little harder, and I increase the suction on his cock.

      Will flexes his entire body, holding back his passion as he rewards me with a finger. He slides it downward and plunges it into my dripping slit.

      My jaw drops but I keep his tip nestled between my lips, refusing to stop pleasing him as he pleases me. He strokes my insides, putting firm pressure along the inner wall and I can’t stop my thighs from twisting around his wrist.

      I tighten on his fingers and suck harder, feeling my blood and desire boiling at both ends. If I could scream, I would, but I can only moan on his shaft. His own body reacts, his chest heaving and his hips bucking.

      He pulls his finger out of me and I breathe a hard sigh of blissful frustration as he moves downward to use his mouth on me instead. I spread my legs wider and we both shift onto our sides as a unit to continue pleasing each other. I feel his lips clamp down around my sensitive clit and I pull his cock free to keep from hurting him as I thrash from the intense pleasure radiating my teeth.

      Will sticks his finger back inside me as he laps and sucks my folds, sending tremors through my bones. I grip his hardness to stroke him but I can barely concentrate with his face dominating me like this.

      He withdraws his dripping digit and slides it along my tight anus. I stiffen again but he lays his other hand on my hip to relax me as he teases my hidden nerves.

      I give up, releasing his cock and he shifts closer to gain a better view of my backside.

      “Turn over,” he whispers.

      I obey weakly, succumbing to the perfect pleasure still trembling my knee caps. I turn onto my belly, fighting against my own strength to balance on my knees beneath me.

      Will keeps a finger pressed against my entrance with one hand and reaches for the bottle of lubricant with the other.

      “I’ll go slow,” he says.

      I nod, unable to speak.

      He leans over me to kiss my neck from behind. I crane around to meet his lips and he smiles as I quiver against him. His cock slips between my legs, tempting him but he doesn’t take me. He bites at me as he kisses down my back. I laugh at the tickles along my spine. He nips my cheek and I flinch but the pain vanishes as his tongue touches my wide-open crack.

      I squeeze the pillow beneath me with both hands as this new pleasure overwhelms me. Will was wrong to think that he’d never been my first anything. I could go on all night about all the firsts he gave me. My first multiple orgasms. My first public fuck.

      My first love and first regret.

      He palms a bit of lube and gently massages it against me. “Jovie…”

      I twist my head around. “Yeah?”

      He crawls back over me, keeping the pressure on my entrance as he kisses me softly. “I want you to talk to me. Tell me what feels good.”

      I nod and he crushes his mouth on me again.

      “Do you like this?” he asks.

      He traces circles on my sphincter and I bite my lip.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      His slick fingertip presses harder and he works it inside, stretching me out as I squirm in his hands.

      “Keep going,” I say, holding my breath.

      Will kisses me harder as his finger invades me an inch. I loosen, trying not to grow tense for him but his lips do well to distract me. He works me slowly, taking his time and refusing me more without my direct request for it.

      He moves back again to use his other hand, placing it right against my burning clit. The moment he touches me I moan, the intoxicating blend of sensations riddling me from the inside out.

      “Come and I’ll give you more,” he says.

      I hear the smirk in his voice and I laugh. “Almost there…”

      He leans over to tease my back again, continuing to take me with his fingers. Slow and steady, I feel everything as it flows from my loins to my head to my heart. I want to come for him so badly but I don’t want this to end either.

      My body betrays my will, breaking down and forcing me to come on his hands. He releases me from his grasp, letting me finish in peace but I hear him picking up the lube again beneath my piercing moans.

      I turn my head and watch as he strokes a thick layer of it from his tip down to the base of his cock.

      Will take hold of my hips, aligning us closer together. I breathe deeply, soothing my twisting nerves as I feel his tip between my crevice. I grip the pillow ever harder, moaning with approval for him. I’m still shaking with desire, nowhere near satisfied. I need to feel him inside. I want to give him this. I want to give Will Myers all of me on the off chance I never can again.

      He pushes in, unleashing a fresh pleasure throughout my body. I hear his groans behind me and his fingers dig harder into my skin. Still, he doesn’t lose control. I’m safe and warm in his capable embrace. My climax builds again.

      “Will,” I moan his name, barely able to hold myself up.

      He fucks me a little faster, but not harder, stroking the same inch inside repeatedly before daring to go in further. I balance on one hand, reaching the other between my legs to touch myself.

      “More,” I beg.

      Pleasure blends with the promise of discomfort, pushing me closer to the edge. He caresses my body, firm and gentle, adding balance to his rough thrusts and I fall for him all over again. My knees go weak and my arms buckle beneath me. Will guides us down to let me rest but I’m so close again. I don’t want to stop.

      We settle on the bed, his cock still raging inside of me and I bring myself to orgasm with one last stroke of my clit. He groans with me, easily feeling it as I tighten around him.

      “Can I come in you?” he breathes into my ear.

      I don’t hesitate. “Yes,” I say, moaning.

      Will wraps an arm around me, holding me close as he takes his final thrusts. I feel it happen; a sudden invasion of warmth that spills out against my skin. I reach back to hold him, finding whatever part of him I can cling to. I latch onto the back of his head and he presses his open mouth into my shoulder to breathe and groan with release.

      He collapses with me and we lie still together. His fingers twitch along my hip. His pulse runs wild. His body heat blends with mine. I can’t tell where he ends and I begin.

      After a few moments — or minutes, I don’t know — he lets go of me and slides off the bed to leave the room. I prop up onto my elbow and wait for him to come back. When he does, he carries a wet washcloth in one hand and a dry one in the other to help clean me up.

      “Thank you,” I tell him, reaching for the wet one.

      He smirks. “Thank you.”

      I laugh as I clear the semen dripping out of me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer. “I’m great, actually.”

      He joins me again, slinking in close to kiss my shoulder. “I tried not to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Good.” He smiles and lays on his side. “So, do you think there will be a second time for everything?”

      I laugh. “Maybe.”

      “Because I would not mind doing that again.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      His grin fades and he looks at my left hand. “Yeah, speaking of…”

      I look down, quickly catching sight of the new rock on my finger. A wave of warmth washes over me again. Will’s fiancée. My future fake husband.

      He clears his throat. “We should tell our parents first. In person,” he adds. “My mother will kill me if someone else tells her about this before I can.”

      “Maybe your parents,” I say. “Hank’s never been privy to my personal details. No reason to start now.”

      “Jove…” He pulls a more serious tone. “He’s your dad.”

      “That word means something different in my family than it does in yours.”

      Will pauses. I can tell he wants to try and talk me into it but he moves on instead.

      “We’ll have dinner with my parents,” he says. “I’ll call Mom in the morning and tell her we have news. She’ll probably set it up for tomorrow night, so be ready.”

      “Okay,” I nod.

      “Then, we probably don’t even have to tell anyone else.” He chuckles. “It’ll spread.”

      I grin. “And I’ll be one step closer to party planning my way back onto Clover’s nice list.”

      “You know, as evil and maniacal plans go…” he says, “this one isn’t bad.”

      “It’s definitely one of my better ones.”

      “It’s not the great Steal the Principal’s Wallet and Put it in Bryan Sumner’s Car caper but it has its charm.”

      I raise a brow. “I had nothing to do with that.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      He smirks. “I saw you do it.”

      My jaw drops. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “You were there?”

      “I watched you jimmy open Bryan’s car in the parking lot about an hour before the school was placed on lockdown. Put two and two together once they found it in his glove box.”

      “Son of a bitch.” I beam with pride. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “Because I was no snitch…” He shifts over me and I roll onto my backside. “And he had it coming anyway.”

      We sink deeper into the mattress and I tense up from the pleasurable ache lingering beneath me.

      “Careful.” I smile. “I’m still a little sore back there.”

      His lips graze mine. “I thought you said I could be too gentle.”

      “Gentle is good sometimes,” I whisper.

      He rolls us around to lie on his back instead. “I must be rubbing off on you, Ross,” he says, kissing me once.

      I take a breath but the butterflies wreak havoc inside.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Must be.”
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      “They’re gonna ask about my teeth, aren’t they?”

      I glance over at Jovie in the passenger seat. “Yeah, probably,” I answer.

      She shakes her head and flips down the visor to check her reflection one more time in the mirror. “Classic Myers.”

      I take my eyes off the road to look at her just a little bit longer. Jovie could roll out of a hammock into a patch of dirt and still stand up looking majestic but she took the time to make herself presentable tonight. I didn’t say anything about it. The thought of Jovie taking our engagement seriously warms the blood in my veins and the last thing I want to do is spook her off.

      I might be in a little denial. This isn’t real. I know that.

      But a man can pretend.

      I turn onto my parents’ street. “So, here’s the plan,” I say. “We go in, play it cool. Mom will offer us drinks, Dad will grunt a conversation. We’ll sit down for dinner and I’ll say we have news. At that point, it’ll be all smiles and celebration. My parents are pretty predictable.”

      Jovie sits back in her seat. “Sounds like a bit of awkward fun.”

      “We might have to field a few questions.”

      “About what?”

      “Our relationship. Why we’re moving so fast.” I pause. “Where you’ve been.”

      She stares straight ahead. “We’ll think of something.”

      I park in the driveway and flick my seatbelt free but Jovie doesn’t budge. Her eyes flick softly as she scans the house.

      “Jove?” I ask.

      She looks at me. “Hmm?”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Just… haven’t been here in a while.”

      From what I know, the last time she was here, she slipped that note in my window on her way out of town. A little bit of suppressed panic lingers behind Jovie’s eyes.

      I reach out and take her cold hand. “Come on,” I say. “Mom’s really excited to see you again.”

      Jovie nods and crawls her other hand toward her seatbelt.

      We get out and walk to the front door hand-in-hand. Each step pumps a bit more excitement into me. Me and Jovie. Jovie and me. Together again. I imagined this night years ago when I bought the ring. The two of us sitting down with my parents and announcing the big news. Laughter and champagne. Dad patting me on the back while Mom pulled Jovie aside for a little girl talk.

      I knock twice on the door with my free hand and Jovie’s fingers relax in my palm.

      She looks at me and smiles. My Jovie.

      The lock slides free, the door opens, and Jovie’s grip tightens until I feel my knuckles pop. Her cheeks turn white and my guts slide downward into the tips of my toes.

      “Hey, guys.”

      Sara stands in the doorway with a half-full wineglass clenched in her hand. Her eyes flick between us but her stare lingers longer on Jovie.

      “Sara…” I swallow. “What are you doing here?”

      “Mom invited me.” She steps to the side. “The two of you were dropping by and she’s been dying for a dinner party…  so… here I am. That’s not a problem, is it?”

      “No,” Jovie and I answer in unison.

      I discreetly free my aching fingers from Jovie’s iron grip. “Is Andy here, too?” I add.

      She nods. “In the kitchen with Mom. Dad’s reading in the living room.”

      “Cool.”

      I lay a hand on Jovie’s back and gently guide her into the foyer, feeling the slight resistance in her step as she passes by Sara.

      Well, this night just got a whole lot longer.

      “Will? Jovie? That you?” Mom calls out from the kitchen down the hall.

      “Yeah, Mom,” I say.

      She appears in the doorway wearing an apron and a bright, red smile. “Oh, Jovie! You look wonderful.”

      Jovie’s cheeks flush pink. “This old thing?” she asks, gesturing to her skirt and blouse.

      “If I had calves like yours, I’d show them off, too. Hell, at one time, that’s exactly what I did…”

      I wince. “Mom…”

      “I’m just saying…” she teases. “Would you two like a drink? We have wine!”

      “Yes, please,” Jovie says, barely hiding the desperation behind the words.

      Mom smiles. “Sara, do you mind?”

      Sara frowns and fires a few silent daggers at each of us through her eyes. “Sure,” she mutters.

      She heads toward the kitchen with fast, purposeful steps.

      I glance at Jovie’s amused grin and tap her ankle with my foot. Her lips slide down but her eyes continue to twinkle behind her lashes.

      I nudge her into the living room where my father sits, lounging back in a loveseat with his iPad.

      Jovie takes a seat on the couch. “Hello, Dr. Myers,” she says.

      He glances up and nods. “Jovie,” he greets. “You look well.”

      “Thank you. You do, too.”

      “How are your teeth?”

      I roll my eyes as I sit down beside her. “Dad…”

      Jovie chuckles. “They’re still in there, last I checked.”

      He grunts. “Well, if that changes…”

      “I’ll be sure to give you a call,” she says.

      Mom and Sara walk in with four fresh wineglasses and Andy nipping at their heels. He rushes over to me and I help him up onto the couch to sit with us while Sara takes an armchair.

      “So, what are we talking about?” Mom asks.

      “Oh, nothing,” my father answers as she hands us our glasses. “Jovie’s teeth are in her mouth.”

      She sits down on the loveseat beside him and nods at Jovie. “Well, that’s a good place for them to be, but if that changes…”

      “I already told her.”

      “Oh, good.”

      I clench my eyes closed. “Dear God…” I mutter to myself.

      Mom looks at me. “What’s that, honey?”

      “Nothing.” I clear my throat. “So, what’s for dinner? Smells good.”

      “I have a roast in the oven with rosemary potatoes and roasted vegetables and cheesecake for dessert. Oh—” She looks at Jovie. “You’re not a vegetarian, right?”

      “No,” Jovie answers.

      “No food allergies?”

      “Shellfish. So, unless you started making roast with crab meat, we should be okay.”

      Mom grins at the joke. “Good. I couldn’t quite remember.”

      “Mom,” I say, “you didn’t have to go through this much trouble. We would have been happy with spaghetti and meatballs.”

      She gawks at me. “Well, I wanted to give Jovie a nice, warm welcome. Who knows how long its been since she had a decent home-cooked meal?”

      I frown at the assumption but Jovie lays her hand on mine. “It sounds wonderful, actually,” she says. “I really appreciate it, Rachel. Thank you.”

      Our hands linger together, drawing Sara’s eyes into my lap. She focuses directly on the diamond ring taking over Jovie’s finger and she stiffens in her seat.

      My mother doesn’t seem to notice. “So,” she says, leaning forward, “you two are back together.”

      Sara’s face falls and she brings her glass to her lips as she stares at the floor.

      I take Jovie’s hand and twist it away to hide the ring from view. “Yes,” I answer.

      Mom fidgets delightfully. “I’m so happy for you, honey. We both are. Right, Dave?”

      Dad grunts.

      “And now that you’re dating and you have a good job, what’s next?” she asks Jovie. “You’re staying in town for good, right?”

      I want to ask Mom to ease off the questions but I glance at Jovie instead, silently awaiting her response. Honestly, I’m just as interested in hearing the answer to that one as they are. Probably more so.

      Jovie drags it out, barely opening her mouth for what feels like a whole minute before she finally nods. “Yeah,” she says. “I am.”

      I take the small victory but it doesn’t break the crushing weight on my shoulders. I look at Sara again. Her expectant, disappointed gaze bores holes into my skull. She knows now what we came here to do and it’s obvious how she feels about it. Still, we came here to set a lie in motion. Can’t back out now.

      “Actually…” I clear my throat. “That’s one of the things we wanted to talk to you guys about.”

      Mom tilts her head and knocks her knuckles against Dad’s knee to force him to drop the iPad and pay attention. Sara deflates and takes another sip of wine, silently preparing for the inevitable calamity that’s sure to follow.

      Jovie’s once dry hands are now clammy and cold with nerves. I squeeze her a little tighter and ease the ring into view again.

      “We’re getting married,” I say.

      My mother gasps, her mouth curling upward, while my father sits stoic and poised as usual.

      “We know it’s sudden,” I add, “but it feels right.”

      “Of course, it does!” My mother launches off the loveseat and rushes over to Jovie. “Come here!”

      Jovie can barely stand up the whole way before Mom throws her arms around her. I release her hand to stop myself from being sucked into my mother’s vortex of an embrace as she rattles Jovie back and forth.

      She suddenly pulls back and nudges Jovie’s chin. “See? What did I tell you? My boy adores you.”

      I squint with confusion but I let it slide.

      “Dave—” My mother twists around. “Do we have champagne? We need champagne.”

      I hold up a hand. “Mom, we don’t need champagne.”

      Dad shakes his head once. “We don’t have champagne.”

      “Can we get champagne?” she asks.

      “Mom…” I stand up and gently pull Jovie from her shaking grasp. “The wine will do just fine, all right?”

      She slaps my shoulder. “And you wanted me to make spaghetti?”

      I exhale with defeat as Andy tugs on my pant leg. “Yeah, buddy?” I ask him.

      “What’s going on?” he asks.

      I kneel as Mom yanks Jovie into another choke-hold. “Jovie and I are getting married,” I explain. “Like grandma and grandpa and your mom and dad. We’re partners. Does that make sense?”

      He glances around as his eyes grow wide. “Am I getting a cousin to play with?”

      I hesitate. “Um…”

      “Have you two picked a date yet?” my mother asks.

      “No,” I answer, withdrawing from Andy’s question. “We haven’t had a chance to hammer down details at all.”

      “But, it’ll be soon,” Jovie says, smiling. “We’ve already applied for our license.”

      My mother squeals while I glance at Sara’s horrified expression hidden behind her wineglass.

      “You’re definitely here to stay, then!”

      Jovie gives a sly nod. “Clover is my home. I want to be a part of it again. Even if it doesn’t want me back…”

      “Oh, they’ll get used to you once they see how much you’ve grown up.”

      “I’d like to get more involved in town committees,” Jovie continues, “but I seem to be getting a lot of doors shut in my face.”

      “Well, that’s not very Cloverly. Oh—!” Mom claps once. “I have a great idea! Sara, you should invite Jovie to join the party planning committee.”

      Jovie beams in triumph. “That is a wonderful suggestion, Rachel.” Her face slowly turns toward my sister’s growing scowl. “I would love to join the party planning committee.”

      Sara rises from her chair. “Will, can I talk to you in the other room?”

      I wince on the inside. “Well, we’re kind of—”

      “Kitchen. Now.”

      She marches into the hallway and we all pause, listening to the sound of her heels as they clack into the kitchen.

      Mom snorts and reaches for her wineglass. “She’s slowly becoming me, isn’t she?”

      I glare at Jovie’s opportunistic smile but that just makes her lips curl even more as Mom cackles beside her.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, following Sara.

      Dread increases on me as I make my way across the house. Since day one, Sara’s been as anti-Jovie as anyone else in this town but her hatred doesn’t come from Jovie’s family or her teenage rebellion phase. She’s hated Jovie since before any of that mattered just because of who she is or, more accurately, who she claims Jovie is.

      I step one foot into the kitchen and Sara starts in on me.

      “You’re engaged now?” she asks. “Engaged?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      She stumbles on her tongue. “I— wha— she’s been back like a week.”

      “So?”

      “So, did you ask her or did she ask you?”

      I shrug. “Does it make a difference?”

      “Yes. She’s playing you, Will.”

      “How?” I hold up my hands. “Wait, no. Don’t answer that. I don’t care.”

      “You can’t possibly think that getting married to her is a good idea after everything she’s put you through.”

      “I do, actually,” I argue. “This is what I’ve wanted since I was fourteen. I can absolutely say it’s a good idea.”

      She shows a pained expression. “You’ve fallen in love with her again, haven’t you?”

      “No, Sara. I never stopped in the first place.”

      “Okay, Will,” she steps closer to the counter, “there’s something you need to know about Jovie.”

      “I don’t care. Nothing you have to say will change my mind about her.”

      “Believe me,” she says. “This will.”

      “Then, I don’t want to know.”

      She stands taller. “Will, a few days before you two broke up—”

      “Sara, I am happy.” My voice rises and she takes a step back. “Isn’t that what you claimed you and everyone else in this stupid town always wanted? For me to be happy?” I extend my arms, presenting myself. “Well, here it is. So, please, whatever it is, just leave it alone. Let it go.”

      “I can’t just let it go. I’m your sister.”

      “Honestly, if you’re so hell-bent on ruining this for me then you’re not much of a sister to begin with.”

      Her jaw drops slowly. “Will, I… can I at least say, for the record, that I think you’re making a huge mistake?”

      “Noted.” I take a breath. “Now, would you please, for me, just let her on that damn committee?”

      Sara sighs. “Fine.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mom shuffles into the kitchen behind me. “Oh, don’t mind me,” she says. “I’m just checking on my roast. Sara, did you set the table?”

      “Yes,” Sara says through her teeth. “I set the table.”

      “Good, good. Will, get everyone moving into the dining room, please.”

      I spin around and take advantage of the moment to retreat from the conversation. Blood rushes to my face so I take a lean against the wall until the feeling returns to my legs and my head stops throbbing.

      I follow the silence back into the living room where Dad and Jovie keep Andy company.

      “Dinner’s ready,” I say.

      Dad stands up to walk into the dining room but he pauses for a quick moment to pat me on the shoulder as he passes by.

      I look at Jovie as she wanders over to take my hand. Our fingers entwine in a subtle, loving squeeze as we both visibly exhale the air from our lungs.

      There’s something you need to know about Jovie.

      She gazes at me with a warm, elegant smile, one equally as heart-warming as it is bone-chilling.

      Ignorance is bliss, right?
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      The teacher’s lounge is a busy fray of voices by the time I make it for the party planning meeting. Sara and the others have already arrived, each one of them sitting around the table with tall mugs of fresh coffee and multi-colored ribbons scattered among them, mostly various shades of red and blue.

      My first instinct is to apologize for being tardy but that’s comparable to jumping into shark-infested waters covered in fresh blood. Any obvious weakness will be my downfall here and I’ve already worked too hard to get on this committee in the first place.

      I walk right in with my head high but my guts lurch the moment Sara’s eyes flick over at me and she casts that look of judgment at me and my red smock.

      “You’re late,” she spits out as she trims a piece of sapphire ribbon with scissors.

      I take the one empty seat on Natalie’s left. “The toy store didn’t close until seven.”

      “If you’re going to be involved, Jovie, then you have to be on time. Otherwise, you can go.”

      Natalie scoffs. “Oh, please, Sara. We literally just sat down. Un-bunch thyself.” She twists in her seat to stare at me. “Let me see it.”

      I lean back. “See what?”

      She launches forward and reaches across my lap to snatch my left wrist. Her jaw drops as she whips my hand closer to her face to get a good look at my ring.

      “Oh, my gosh!” she says. “It’s so pretty!”

      I smile. “Thank y—”

      She practically yanks me from my chair to thrust it into Claudia’s face. “Look at it!”

      Claudia makes the same fawning expression. “Oh, wow. Will has such good taste!”

      Two others pop out of their chairs to rush over and see. I peek through the group to check out Sara’s impatient, almost furious, face. Honestly, it’s more than a little satisfying watching the steam billow from her pink nostrils as her friends unanimously praise me for anchoring down her little brother.

      “Let’s concentrate, people,” Sara says, her voice rising. “We need to come up with decorations to match our theme.”

      “Theme?” I ask as the others disperse back to their chairs. “It’s the Valentine’s dance. Isn’t the theme always Valentine’s Day?”

      Natalie giggles over Sara’s annoyed glare. “Not anymore. Ever since Sara took over, we’ve started doing themes to increase attendance and it really got people excited again. Last year, it was the Renaissance, and the year before that, it was Romeo and Juliet.”

      I chuckle. “Aren’t those pretty much the same thing?”

      Sara’s stare hardens but she doesn’t answer.

      “Okay…” I move on, “what’s the theme this year?”

      “A USO show,” Natalie says, still grinning.

      I raise a brow. “Like entertaining the troops and stuff?”

      “World War II style, baby!” She tugs on my arm. “It’s going to be so much fun! Swing dancing and jazz music and cigarette girls — candy ones, of course. I can’t wait!”

      “Yeah.” I nod. Actually, it could be much worse. “Sounds cool.”

      Sara lays her scissors down a little too hard. “Good. Then, you won’t mind making signs to display around town to announce the theme.”

      It’s a ploy to get rid of me. Not from the committee, of course. Just out of her face.

      “Sure,” I answer, sitting a little taller. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “Ohh, let me help!” Natalie says. “I live for signage.”

      “I don’t care,” Sara says. “Just have at least five done tonight and posted around the square tomorrow morning.”

      Natalie latches onto my arm. “Come on, Jovie.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Shopping for supplies.”

      I let her pull me out of my chair and she guides us out into the hallway.

      “Okay, Jovie. Spill,” she says. “What do you have planned so far?”

      “Planned?”

      “You know. For the wedding. Where’s your venue? The two of you have lived here your whole lives — save your little vacation, of course — so you’re probably going to have it here, right? There are three churches in Clover but only one of them has a sanctuary big enough to give a damn about. Or you can be like me and my Dickie and get hitched in the town square. Plenty of space there for whatever kind of ceremony you want.”

      “Oh, I don’t think we’ll have a ceremony or anything,” I say. “We’ll probably just elope at the courthouse.”

      Natalie halts in the hallway mid-stride. “What?” she gasps. “Why—why—why would you elope? Why would you do that? What’s wrong with you?”

      I glance around the sea of lockers and trophy cases. “What’s wrong with eloping?”

      “Everything.” Her eyes grow wider. “You need a real wedding, Jovie. You need a big, white dress and flowers and a cake the size of your torso.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      Her mouth opens but only light stuttering comes out as she stares at me. “That’s… just… what you’re supposed to do.”

      “Sounds expensive,” I say, nudging us forward again. “And, traditionally speaking, it’d be on me and my family to pay for that and I don’t know if you’ve ever met Hank Ross, but he’s not exactly a big saver and I stock dolls for minimum wage.”

      She stops in front of the art room door. “Well, I’m sure the town would chip in to make your day special.”

      I snort. “Really?”

      “Well, I would.”

      Natalie shoves it open and walks straight toward the paint cabinet in the corner. I flick on the light and pause as a few stray memories invade from my teenage days. I only took one art class the entire four years here. Don’t remember a damn thing I learned, though.

      “Thanks, Natalie,” I say, watching as she sifts through large bottles of paint. “But I don’t think so.”

      “What does Will think?” She points at my feet. “Grab that crate, will you?” I bend over and pick up an old milk crate from underneath the teacher’s desk. “Doesn’t he want a real wedding? Doesn’t he want to watch you walk down the aisle toward him?”

      I stand beside her as she fills the crate with various paints and brushes. “I doubt he cares, honestly.”

      Natalie tilts her head. “Are you sure?”

      “I mean, we haven’t exactly talked about it or anything.”

      “Why not? By this time in my engagement, I already had the venue booked, the officiant on lock, and multiple caterers engaged in bidding wars.”

      “We’re just still in a celebratory phase, that’s all,” I tell her. “Once that wears off, I’m sure we’ll be in full wedding planning mode.”

      “Well, as soon as you’re there, let me know,” she says. “I still have my wedding scrapbook and it’s full of ideas we never used.”

      “Thanks.”

      She leans in. “Can I see it again?”

      I roll my eyes and set the heavy crate down on a desk before holding out my left hand. She grabs it and pulls it closer to get one more good look at my ring.

      “Ohh,” she coos. “It really suits you guys.”

      “It does?”

      “Yeah, I mean — and don’t take this the wrong way at all — but it’s simple. It’s elegant. It’s not flashy but it’s still a little rock and roll. Totally Will and Jovie.”

      I tilt my hand back to take a look for myself. I never gave much thought to diamond jewelry before. It all pretty much looked the same to me. Now that I have to wear it around and show it off, it’s becoming a part of our whole relationship. Real or otherwise.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” I say to myself.

      “Nothing like mine,” she says, flashing at her own giant, glimmering rock. “I’m pretty sure I’d drown if I ever jumped into the deep end of a pool but it’s so me and Dickie.”

      “Gaudy and unapologetic?” I quip.

      She grins. “Damn right.” Her eyes fall to the crate again. “Okay, we got red, we got white, and we got blue. Let’s go. Grab it and follow me.”

      I pick it up as she swipes a few sheets of white poster board from the cabinet by the door.

      “So, this is shopping for supplies?” I ask, raising a brow.

      Natalie brings a perfectly painted fingernail to her lips and fires me a subtle wink. “Shh,” she says.
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      “So, I told Sara that you can’t have a USO themed dance without live music and everyone else agreed.” Jovie points her own thumbs at her face. “With me.”

      I take a sip from my soda. “Really?”

      Jovie chews on a fry from her plate across the table from me. “You should have seen the look on her face. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her more annoyed with me before and that’s saying something.”

      “Well, this won’t backfire on me at all,” I joke, glancing around the crowded diner.

      If we’d been this public a week ago, every silent eye would be staring at us. Now, I notice only the occasional passing glance toward our booth. Maybe Clover is finally starting to get used to us again.

      “Anyway,” Jovie wipes her mouth with her napkin, “Natalie and I went online and found a few swing bands in Kansas City and we’re setting up some auditions for this weekend. It’s gonna be awesome.”

      “Cutting it a little close, aren’t you? The dance is on Tuesday.”

      She winces. “Yeah, but it’ll be okay. Musicians are usually really flexible people. I am confident that we’ll find one in time.”

      I stare quietly at her until she realizes I am.

      “What?” she finally asks.

      “Do you realize that you’ve been talking about the party planning committee for the last twenty minutes and you haven’t rolled your eyes once?”

      She scoffs. “I have, too.”

      “No, you haven’t.” I smirk. “You’ve spent the last week and a half on this committee, smiling and nodding along with them only to come home every night to me and poke fun.”

      “So?”

      “So… the last few days haven’t been as mean-spirited as usual.”

      She frowns. “What are you getting at, Will?”

      I slide forward to snatch a fry off her plate. “You’re having fun,” I say as I bite it in half.

      Jovie sits a little taller as her face creases. “I am not.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re giving back to the town of Clover and you’re actually enjoying yourself.”

      “No, I’m blending in. That’s the whole point of a coup.”

      “I don’t think you’re couping anymore, Jove,” I say, stealing another fry off her plate. “I think you’re one step closer to becoming—”

      “Don’t.” She points a stiff finger at me. “Don’t you dare say it.”

      “A productive member of society.”

      Her jaw drops. “Take. That. Back.”

      “Soon, you’ll be giving presentations at town meetings.”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “And voting in local elections.”

      “Knock it off.”

      I reach for another fry but she slaps my hand away. “Ow,” I wince.

      “Take it back.”

      “Jovie.” I laugh as I wipe the crumbs off my fingers. “Come on. It’s not a big deal. So, you’re making new friends and you’re burying old hatchets. It’s good for you. It’s healthy. Isn’t this exactly what you wanted to happen anyway?”

      “No, I wanted to make them eat crow!” she says. “I wanted them to stop treating me like a damn leper. Like I don’t belong here. I was born in the same hospital two blocks away as they were. I went to the same schools, drank the same Kool-Aid, and I have every right to be here. I’m from Clover, Kansas and I’m—”

      She shuts her mouth to stop herself from saying it.

      I lean forward. “Proud?”

      Her eyes disappear behind a deep squint. “Okay, I see your point. Can we go back to your place and fuck this bad taste out of my mouth, please?”

      I smile. “Whatever you want, my darling.”

      “Thank you.”

      She slides out of the booth and beelines toward the nearest exit across the diner. I stand up to follow her, but not before snatching a few more abandoned fries off her plate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I run a finger along Jovie’s naked hip, riding the curve up and down on the bed beside me.

      She flinches and smiles, her eyes tired and closed. “That tickles,” she says.

      I don’t stop. I keep my hands on her, feeling her smooth skin until she finally opens her eyes.

      “I said, that tickles.”

      “That’s not our safe word.”

      She shifts up onto her elbow in amusement. “Stop tickling me before I break your fingers,” she says.

      “There it is.” I withdraw my hand but lean in close to kiss her shoulder instead.

      “What?” she asks me.

      “Nothing.”

      “No…” She leans back. “There’s something on your mind. What is it?”

      I shake my head. “Just you.”

      “Just me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about me?”

      I eye the ring on her finger. She hasn’t taken it off since I gave it to her. At least, I haven’t noticed if she has, but we spend every free moment we have together. Making up for lost time, I suppose.

      “I like having you here,” I say.

      She smiles. “I like being here.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I slide my arm around her to pull her a little closer. “Then, move in.”

      “Uh…” She slowly rises a few inches. “What?”

      “Move in here with me,” I say again, feeling the logic fall into place. “You spend almost every night here anyway.”

      “Okay, yeah. I do, but…”

      “And you don’t need to be wasting seventy-five bucks a week on Hank,” I point out. “You don’t make much and he’s ripping you off out of spite, if you want my opinion. I have the space and you need to get out of there.”

      She blinks. “You’re serious about this.”

      I nod. “I am.”

      “Have you been thinking about this already?”

      “Not really, no, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      Epiphany crosses her eyes. “You do have that spare bedroom...”

      “It’s all yours,” I offer. “I’ll clear out the weights and the treadmill and stick them in the garage. Then, you’ll have plenty of room for your stuff.”

      “I don’t have much. You don’t have to move anything…”

      “You deserve your own space.”

      “Then, I should pay you rent. I don’t want to freeload.”

      “I’m not charging you rent, Jove,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Okay, we’ll split utilities,” she argues. “That’s fair, right?”

      I smile. There’s no sense fighting against it. Even if I said no, she’d slip the money into my wallet when I wasn’t looking anyway. “Yes,” I say. “That’s fair.”

      She leans back, comfortably smirking. “We’re moving in together.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “I like the sound of it.”

      “It does have a nice ring to it.”

      “And you know an awesome perk to living with somebody is?” she asks.

      “What?”

      “On-demand sex.”

      “That’s not why I asked you,” I chuckle, “but yes, that is awesome.”

      She laughs as I lean over her again. Our legs entwine and she reaches around me, her fingers sliding along my shoulder blades, igniting the blood in my groin as I kiss her.

      “Jovie…” I whisper her name and her lips curl.

      “Yeah?” she asks, kissing me back.

      “So, about Valentine’s Day…”

      She heaves a breath and her hands drop to her sides. “I knew it.”

      I push up onto my arms. “Hold on, now. It’s not serious.”

      “You buttered me up.”

      “No, I didn’t,” I lie.

      “Yes, you did. You made me all smiley and euphoric with talk of on-demand sex and spare bedrooms only to yank the rug out. Can’t we just pretend it doesn’t exist this year?” she whines. “Things are going so well. We’re moving in together! Didn’t you hear that part? That part was nice.”

      “We’re also newly engaged, or at least, the town thinks we are,” I say. “If we don’t make a big deal out of Valentine’s Day then they’ll get suspicious.”

      She grunts in defeat. “Fine. What’s your plan?”

      “Go to the dance with me.”

      “That’s it?”

      I nod. “That’s it.”

      Her brow furrows in hesitation. “Do I have to?”

      “Jovie...” I stare her down. “You’re a member of the party planning committee and you had no intention of even showing up?”

      “Hell no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I hate dancing.”

      “Old Jovie hated dancing,” I say. “New Jovie loves it.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” She fidgets beneath me. “I’m pretty sure that’s the one thing old and new Jovie are in full agreement on. No dancing. I’ll hang a few balloons and hire a band but my involvement ends there.”

      “Please.”

      Her eyes study me and she squints. “You’re really looking forward to this, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…” I shift onto my side, “I don’t want us to batten down the hatches every February. I want us to forget about what it used to mean to us and redefine it into something we look forward to all year round just like every other normal couple. Now, do you think you can handle that?”

      “Maybe,” she says out of the corner of her mouth.

      “Can you try?”

      She nods with a smile. “Yeah, I can try.”

      “And…” I shrug, “I guess if it explodes in our faces, we can always go back to pretending it doesn’t exist next year.”

      Her brow bounces. “Assuming we even make it out of this one alive.”

      “Naturally.” I nod.

      “Okay,” she says, her voice a little more confident. “We can do the Valentine’s dance this year… but no gifts. I’m too broke.”

      “Small gifts,” I counter.

      “No gifts,” she repeats.

      I pinch two fingers together. “Just a little one?”

      “You already got something, didn’t you?”

      “Kind of.”

      She sighs. “Fine. What is it?”

      “I’m not telling.” I kiss her neck and she tilts away from it.

      “No, no. Tell me. I want to know.”

      “Nope.” I wrap my arms around her and pull her back. “Not until the fourteenth.”

      “Oh, come on,” she begs. “If you don’t tell me now, I’ll just tear this place apart while you’re at work until I find it.”

      “Sure, you could,” I say, sliding my lips along her collarbone, “but it’s not even here so you’ll be looking for a very… long… time.”

      “Where is it?”

      I laugh as I kiss between her breasts. “I’m not telling.”

      “Well, could you at least tell me a price range so I know what to get you?”

      “You don’t have to get me anything.”

      She scoffs. “Oh, that’s not fair.”

      “I don’t want anything,” I say, pushing back up to her lips. “This year, my gift is you.”

      “That’s just code for extra blowjobs.”

      “That’s perfect.” I kiss her. “Thank you, baby. I love it.”

      She slaps my forehead. “Shut the fuck up.”

      I fall back to her waist as she spreads her legs. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Jovie moans softly the moment my tongue touches her inner thigh. I lower to my stomach, easing into place between them while I lick my lips. Her scent fills my nose and I yield to being nothing more than a slave to her pleasures until she sees fit to dismiss me.

      “Will…”

      I glance up as her breasts heave and her back arches. This view. It’s always been my favorite with her squirming hips and her pink cheeks. The way her belly tightens and her thighs tremble against my shoulders. I don’t stop. I penetrate her to moisten my tongue before attacking her clit, tracing firm and fast circles around it the way I know she likes it.

      She whimpers, quickly nearing climax. I retreat my tongue back, sliding it down to her inner folds, and wait for that disappointing twitch in her eyes. She bites her lip and squints right on schedule as she takes a calming breath away from the edge. I slowly count to three in my head, giving the wave enough time to settle down before creeping back up to her tender bud again.

      A sweat breaks along her brow. Every breath rattles her body from the inside out. She wants to come so badly but I won’t let her do it. Not until she begs me for it.

      Jovie Ross. My Jovie.

      And she knows it.

      “Will,” she moans my name again. “Make me come.”

      I reach up her body to feel her breasts and she grips my hands. Our fingers entwine even tighter with every purposeful move of my tongue. It hurts in all the right ways, fueling my desire until she lets out one final cry and releases me.

      She falls away with closed eyes but her body still reacts to every touch and caress of my hands, whether she wills it or not. Goosebumps ravage her skin. Moans echo from her throat. Moisture drips from between her thighs.

      I pull a condom from the drawer and fit it on, moving as fast as I can in desperate need to feel her tightness again. I rub the tip along her sensitive clit, drawing another breathy moan as she opens her eyes and smiles for me.

      My knees always turned to jelly over that smile before. Now is no different.

      I slide inside of her and her eyes close again while her lips part. Pleasure courses through her body as her pussy clenches around me. Warm blood pumps through my loins, fueling my desire to fuck her. I lean over her, letting my hips work her in until I can’t go any deeper and we grind our bodies together. She caresses my chest and arms and back, her touch still weak but just as loving.

      “Don’t stop, Will,” she says, biting her lip.

      I smirk. “You mean like this?”

      I halt my thrust and drop my lips to her neck, teasing her as a laugh shakes her chest.

      “Oh, not cool…” She whines. “That felt so good.”

      I slide out of her and sit back on my knees. “Not as good as this will…”

      She yelps in surprise as I take hold of her and flip her onto her belly. I kiss the small of her back and lick along the edge of her spine all the way upward, pausing to leave a kiss here and there when the tickling causes her too much grief.

      She twists her head around to kiss me and I reach beneath her to clasp one hand on her neck. Just a gentle squeeze, though I know Jovie could take much more. I feel her pulse thumping against my fingers, along with the moan just begging to be released from behind her limp tongue.

      I align my cock with her slit and slide forward, letting her cheeks hug my shaft for a few playful outer strokes, reminding myself how tight and perfect her ass was before. She sighs, teased to the breaking point, while I clench my teeth in anticipation. I guide myself lower, aiming for the warmth between her thighs and I squeeze her neck a little more when I feel that tight cavern open for me.

      I take her with a few shallow, firm thrusts, relishing in the way her body submits to me; the way Jovie’s always submitted to me. I feel her tension sway and her trust swell. I can’t betray it and I never will.

      I loosen my grip on her and she settles onto the bed, once again turning her head to meet my kiss. She massages her tongue along mine as her lower half shifts upward to meet my thrusts, sending my cock just a little bit deeper each time. I grunt with pleasure as she does. I take her hand to hold on to something steady and safe and she squeezes my fingers to do the same.

      She comes first, her body shaking wildly as she whimpers and moans for me. I take her in my arms, enjoying the sudden deluge in her wetness until it’s too much for me handle.

      I come with her. Every muscle I have flexes while all of my blood flows to my groin. I choke on my breath, feeling as dizzy as I always do when coming for Jovie Ross.

      I fall onto my back and Jovie wastes no time curling up with me beneath my arm. She lays her head on my chest and closes her eyes, breathing softly as I hold her against me. Warm and safe. Watched and protected for another night.

      I’d be lying if I claimed that asking her to move in with me wasn’t a little selfish. If she’s here with me, then I know where she is. I know what she’s doing. I may not always know what she’s thinking but knowing the rest of it at least helps me sleep at night.

      Valentine’s Day is a few days away, after all.

      I’ll sleep better once it’s over.
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      I’m pretty sure I’ve spent more time in this gymnasium over the last two weeks than I did in all four years of high school but it’ll all be worth it in the end.

      Just two more days and this will all be over. Forty-eight hours until the fruits of my labor are complete and I’ll, hopefully, be able to wake up on Wednesday morning to a few bright, smiling faces rather than the usual judgmental glances. Even if I change just one person’s mind about me. Just one pebble can create a ripple that reaches to the far edges of the pond. That’s all I need.

      The warm weather gave us a break and Coach Rogers has taken PE classes outside, allowing us to set up the stage and hang up the decorations a few days early. Music at these things usually blares over an old speaker from a scratchy CD but not this year.

      This year, it’s live. Thanks to me.

      Natalie, Claudia, and I stand in front of the stage, watching the third and final swing band play their audition set. The others sway with the music, shimmying and shaking their hips while I keep still and watch the musicians as they play.

      I hate dancing. But I like music. More than listening, I like watching it. Music, especially live, creates an invisible wave, like a pulsing gust of wind. You can feel it on your skin, seeping into the depth of you to shake and rattle your bones — but only if the musician really cares. Anyone can play a few notes. It takes an artist to play a song.

      Out of the three we’ve seen today, this band has convinced me the most. The sound is a little sloppier than the first band — far better than the second — but the musicians here are having the most fun out of all of them.

      Fun is kind of the point, after all.

      Natalie nudges my ribs, pulling me out of my muted trance and I smile to signal my enjoyment. The song ends and the instruments lower while the three of us break out in applause.

      The band leader stands up from his keyboard and wipes the sweat beneath the brow of his hat. “So, whaddya think?” he asks.

      Natalie and Claudia look at me, their eyes slightly twitching with nerves, as if their opinions aren’t valid until I give mine. It’s strange, to say the least. I’ve never been that girl before; the one everyone looks at first to set the trend.

      “That was excellent,” I say.

      Natalie nods with enthusiasm. “Ahh! It was awesome!”

      “So great!” Claudia adds.

      The band sighs with relief and a few of them exchange high-fives with each other. They must be new to the world of professional gigs but that just makes them a little more endearing.

      “In fact,” I say, “I think you’ve got the job.”

      His jaw drops. “Really?”

      I glance to the girls and they instantly fall in line, bobbing on their toes and smiling wide.

      “Yes!” Natalie says, stepping forward. “So, you’re available on Tuesday, right?”

      I ease away, letting her take care of the details with them as my insides rumble a little more in my chest. The rhythm lingers for several moments as I stand over the corner table with long ribbons that still need to be sliced for the streamers. For a second, I catch a phantom whiff of cigarette smoke and gin.

      One blink and it’s gone.

      Natalie’s squeal beside me brings me out of it. “Getting a band was such a good idea!” she says, staring at them across the gym as they pack away their instruments.

      I pick up a pair of nearby scissors. “Well, with a theme like this, you need live jazz.”

      “I can’t wait to see the look on Sara’s face when she realizes how right you were.”

      I chuckle. “You and me both.”

      “Okay…” She picks up the clipboard sitting on the table. “What else do we need to get done?”

      I glance around the gym. “Tonight, we needed to book the band…”

      “Check!” she says, scratching it off the list.

      “Finish hanging the streamers...”

      She flicks her pen again. “Almost check!”

      “Did you talk to Lucky about donating ice?”

      “This morning.” She nods, checking it off. “She’s having twenty bags dropped off an hour before the dance.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “That was more than enough last year but the RSVPs this year are crazy,” she says.

      I shrug. “People must love USO stuff.”

      “Oh, it’s not the theme. People are freaking out because word kinda sorta got out that there’s going to be a band. Pretty sure the last instrument played around here was the organ at Maude Granger’s funeral last summer.” She nudges my ribs again. “You may just be the cupid who saved Valentine’s, Jovie.”

      “Really?” I ask, letting my grin take over.

      “Or they just want to see in person how badly the committee will screw up now that you’re on board. It’s a real toss-up.”

      My smile fades. “Yeah, that’s equally as probable.”

      “I’m kidding.” She chuckles for a second, then stops. “Sort of.”

      I trim another piece of ribbon and set the scissors down. “Okay, the band, streamers, ice… that just leaves pulling the last few tables out of the storage room beneath the stairwell and…” I groan, “finding myself a dress.”

      “And shoes!” She points a finger at me. “Never neglect the footwear.”

      “Okay, that just leaves tables, a dress, and shoes.”

      She flashes a wink. “And when are you squeezing in the quickie?”

      I blink. “The what?”

      Two thick arms wrap around me from behind.

      I yelp as my toes dangle several inches off the floor and my heart leaps from the sudden upward motion. I twist my head around to see his handsome face grinning at me and my pulse relaxes.

      “Will, what are you doing?” I ask, my voice echoing across the gym.

      He sets me back down but holds me close to kiss my cheek. “Five-thirty, right?” he asks. “We need to swing by your dad’s house for your stuff before he gets off his weekend shift.”

      “Oh, right…” I glance at the unfinished decorations. “We’re actually really swamped here. May have to do it some other time.”

      “Jove, either we pick up more of your clothes tonight or you have to learn how to use my washing machine,” he says.

      I shudder. “You mean it’s not just a big vibrating house that’s fun to sit on?”

      He smirks. “Not always.”

      “Boo.” I pout. “Well, if anyone can make fabric softener seem sexy, it’s you.”

      “Oh, just wait until I teach you about bleach. It’ll drive you crazy.”

      I laugh and reach for the scissors across the table but Natalie snatches them first.

      “Go,” she says, nodding toward the exit. “Claudia and I will finish hanging the streamers.”

      “You sure?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “There’s really not much left to do tonight and you two are bordering on so-cute-it’s-gross right now, so…” She waves her hands. “Go. Shoo. We’ll meet up here tomorrow night to make the finishing touches and then we’ll stay late to re-do the things that Sara doesn’t sign off on… which is always basically everything.”

      I step away from the table. “Okay, sounds good.”

      Will grins. “Thanks, Natalie.”

      “You’re welcome, Will.” She smiles back and swings to the other end of the table to get started.

      “Got everything?” Will asks me.

      I check my pockets, feeling into my jacket for my wallet. “Yes,” I answer.

      “Good.” He glances over my shoulder at Natalie with sly eyes. “So, what was that about a quickie?”

      “Slow down, Will,” I tease. “Just because we are in high school again doesn’t mean it has to be like high school again.”

      “Oof!” He winces with amusement. “Well played, Ross.”

      I start walking toward the side doors. “Besides, I’d rather get my stuff before Hank gets home. It’ll be simpler that way.”

      “No, you’re right.” He throws his arm around my neck and pulls me in to kiss my cheek. “I like to take my time anyway.”

      “Oh, I know…”

      “Getting grosser.”

      We turn back to look at Natalie’s shaking head and I stick out my tongue at her as we exit outside.
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      Hank Ross’ house is like a time capsule.

      Not that I spent much time here to begin with. Jovie always insisted on meeting me outside instead of me coming to the door. Hank’s hatred of me aside, I think she was just embarrassed about where she came from. I honestly never asked.

      It’s a small house, about twice as small as mine and I live by myself. The cramped living room is barely large enough for the couch and chair that sits inside. The kitchen hasn’t been upgraded in at least two decades. An entire house locked in time.

      I follow Jovie to her bedroom, my eyes instantly rising to the set of photos lining the short hallway wall. Newborn baby Jovie. Teething Jovie. Second birthday Jovie. Dimpled cheeks and little brown eyes.

      I pause on the last one. Toddler Jovie sitting on her mother’s lap in what’s obviously a hospital bed.

      Joanne. I stare at her cheekbones and the way her smile curls to one side, just like Jovie’s does. She holds a picture book with cartoon dinosaurs in front of them, keeping little Jovie occupied. IV tubes stick out the back of her hand and a red bandanna sits loosely on her head.

      “Will.”

      I pull my eyes away to glance at Jovie, admiring the similar structure and beauty in their faces.

      “Come on.” She taps her nail against the door. “I don’t have much. It won’t take long.”

      I point to the picture. “You look just like her.”

      “So I hear.”

      She ducks back inside her room and I know not to bring it up again.

      As I enter the room, Jovie yanks two old suitcases out from under the bed and lays them open on top. “Okay, so, it’s mostly just clothing,” she says.

      I scan the walls. They’re a faded pink color, no doubt left over from when this was her nursery. It’s covered up now by various posters and photos of cities and places around the world Jovie always talked about going to.

      Jovie retreats into her closet and starts sifting through the hangers.

      I walk to the dresser in the corner. “Anything from here?” I ask.

      “Everything in the top drawer.”

      I slide it open and smirk at the multi-colored delicates hidden inside. “Oh, yeah.”

      “Stop it.” She chuckles. “Don’t even know if it all fits anymore.”

      “Well, can I watch you test them out?” I joke.

      “Sure.”

      I snatch up as many panties and bras as I can in my hands and drop them into an open suitcase.

      “You know,” I say, “I’d be more than happy to lend you some money to—”

      “No.”

      “—buy some new clothes.”

      Jovie exhales as she carries out a stack of shirts. “I don’t want to rely on anybody for this. I’ll save up and buy them myself.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      “You’ve done enough, Will. I’ve already compromised my morals on my car repairs and the rent situation.”

      “Jove—”

      “Just let me have this.” She pushes her hands downward with flat palms as if to put an end to the conversation.

      I nod. “Okay. I respect your boundaries.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What about the books?” I ask, pointing to the shelf.

      Jovie pauses and bites her lip. “No.”

      “CDs?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, maybe point out the stuff you do want, then.”

      She glances around and shrugs. “It’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “I don’t know. Spend a few years without it and you realize just how much you don’t need it.”

      I smirk. “You talking about the stuff or me?”

      She blinks. “The stuff.”

      “I know. I was just kidding.” I grab another fistful of underwear to toss inside the case, slowly realizing that Jovie hasn’t stop staring at me. “What?” I ask.

      She drifts closer, never once taking her eyes off mine. “Will, I don’t want you to ever think that I don’t need you. That might sound strange, given the circumstances, but…” she shakes her head, “there wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t think…”

      Her voice fades and her face falls as she takes a step back.

      “We should hurry,” she says, turning toward the closet again.

      I stand still, immersed in the moment with her. One brick from a great wall just crumbled to pieces in front of me and it was more beautiful than I could have imagined.

      Jovie’s blank slate is starting to fill in. If I don’t encourage it, she may erase it and I’ll never see that look in her eyes again.

      I move silently toward her and she slouches in shame but I nudge her chin up to make her look at me. I hold her close, gently wrapping my arms around her and staring down into the same little, brown eyes as those photos.

      Jovie smiles, so subtle and quick that it’s barely even there at all. But I saw it. It was meant for me, after all.

      I lay a kiss on the tip of her nose and she rests her head on my chest. Her hair tickles my senses and I inhale a deep breath as her hands latch together behind my back.

      After a few seconds, she squeezes tighter and buries her face in me a little bit more.

      Given the circumstances, it does sound strange. I spent years thinking that Jovie was done with me. That she didn’t need me. But I was wrong.

      Jovie turns her head up and I kiss her.

      “Let’s go home,” I say.

      She smiles again and nods as she releases her hold on me. “I’ll come back some other time for the rest of it,” she says. “Fill a few boxes and sell it off. Or give it away. Good karma can only help me right now…”

      I step back to give her space.

      She carries another stack of clothes from the closet and dumps it into the overflowing cases.

      “I think that’s it for these,” I say. I fold it closed, fighting with a few long sleeves poking out the sides before latching it.

      Jovie zips the other one closed. “I’ll take another quick look around and meet you outside.”

      I nod and grab both by the handles. “All right.”

      “Will…”

      I pause by the door as she walks over to me. She cups my face, drawing me down for another soft and slow kiss.

      “Thank you,” she tells me.

      My heart skips against my ribs. I say nothing, flashing only the quick smirk that I know she loves, as I step out to head for the front door.

      I walk out to her car, letting the grin take over my face, as the dull roar of a pick-up truck rolls into the driveway beside me.

      Hank’s black pick-up truck.

      I straighten up and drop the smile as I pop the trunk to set the suitcases inside.

      He parks and hops down with a six-pack of beer in one hand, sneering at me beneath his trimmed mustache. “William,” he says.

      I close the trunk. “Hey, Hank.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Just helping Jovie pack some things.”

      He scoffs. “Yeah, I heard my daughter got engaged… from a stranger at the gas station.”

      Dammit, Jove.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I say. “It was a pretty sudden thing.”

      “What’d you do? Knock her up again?”

      I blink. “No…”

      He grunts as he continues toward the front door. “Well, either way, she’s your problem now. Good luck to ya.”

      “Yeah.” I stare past him. “Later, Hank.”

      His feet stomp up the porch and I watch the awkward moment as Jovie passes by him through the front door.

      “Hey…” she says with a few pairs of old shoes dangling from her fingertips.

      Hank says nothing. He gives her a nod and closes the door behind him.

      Jovie picks up her pace toward me. “Yikes. Did you talk to him?” she asks, wincing.

      “Yeah.”

      “What’d he say?”

      I force a breath as I realize I stopped breathing. “Not much.”

      She pauses on my face. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I clear my throat, “I’m fine.”

      Her smile returns and she kisses my cheek. “Then, let’s go home.”

      I look into those little, brown eyes again as a chill creeps up my spine.

      I nod. “Let’s go home.”
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      It’s Valentine’s Day.

      There’s been a buzz in the air all day long, one so strong that it even infected the manly grease monkeys of Marv’s Auto Repair. Talk of suit rentals and dinner reservations before the big dance plagued every conversation between oil changes and tire rotations. I can’t remember the last time the town was this excited for it and here I am, obsessing over one little word that fell from Hank Ross’ mouth two days ago.

      He said again.

      I pace our living room alone, nervously adjusting the cuffs on my suit. Our. The home I now share with Jovie Ross. It’s the life I’ve imagined since the day I bought it, to be honest. We wake up together. Brush our teeth together. Hop in the shower and fool around before work together. One solid step forward to building the future I always wanted with her. Love. Marriage.

      A family.

      “Okay, I think I’m ready…”

      Jovie steps out of the hallway and my breath catches in my throat.

      She wears a red dress. The flared skirt sits just above her ankles, high enough to show off the shiny, silver heels on her feet. Thick straps keep it tied off behind her neck with ribbons trailing down her back. She’s showing cleavage but not enough to cause a fuss. Her hair tumbles over her shoulders in quick, perfect wisps. Elegant but still wild. Still my Jovie.

      “Do I look okay?” she asks nervously.

      I say nothing.

      “What?” Her face falls downward to check herself. “Okay. Wait. What’s wrong with it?”

      “No. There’s you…” I inhale. “Jovie, you’re breathtaking.”

      “Oh.” Her lips twitch. “Why didn’t you just say that? Why’d you make it weird?”

      “Because there was a lack of breath-taking happening and I couldn’t.”

      “Oh…” She grins. “I can work with that.”

      My feet move me toward her on their own and she raises her arms to wrap around my neck. I rest my hands on her waist, drawn to her like magnets, and she tenses slightly.

      “Just, be careful,” she warns. “The tag is flipped up in there somewhere. I need to return it later this week.”

      I shake my head. “Keep it.”

      “Will, do you have any idea how expensive this thing is? I’m pretty sure your parents charge less for tooth extractions.”

      “I don’t care.” I lean in closer to kiss her neck, instantly catching a whiff of her perfect perfume. “I suddenly have very naughty plans for you tonight and this dress might become a casualty.”

      She chuckles as I tickle her earlobe. “Well, if sugar daddy wants to spoil me…”

      “He does.”

      “Then, I’ll send you the bill.”

      “Good girl.” I cup her face and kiss her, enjoying the soft purse of her lips against mine. She shudders as I run my fingers down her bare arms. “As long as you don’t mind compromising your morals one last time…”

      She hums in pleasure. “It’s Valentine’s Day. I’ll make an exception.”

      We kiss again and I pull her in to feel her body against mine. Blood spurs through my groin, awakening a deep need and I’m tempted to bend her over right here and now.

      Jovie pulls away and playfully taps my cheek. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

      I flex my jaw, holding back my urges as my eyes drift down her red dress again.

      She turns away but I reach out to yank her back to me.

      I crush my lips on hers, inhaling as much of her as I can until my lungs tremble in my chest.

      “Will.” She chuckles. “Come on. Now, I have to check my lipstick.”

      “It’s worth it.”

      She straightens her arms, locking me at length before slipping from my grasp. “Behave,” she scolds as she retreats into the bedroom. “Or else, you won’t get your gift.”

      “I told you, Jove,” I say, wiping a bit of red color off the edge of my mouth. “You are my gift this year.”

      “Oh, good.” She returns with her wallet in hand. “I don’t have to give you all those blowjobs, then.”

      I reach into my pocket to pull out the rectangular box hidden inside. “Oh, you’ll want to after you see this.”

      Her eyes fall to my extended hand and she scoffs. “And what is that now?”

      “Open it.”

      “Will, come on, you didn’t have to—” She snaps it open and gasps. “Holy tyrannosaurus!”

      I grin at the childish glee on her face. “Does that mean you like it?”

      She pulls the necklace out and the tiny, silver, dinosaur skull dangles from her fingers. “It’s so cool!” She takes a closer look, smiling wide. “And fancy!”

      “May I?” I lay out my hand and she drops it into my palm. She turns around for me and raises her hair out of the way. “I saw this and instantly thought of you,” I say, laying it around her neck.

      “When?” she asks.

      I clasp it behind her. “About a week ago,” I answer, leaning in to kiss her neck once before she drops her hair back down. “Spin around. Let me see it.”

      Jovie turns toward me and I admire the sterling replica of bones lying in the hollow of her throat. Sharp teeth and a dangerous snout. So utterly Jovie.

      “And it matches my shoes,” she says, still grinning. “Double win.”

      She rushes into the hallway toward the bathroom to find the nearest mirror and my mind wanders away again without the beautiful distraction owning my attention.

      He said again.

      It could have meant nothing. Just a quick slip of the tongue.

      Or…

      Jovie walks back in, heading straight toward me with bright, happy cheeks. “I love it so much, Will. Thank you.”

      She lays a kiss on the edge of my mouth, bringing me right back to her. Her left hand entwines with mine and my chest tingles as I feel that ring on her finger.

      “Okay,” she says. “Now, let’s get this over with.”

      I swallow the urge to ask questions back down into the depths of my guts, just as I’ve done a hundred times since she came home. I promised I wouldn’t ask and I intend to keep that. Not until she starts to let me in again.

      There’s that word again.

      Fuck.
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      We walk into the high school and I hold my breath.

      The earth trembles with the sound of thumping drums, piano keys, and brass. Either that or tiny earthquakes have taken hold of my nerves and refuse to let go.

      Music echoes down the hallway from the gym and I feel my stride shorten with each step.

      Will notices and slows down to hook his arm around mine. It soothes me but as we pass through the beaded curtain into the gymnasium, I close my eyes.

      Two hours ago, this place was empty. Tables lined the walls with pure white tablecloths. Red and blue cups stacked near a mountain of ice and fruit punch. Buckets of chocolate kisses. Patriotic decorations around a dance floor. Peaceful, quiet, and perfect. A real feather in the party planning committee’s cap.

      But none of that will matter to those who despise me.

      And they’re all probably here.

      “Hi, Jovie!”

      I open my eyes on Natalie’s smiling face. She holds a cigarette box in her arms, hanging around her neck with a thick strap wrapped. Her halter dress is white with a blue sash wrapped around her waist. A blonde-haired, blue-eyed bombshell of the World War II era.

      “Hey…” I greet.

      “Oh, my gosh! You look gorgeous!” She stares at my dress and slaps Will in the arm. “And you. Very handsome.”

      “Thank you,” he says. “You look like you’re having fun.”

      She raises her voice to combat the music. “I haven’t had this much fun in ages!”

      I scan the room over her shoulder. Nearly three-hundred said they’d show up and by my estimation, about half of them have so far. Most people shimmy around the dance floor, limbs flailing wildly to keep up with the music’s quick beat.

      I gulp.

      “Well, I have to keep mingling or Sara will scold me,” Natalie says, raising her box to Will. “Candy cigarette?”

      He grins and snatches a tiny carton from inside. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      She twists around and walks in the other direction, squeezing back into the crowd from whence she came.

      Will pinches a candy stick between his lips and swings out in front of me. “Now, see here, madam,” he says, his voice tainted with an old city accent. “How’s about we turn that frown into an O…”

      I snatch the wobbling cigarette from his mouth. “Don’t do that.”

      “Jovie…” He tilts his head in amusement. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I bite the tip off the cigarette but instantly regret it as the cheap, chalk-like candy stains my tongue. “Ack…”

      Will leans down to look me in the eye. “Just ignore them.”

      I raise a brow. Of course, he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “I’m trying,” I say.

      He slides his arms around me. “Look at me,” he says. “Do I look worried?”

      My lips move up on their own. “No.”

      “You guys did a great job with this.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He nods, looking around. “And just look at their faces. They think so, too.”

      My eyes drift from person-to-person. A few have noticed we’re here. I expect hushed whispers and harsh expressions but they all nod at me with kindness. Every single one of them.

      It’s unsettling, to say the least.

      “Let’s get a drink, eh?” he asks, guiding me towards the refreshment tables. “Wait for a slow song…”

      “I’m not dancing.”

      “Lucky!” he says, recognizing the hive of red hair standing behind the table.

      She throws on a smile for the two of us and raises her blue cup. “Evening,” she says.

      Her eyes wander downward to the ring on my finger and she lifts a silent, smug brow while Will pours my cup of fruit punch. I wait for her to say something snarky about how quickly I abandoned my plans. Staying for now? Yeah, okay. Sure, kid.

      She doesn’t know it’s not a real engagement. I still intend to leave Clover at some point.

      Don’t I?

      Will hands me a cup and I nod a thank you. I taste the red sugar water as I glance around again. People still stare at me — I’m Jovie Ross, after all — but it’s like they know something I don’t. Like I’m the latest member of some happy cult.

      But that’s what I wanted, right?

      I turn my focus to the band instead. There’s seven of them, all rocking a different instrument from drums to the trombone to the piano. I watch the pianist tickle the ivories and I smile at the intensity on his face.

      “Nice song,” Will says.

      I glare at him. “No.”

      He throws on a smirk as he takes a drink from his cup.

      “And here she is!”

      I wince, hearing the familiar voice of Coach Rogers beside us.

      “Hey, Coach,” Will greets, looking about as tortured as I feel.

      He gestures around. “Do you see it?” he asks me. “Do you feel it?”

      I pause. “Feel what?”

      “That, Ms. Ross, is an easy eight-point crowd and I heard that you had a lot to do with making this little shindig possible. I think we just might hit an 8.5 tonight—”

      “Coach,” Will interrupts. “Stop profiling the town.”

      “It’s essential.”

      “It’s unethical.”

      Coach ignores him and looks at me instead. “Keep it up, Jovie.”

      “Okay,” I say, forcing a chuckle.

      He walks off and Will doesn’t stop glaring at him until he’s well out of sight.

      The music slows down and he instantly perks up.

      “Now, this…” he slides my cup from my hand and sets it down on the table behind us, “is what we need.”

      I dig my heels into the floor. “I said no—”

      “Dancing,” he finishes. “Right, I heard you and yet…”

      He takes hold of my wrist and walks us toward the center floor.

      “Will.”

      “You just have to sway,” he says. “You can sway, right?”

      I sigh with rolling eyes. “Fine.”

      He grins wider and pulls me in, placing firm hands on my hips. “That’s my girl.”

      I extend my arms over his shoulders and we sway on our feet, barely lifting them off the floor. The minor embarrassment of the act quickly vanishes as I gaze up into his eyes. It’s strange. We’re completely surrounded on all sides by people probably staring at us but it feels like we’re the only people here.

      The music draws me in again and I look once more at the band leader sitting at his keyboard. His fingers glide along the keys, pounding them with swift, elegant precision and I can’t stop the smile from latching onto my lips.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I blink back to Will. “What do you mean?”

      “That’s like the third time you’ve looked at that piano player,” he notes. “Do I need to be worried?”

      “No,” I say, chuckling.

      “Or jealous?” he adds. “Because I can puff my chest out and flex if you want.”

      I shake my head. “No, he just reminds me of someone I used to know.”

      Will pauses, his eyes casually trying not to show the excitement hidden in them. He hesitates but finally asks, “Who?”

      My mind wanders back as I stare at the pianist again. For the first time since I came back to Clover, I feel a piece of myself expanding. It’s like I’ve lived and breathed inside a tiny box for weeks. I wondered how long it would take before I dared crack it open.

      “I was in Seattle,” I say, drawing his full focus. “I was broke — completely broke — but I had this dollar store harmonica and a glass jar, so I stood on a corner downtown and started playing it.”

      “You can play the harmonica?” he asks.

      “Oh, no. Not at all. I faked it. I thought I was faking it pretty well…” I pause, immersed in the memory, “until this guy walked up to me. He was tall and older with this silver-speckled beard. Kind of reminded me of my dad… Anyway, he grabbed my shoulder and said, ‘oh, honey sweetie, you’re never gonna get laid playing that thing.’”

      Will laughs.

      “Then,” I continue, “he bent down, picked up my jar of pennies and lint, and made me follow him down the street.”

      His eyes twist with a protective vibe. “Then, what’d he do?”

      I smile. “He took me to this dueling piano bar. It wasn’t even open yet but we just waltzed inside like he owned it. He sat me down on the piano bench, ordered this huge plate of nachos from the staff at the bar, and he taught me how to play.”

      He blinks. “Really?”

      “Well, he taught me how to play Chopsticks.” I chuckle. “Then, it was Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, and then a few bars of Moonlight Sonata. Turned out, he actually was the owner. He let me stick around the rest of the night and watch the show.”

      “That’s pretty cool.”

      “It was amazing,” I say, remembering the thick smoke and pale, blue lights. “Afterward, he saw me still sitting at the bar, drinking nothing but water because it was free. He walked up, shook my hand, and asked me who I was. I told him I was Jovie from Clover, Kansas. He said, ‘Well, Jovie. I’m Bernard and I’m from Des Moines.’”

      Will squints with suspicion. “Then, what’d he do?”

      “Then… he took me back to his place, gave me a big blanket from his closet, and let me sleep on his couch.”

      Will relaxes but his focus never leaves my face. “That was nice of him.”

      I press my lips together, wondering how much more I should say but the words spill out anyway. “I stayed there for two weeks.”

      He senses my hesitation but curiosity keeps him asking. “Two weeks?”

      “Every night, he’d come back and stuff his tips from the evening into my glass jar. I asked him not to but, at the same time, I really needed the money, and he knew that.”

      “Did…” His voice falls.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Did he ever try anything…?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure he was gay.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Well, the men coming and going from his room were a big clue.”

      Will laughs. “Fair enough.”

      I look to the pianist again. “I’ve never really been a big believer in anything,” I say. “Life was rough at the time but somehow, I stumbled on him right when I needed to.”

      My heart aches, utterly infected by the broken box inside. I look up into Will’s eyes, so full of love and concern for me.

      All the pain and uncertainty of the last several years bleeds away, leaving me feeling limp in his arms. Even through everything, he’s still willing to stand beside me. To hold me up when everyone else would push me down.

      I want to be close to him again. Closer than this.

      “And…” I say, “that’s about it.”

      “What is?” he asks.

      “Where I’ve been.” I inhale a deep breath, letting it course through my limbs and back. “I spent four years wandering from place-to-place. I’d stay in one city long enough to scavenge enough money to fill the tank of my car and then I’d hit the road. Sooner or later, it would run out and I’d do it all over again.”

      I search his eyes for judgment and shame. They show neither.

      “Why?” he asks.

      “I wanted to see the world,” I tell him. “The world outside of Clover and I did. I saw so much and I loved almost every moment of it, but… no matter where I went, I always did the exact same thing.” My chest clenches. “I’d walk down the street, alone and scared, and I’d look for you. I knew how impossible it was to actually see your face in the crowd staring back at me but I still did it everywhere I went.” My lip trembles. “I did everything I could to distract myself but nothing worked.”

      I feel a warm tear slide downward but Will wipes it away with his thumb.

      “I woke up one day and I couldn’t do it anymore,” I say. “I couldn’t stand that crushing disappointment I felt whenever you weren’t there. So, I drove home again so it wouldn’t be so impossible anymore.”

      My head falls. I try to breathe but my lungs feel small and weak, shriveling up inside of me. Nausea teases my gut. Guilt threatens to knock me over. God, I can’t even look at him.

      “Jovie,” he whispers.

      I almost resist the feel of his hand on my cheek but I let him draw my eyes up again.

      He gives me a gentle kiss. I lose track of time as he pulls me even deeper into his embrace. The music continues but we stopped dancing long ago.

      When his lips finally fall from mine and his eyes open wide, he offers me a smile of warm comfort.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      I tremble in his hands. “I wasn’t sure if I should tell you—”

      “Shh.” He hugs me tighter. “It’s okay.”

      “You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “Are you kidding?” His lips press against my forehead. “You’re my Jovie.”

      I exhale with relief, draining a little more of this emotion and pain from my system. It’s not everything but it’s enough for now.

      Baby steps.
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      Maybe I don’t give fairy tales enough credit.

      There’s something to be said for throwing on a dress and some fancy shoes, going to the ball with a handsome prince, and having all your dreams come true.

      But my night is going a little better than Cinderella’s. I don’t remember her getting some in the dark, palace stairwell.

      My toes curl, forcing my right shoe to slip off my foot. It tumbles to the stairs, the sound echoing throughout the silent corridor. I tense up but Will doesn’t stop thrusting. He kisses me, hard and fast, bringing me back to him as the humid air makes it harder to breathe.

      I arch upward to keep the stairs from digging into my spine and Will sinks his teeth into my neckline. I moan, feeling my thighs quiver around his waist, and he slaps a hand over my mouth to keep me quiet.

      We can hear the music in the gym from here and anyone wandering the halls could probably hear us as well. I try to bite my tongue but the passion rocks us both. Even Will buries his open mouth into my bare shoulder to try and smother the grunts slipping through his throat.

      Will raises his head as I clench his cock from the inside. He smiles as I come, pressing his hand even harder over my lips to silence my wild voice.

      He comes after me, letting his head rest and I wrap my arms around him as he trembles. I feel him inside of me, his tip gently pulsing with each surge of his orgasm. I kiss his forehead, tasting his fresh sweat on my lips, and he shakes with laughter.

      “What?” I ask.

      He pushes up to stand, slightly wobbling as he looks around. “Why didn’t we ever do this before?”

      I laugh with him. “Because you always chickened out.”

      “Ah,” he says, sliding the condom off. “That makes sense.”

      I lean over to snatch my underwear from the floor as he drops the rubber into the corner trashcan at the foot of the stairs. We dress ourselves quickly in silence, catching our breaths and stealing gazes at each other.

      One moment of real bonding and we couldn’t help ourselves. I shouldn’t be so surprised but I am. I thought he’d hate me if he really knew where I was and what I was doing while he stuck around here and built a more stable life. Part of me would even agree with him on it.

      I stand, pulling my panties up while I push my dress down. It’s wrinkled now but it was worth it.

      Will bends over to pick up my shoe and I smile as I take it from him.

      “Thanks,” I say, slipping it back on my foot.

      “Hey, Jovie…”

      “Yeah?”

      He’s silent for several moments before I finally look up into his hesitant face.

      “Never mind.” He backs up a step toward the door.

      “I didn’t fake it,” I tease, “if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “Oh, I know that,” he says, letting his smirk show for a second.

      “Then, what is it?”

      He bites the edge of his mouth. “I just…” He exhales, turning serious. “Your dad said something to me the other day that I kind of can’t get out of my head. It could be nothing but I just really need for you to tell me what he meant.”

      My stomach churns. “Okay.”

      His brow furrows. He looks away from me. He does whatever he can to delay it while I wait, barely able to remain upright in my tight shoes. I lay a hand on the railing beside me, digging my hand into the hard metal.

      “I mentioned that we were engaged,” he finally says, “and he asked if I’d knocked you up… again.”

      I look down at my shoes as panic seizes me. “Okay.”

      “I need to know what he meant by that.”

      “Not here,” I mutter.

      “What?”

      I take a wide step around him. “We shouldn’t talk about this here.”

      He reaches out to grip my arm. “Just say it, Jove.”

      “Will, please.”

      “What did he mean?”

      I pull my hand free and shove open the hallway doors, startling a few people lingering by the bathrooms across the hall. I spin in the opposite direction toward the gym, feeling Will’s presence over me with every bounding step.

      He latches onto my arm again. “Jovie—”

      “Don’t do this here,” I beg.

      “Is it true? Were you preg—”

      “Not here.”

      “I have a right to know,” he argues.

      “Do you have to know right now?”

      He bolts out in front of me, stalling me in my tracks. His eyes pierce into me with accusation and distrust. He squints, obscuring the whites of his eyes even more until only a black pupil peeks out.

      “What did you do?” he asks.

      My throat burns. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Jovie, what did you do?”

      No, not like this. Not here in a place like this. Not with this much anger in his face. Not with people glancing over at us—

      “Don’t look at them,” he says. “Look at me.”

      Tears fill my eyes. “Will, stop it.”

      “Jovie—”

      “I miscarried.”

      It comes out so quietly I’m not even sure he hears it but as his grip loosens and his stiff face falls, I know he did.

      I take a step backward and he just stands there, staring right through me as if I were made of glass. For a second, I think he might cry but he forces the pain from his eyes and turns away from me.

      I look over my shoulder, seeing the inquisitive faces of those lingering nearby. I ignore them and walk as fast as I can toward the exit. The more steps I take, the farther away the door feels. My ankles ache and my vision blurs. I just want to get out of here, as far from the pounding music and stabbing guilt as I can.

      I make it to the parking lot before I start sobbing.
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      It’s not what I expected. Things with Jovie Ross seldom are.

      All I want to do is scream after her, to stop her from walking away from me again, but the farther she gets, the tighter my throat clenches.

      I got what I wanted, right? She answered my question, but…

      I look up and she’s gone.

      “Hey, Will. Where’s Jovie going?”

      I’m not sure who asks it. I don’t even bother trying to answer them. Instead, I walk down the hallway, following the trailing echoes of her shoes.

      Not here. She begged me and I didn’t listen.

      I reach the parking lot and there she is.

      Flashes of a different age take over my mind. Jovie in her torn, pink dress and puffy cheeks, sitting on my old, crappy moped with a sweet smile and seductive eyes.

      Does this POS seat two?

      But she’s older now. Her dress wasn’t swiped off a bargain clothes rack. Her eyes aren’t obscured by a thick layer of pure black eyeliner. Her cheeks are still a little puffy but the tears streaming down her face explain that much.

      She’s leaning against the passenger door of her car, waiting for me. I have the keys, I guess.

      She sees me approaching and wipes her eyes and nose. Her head stays down as she turns to grip the door handle, signaling a need for silence and I don’t question it.

      Not here.

      The drive home is torture. I almost think to take the long way just to stall the inevitable pain a few minutes longer. She stares out the window beside her, carefully wiping her face as another tear sneaks out every few minutes.

      God, what have I done?

      First Street is quiet; deserted by those still at the dance. The creaking car door echoes down the street the moment I park as Jovie throws the thing open and steps outside. She’s already fished her keys out and unlocked the door by the time I catch up with her.

      As she enters the hallway, she reaches behind her and grips the zipper along the back of her dress.

      I hang the car keys on the hook by the door out of habit. I stand in the living room, listening closely to the shuffling of her feet in the bedroom. She rolls open a dresser drawer. Tosses her shoes into the closet. She sniffs quietly.

      I wander slowly, following the isolated sounds to the bedroom and lean against the door frame to look inside.

      Jovie sits on the edge of the bed with her eyes on the floor, wearing her jeans with the torn knees and an old, red sweater. Sneakers on her feet. Hair in a simple ponytail. Back to normal. No less breathtaking, though.

      Her voice cracks. “I was pregnant.”

      I stare at the top of her head. “When?” I ask.

      “When you broke up with me,” she says to the floor, “I was pregnant.”

      I shift as the pain starts in my gut. As if it were possible for me to feel any worse about that moment in time. I didn’t just call Jovie Ross a horrible, selfish child. I said it to the mother of my baby.

      “For how long?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Not long. A month, maybe. I found out just before Valentine’s.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you broke up with me.”

      “Jove…” I flex my jaw, “I think something like that transcends a breakup.”

      “I was going to tell you,” she says, talking slowly, “but then you spoke first.”

      “I spoke first? That’s your excuse?”

      She wipes another tear away and looks up. “I was caught off-guard by what you said to me and how you suddenly didn’t want to get married anymore and I just…” She catches her breath. “I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t feel anything. So, I went home, cried for hours, figured I’d talk to you once everything calmed down but then it happened.”

      My chest aches. “That night?”

      “Yes.”

      I step off the door frame. “You were alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did… did it hurt?”

      She hesitates as her lip trembles. “Yes.”

      “You should have told me, Jovie.” My voice rises on its own. “You didn’t have to go through that alone.”

      “Well, I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it hurt!” She rises off the bed. “It really hurt! Between losing our baby and my dad kicking me out again and Sara threatening me—”

      “Wait — Sara did what?”

      “I packed a bag and I left. I couldn’t face you again because I knew you wanted to be a father so badly but I couldn’t give that to you and that’s what hurt the most…”

      Her voice fades off and my heart breaks.

      Losing our baby. Like she just misplaced my keys. I start to think that if we retrace her steps, we’ll find it again. Sooner or later.

      But that’s not how that works at all.

      Jovie presses her lips together, her chest heaving with each quivering breath. Tears coat her cheeks, endlessly dripping down her throat but I stand still, numb all the way to the bone.

      After all this time, I finally know why Jovie Ross took off. I almost wish I didn’t. If I hadn’t have pushed her away that day, would it have happened at all? Pangs of guilt jab my chest. My lungs feel full of rocks. Is this how she’s felt for four years?

      I step forward and wrap my arms around her. “It wasn’t your fault, Jovie.”

      She sobs. “Yes, it was—”

      “No, it wasn’t.” I kiss her forehead while she shakes in my arms. “You couldn’t have stopped it. It’s okay.”

      “Will, I’m so sorry—”

      “It’s okay.”

      Jovie grips my suit jacket and buries her face in my chest. I feel her warm, wet tears bleeding through my shirt. She sways on trembling knees and I hold her tighter to keep her standing.

      “Hank came home and heard me crying in the bathroom,” she says, her voice weak. “I thought that maybe I should tell him and he would… I don’t know, show some fucking compassion for once.” She steps back to breathe. “So, I told him what was happening and he just started screaming at me and hitting the walls. I got so scared. I ran to my room, stuffed my backpack with anything I couldn’t live without, and I got in my car. I never told anyone else about it.” She lays a hand on her stomach. “God, I’m gonna be sick.”

      I lead her to the bed. “Sit down.”

      She lowers to the edge and leans forward, taking deep, gentle breaths with my hand on her back. After a few moments, I ease her closer and she rests her weak head on my shoulder. I feel her shaking in my arms, shivering as if it were freezing cold but her skin is fever warm.

      “Jovie, what did Sara do?” I ask.

      She raises her head and wipes her nose. “She ran into me at the gas station off the highway — the one I went to purposefully to avoid people who knew me — and she waltzed over just as I was grabbing a pregnancy test off the shelf.”

      I frown. “She knew about this?”

      “She knew what it could have been. That’s all she needed to tell me to leave town or else she’d drive to my dad’s and tell him everything she saw. Told me that she wasn’t going to let a whore like me ruin her brother’s life.”

      It’s almost unbelievable. My own sister. My best friend. But Sara’s hatred for Jovie was always there, boiling beneath the surface, constantly urging me to dump her and find someone better. She would have taken any excuse to drive Jovie out of town. And she succeeded.

      I swallow my rage. It can wait.

      “When I walked back outside,” Jovie continues, “I saw her slip a note under my windshield wiper before driving off. I went closer and saw it was a check for a thousand dollars with the words ‘get rid of it’ written on it.” She shakes her head. “I cashed it but I never spent a dime. I slipped it into the mailbox of some church out in St. Louis. Just… didn’t feel right to keep it.”

      I stand to pace the room, cursing the sparks in my feet. They urge me to act. They want to run and kick and destroy something — anything at all — that will make me feel better about this. I could have been there. I should have been there but I couldn’t act on something I didn’t know about.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, struggling to keep calm.

      “I thought you hated me.” She clears her cheeks. “Hell, you practically said as much.”

      “I was angry but I would have listened if you’d have just told me.”

      “Would you?” She tilts her head. “New Will would have listened but do you really think old Will would have been so rational?”

      I pause, struck cold.

      “You wanted to get married,” she says. “You would have wanted that baby even though we had no business being parents back then. I wasn’t ready. You weren’t ready but you loved this town, this culture—”

      “I loved you.”

      “But I didn’t fit. You must, at least, have the hindsight to see that much.”

      “You were different.” I shrug. “You still are. That didn’t matter to me.”

      “And yet… you dumped me for not instantly waving my hands and screaming yes after that proposal.”

      I fall silent again, my guts churning as the truth wrecks me. That entire night plays in my head. Valentine’s Day. The proposal. The immediate fight afterward.

      And the heart-to-heart with Sara the next morning.

      She’s the one who told me to leave Jovie.

      And I listened.

      “Ultimately,” Jovie says, “I left so you could have the life that I failed to give you.”

      We made a lot of mistakes. We should have done a million things differently back then. But I will not let her believe that she failed me. Not even for a moment.

      “You didn’t fail, Jovie,” I say, choking on the lump in my throat. “You can’t think of it like that.”

      She bites her cheek, fighting tears. “Stop.”

      “No.” I kneel in front of her, trying to meet her eye-line but she looks away. “Jovie, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Stop it,” she says again.

      I cup her face, forcing her to look my way but she clenches her eyes closed. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      She shoves my hands and rises off the bed. “Will, I love you so much but I can’t relive this again. I’m sorry.”

      I push onto my feet as she bolts for the hallway. “Jovie, wait.”

      She doesn’t stop. I take extra-long strides to cut her off in the living room.

      “Please. Jovie—”

      “I just need to be alone for a while,” she says, shielding her face from me.

      “For how long?”

      She grabs her car keys off the wall. “I don’t know.”

      I block the door. “How long?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I stare at the top of her downturn head. Tears fall directly from her eyes to the floor. They make soft, gentle splashes that echo in my head.

      “Jovie…” I reach for her but she recoils an inch. “What can I do?”

      She wipes her eyes but it doesn’t help. “Open the door.”

      I lay a hand on the doorknob to buy a few more precious seconds. “Jovie, I don’t want you to be alone. Please, stay here. We don’t have to talk. You don’t have to say anything. Just, please, stay with me.”

      “I can’t even look at you, Will,” she says, sobbing. “How can you even look at me?”

      “Because I love you.” I jut forward, holding her face before she has a chance to resist it. “Look at me.” Her neck loosens and she allows me to turn her upward as I wipe a thumb along her tear-stained cheeks. “Jovie, I love you.”

      She takes a deep, quivering breath. “Then, let me go.”

      I stare her down as my own tears start to burn my eyes. “Will you come back?” I ask.

      Jovie takes the doorknob. She twists it slowly and pulls the door open, gently nudging me out of the way.

      “Jovie,” I whisper, letting my hands fall to my sides. “I love you.”

      She pauses with one foot out the door. “I love you, too,” she says.

      I look down, unable to watch as she leaves. The door latches closed. I hear the loud screeching of her car door as she climbs inside. The engine turns over. She drives away.

      I’ll be here when she comes back.

      Ignorance may have been bliss but truth is binding.

      She’s still my Jovie.

      Now more than ever.
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      So, where does a girl go when the ghosts of her past rear their heads again? I’ve asked myself this hundreds of times over the last few years. There’s only one real answer for it but it’s the worst four-letter word of them all.

      Home.

      I sit in my car, staring out the window at the house I grew up in, trying to gather the courage to make a choice. Stay or leave. Laugh or cry. Live or die.

      I suppose I should be thankful. Some of us don’t get that choice.

      I push the door open slowly to keep the rusty squeak from echoing too loudly. The last thing I want is for Mrs. Clark to poke her little head out of the window and sneer at me, if she hasn’t done so already, of course.

      The house looks as dark and stale as always but the flicker of bluish light in the living room gives him away. I walk up the porch steps and pause with my hand rolled into a delicate fist. I remind myself again. It was all my idea to come back.

      I knock twice and twist my head around to take a cursory glance across the street again. Still no peeping old ladies.

      The door opens and my father stands there in jeans and a red flannel shirt. His way of dressing up for Valentine’s, I guess.

      “Hey, Dad,” I say.

      “Jovie.”

      “Can I… I need to ask you something.”

      He shifts on his feet. “All right.”

      I swallow. “What did I do?” I ask, my hands shaking. “What… what could I have done differently to make you care about me?”

      His stone-cold expression barely moves.

      “Why didn’t you ever care?”

      I choke on a sob as my legs twitch and my heart aches but I wait for an answer. It doesn’t matter if he’s even truthful about it. I just want one word, one solitary reason to cling to as some kind of closure.

      Hank’s eyes fall to my ankles and he nods. He steps back and walks into the house, leaving the door wide open for me.

      I slink forward, broken and defeated, and close it behind me to lock out the world. I don’t want to linger in this house. It’s not what I came here for. I stay by the front door with my hands in my jean pockets and this is where I’ll stay until he gives me a damn answer.

      Hank returns from the kitchen with a can of beer in each hand. He pauses and extends one to me.

      I shake my head. “No, thanks.”

      “Take it,” he says. “You’ll need it.”

      I let out a scoff and snatch it from his hand but I keep it held down at my side. He wanders over to his chair and flicks his can open as he sits down. Foam rises from the opening but he drinks it down before it can spill over.

      “Well?” I ask, growing impatient.

      He takes his time, picking up the television remote and tapping the volume down to a quiet hum. Then, he bends over and reaches into the small drawer in the bottom of his end table. When I was a kid, this thing was usually stuffed full of cigarettes and chewing tobacco.

      I pause as he pulls out a stack of postcards about an inch tall, wrapped together with an old rubber band. The edges are worn and slightly crinkled and not from your standard post office abuse either.

      “I was so proud of you, Jovie,” he says.

      I struggle to take in a breath. “What?” I ask.

      “I used to look forward to getting the mail every day, just in case you sent me another one of these.” He taps the stack against his leg. “It meant that you weren’t here. You were out there… seeing things I never saw, doing things I never did. Living the life I never had. ‘Where are you going next, Jovie?’ I’d ask myself and I’d hope to God that the answer wasn’t Clover, Kansas.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      He takes another sip from his can. “Because I didn’t want you to slip into a mold and get stuck here like I did or how,” he pauses, “or how she did. Joanne hated it here but she stayed because of me and because we had you. I didn’t want the same thing to happen to you, so… I did the only thing I knew how to do and I pushed you away. I didn’t want you to get too attached to this place but then you started dating that damn kid.”

      My lips twitch. “Will?”

      He nods. “You fell so hard for him. Before that, you used to talk about traveling the world and getting out of this place after graduation but you stuck around because of him. Then, things happened the way they did and you took off. For that, I was proud of you.” He looks up at me. “Does that answer your question?”

      A tear escapes down my cheek but I wipe it away before it reaches my jawline. I feel the ice cold drink in my other hand and I walk over to the couch to plop down.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I say as I pull the tab.

      Hank tosses me the stack of postcards. They land just off my lap, still bound tightly together as they bounce onto the cushion beside me. I pick them up and turn them over in my palm to read the back of the last one I sent him. Greetings from Denver.

      “Where are you going next, Jovie?” he asks me.

      I close my eyes, willing my head into a blank slate. I could repeat history all over again, just like they all expect me to. It’s a tempting thought. There’s still so much of the world I haven’t seen yet but there’s no guarantee I’d ever find somewhere else to call home, as much as I’d hate to admit it. I don’t imagine mountains or city skylines or oceans along that slate. I imagine Will’s face instead.

      “I love him,” I finally say.

      “And he loves you.” He nods. “But is that enough?”

      I stare at the stack in my hand for several moments before exhaling hard. “Well, you were right,” I say, raising my beer. “I did need this.”

      He chuckles. “If there’s one thing I’m well-educated in, it’s when to get shit-faced.”

      I laugh. “It’s a far more useful skill than anything I’ve got.”

      His head tilts. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      I smile, ready to blow off the sentiment, but something about it clings to the back of my head like a word you need but can’t quite remember.

      I look at my father again and he nods.
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      We go through so much to become who we are.

      Every series of events, every moment and thought is just one piece of a fine-tuned engine that makes up ourselves. Parts degrade and get replaced over time but the layout and basic function remain the same. We can generally predict what our reactions will be to just about any situation. Fight or flight. Laugh or cry. Trust or suspect.

      Losing Jovie the first time inspired a heavy upgrade. I ditched the attitude. I started buying clothes that fit me. I went to school and got a job to be more independent and responsible. I kept the leather jacket and the bike as a reminder, but mostly because that look will never not be cool, even on the uptight streets of Middle of Nowhere, Kansas.

      But still, even through all that change, I’ve always expected the worst from Jovie Ross.

      I found out the truth and my first thought was that of suspicion. As if to say her most probable reaction to our breakup was to enact some form of revenge on my desire for a family. I know her better than that. She’d never do something like that to me, not in a million years, and yet, my fine-tuned, newly-upgraded engine of independence and responsibility latched onto the worst case scenario first because that’s just what I’ve always done.

      You can’t upgrade or replace everything. Some things you’re just stuck with. Old habits.

      Jovie’s gone through her own set of upgrades. She’s more patient. A kinder, gentler Jovie. No less sardonic but I’ve always considered that to be her strongest asset. But if she can grow and change just as I have then it’s not outside the realm of possibility that there are pieces of her deep inside that remain untouched.

      Her reaction back then was to run and hide, even from the one person she always thought she could run to. Did that reaction end up in a bin with the rest of the degraded parts? Or is it still there, connected to everything else, just waiting for the right series of events to set it off again?

      She’ll come back.

      And I’m not leaving our home until she does.

      I will sit here until I hear her key in the door again. Until she walks into this room and gives me that knee-crippling smile again. And if she doesn’t, then I will go out there, find her, and I will bring her back here myself because I will not give up on Jovie Ross just like everyone else did. Just like they all told me to do.

      A soft knock taps on the door. I bolt off the couch to answer it, kicking away the blanket as it gets wrapped up in my foot.

      I pull the door open and exhale the hope from my chest.

      “Jesus…” Sara looks me up and down. “What happened to you?”

      I glance at my wrinkled suit pants and untucked shirt. “Nothing,” I say, stepping away.

      She follows me in and closes the door behind her. “I got your message.”

      “Okay.” I sit down on the couch, sinking deep into the cushions. “Did you find someone to take him?”

      “Yeah.” I feel her staring at me. “Mom has the day off, so she’s watching him. I figured you had to take a shift so I stopped by the shop. Marv said you called in.”

      “Yeah,” I say again.

      “You sick?”

      “No.”

      She paces toward the hallway. “Passed by the toy store. Looks like Jovie didn’t show up to work today either.”

      “Don’t you have a class or something?”

      I look up and she’s staring at me like I’m some kind of wounded animal.

      “Will, what happened?”

      “Sorry I couldn’t hang with Andy today. I’ll make it up to him next week.”

      “Will.” She crosses her arms, digging her stance into my carpet. “Where’s Jovie?”

      “Do you really care?”

      Her brow rises with amused interest. “Did she leave?”

      I sit back, feeling a rush of anger but I keep it behind clenched teeth.

      “Well, it’s about time,” she says. “I told you from day one. It wasn’t if. It was when. I mean, jeez, you’d think she’d—”

      “Get out,” I say.

      “Exactly. She shouldn’t have come back at all.”

      “No, I’m talking to you.” Her face falls. “Get out.”

      Sara takes a step back. “Excuse me?”

      I stand up again. “Leave and don’t come back for a while. Don’t even call me. I don’t want to speak to you right now.”

      She grows tense. “What’s this about? Did she say something to you?”

      “About what?” I wait for her to answer but she just stares. “Go on, Sara. What could Jovie Ross possibly say to me that would make me want to kick you out of my life?”

      Her face flinches with fear. “Okay, Will, whatever it is she told you, you have to remember that Jovie is a liar—”

      “That’s enough.” I walk toward the door and she follows.

      “She’s manipulating you, Will.”

      “And what would you call what you did?” I ask. “Deception? Betrayal? Treason?”

      “Protection. You’re my little brother. I did what I knew was best for you. If Jovie cared about you at all, don’t you think she would have stayed? Wouldn’t she have fought to keep you two together?”

      “So, it was all a test? Just a thousand-dollar gambit?”

      “Yes. And she failed,” she says, her voice rising. “Jovie made her choice. She took that money and ran off because that was more important to her than you.”

      I stare at her. My sister. The stranger in my living room.

      “You paid her to get rid of my baby,” I say. “How do you justify that?”

      “If I hadn’t, she would have used it to trap you and you wouldn’t be where you are right now.”

      “No, she wouldn’t have, because she lost it…” My voice cracks and her mouth closes. “And because I listened to you and bought every word of your bullshit against her, I wasn’t there. She left because I wasn’t there for her when she needed me the most... and I’m not sure I can forgive you for that.”

      Sara’s eyes slip down as I yank the door open wide enough to let her through.

      “Now, get out,” I repeat.

      She gives me one last silent glance before walking out onto the porch. I feel her turn around to say something but I slam it closed before she can get a word in. She won’t get the last word on this one. She doesn’t deserve it.

      I return to my place on the couch.

      She’ll come back.
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      I read somewhere that when you remember something, you’re not really remembering the event itself. You’re actually remembering the last time you remembered it. Details fade. Colors become less vibrant. Voices get distorted. It’s like playing telephone with your own brain. Sooner or later, you won’t be able to picture things the same way as you used to but you’ll be none the wiser.

      That’s what they mean when people say that time heals all wounds. Memories fade as quickly as any bruise or scar. Some take longer than others but, eventually, it all disappears because emotions, painful or otherwise, are only as present as the original event that made them.

      So, we keep mementos and keepsakes. Tie a memory to an object, something real and tangible, and that memory becomes one with that object. It can be simple. A coin or a ring.

      Or, for an average wanderlust like myself, postcards.

      I sit at the kitchen table in my father’s house with all of them spread out in front of me. Each a photo of a landmark. I made sure to pick out postcards with some significance, some memory that I could easily tie to it and recall five, ten, or even twenty years from now. Some bad. Some good. All worth remembering.

      I grew up between these postmarks. I learned how to talk to strangers in the big city. How to stretch every dollar. How to stay alive, even after the last penny was spent and all I could do to stay warm was laugh at myself.

      But there’s still so much I don’t know. The education of Jovie Ross is far from complete.

      I get up to refill my water glass and glance out the window above the sink. A tuft of brown hair pokes up and I lurch so badly I nearly drop my glass.

      “Jovie? Is that you?”

      I gawk at her. “Sara?”

      She stretches on her tippy toes. “Can you let me in? I need to talk to you.”

      I sigh with rolling eyes and set the glass down before walking to the back exit.

      “What are you doing?” I ask her through the closed screen. “We have a front door, you know.”

      She checks the bottom of her shoes for mud and leans down to swipe a dead leaf off her scrub leg. “Would you have answered it?”

      “No,” I say, truthfully. “What do you want?”

      Her head nods over my shoulder into the kitchen. “Please? It’s about Will…”

      “Is he breathing?”

      “Yes,” she answers.

      “Cool. Thanks for the update.”

      I move to close the door.

      “He told me what really happened.”

      My muscles lock as hesitation sets in.

      “And then…” she sighs, “he kicked me out of his house and slammed the door in my face.”

      “Wow. Sucks to be you,” I mutter.

      “My brother has never talked to me like that before. But, in his shoes, I can’t say that I wouldn’t have done the same. He was just protecting what’s his.” She pauses, pressing her lips together. “Can I please come in? I’d rather not discuss this outside.”

      I study her desperate face and tone. It’s honestly fascinating, like watching a bird try to swim through jello.

      “Fine,” I say, stepping back. “Make it quick.”

      Sara opens the screen door and carefully wipes her shoes on the mat as she walks inside.

      I plop back down into my chair at the table and quickly start stacking the postcards away.

      “What are these?” she asks over my shoulder.

      “Never mind.”

      She keeps moving to the other side of the round table, taking the hint not to ask again but she can’t help but glance at the last few remaining postcards before I can get to them.

      “Is Hank around?”

      “No, he’s at work.”

      She clears her throat. “So, I guess you and Will didn’t have that great of a Valentine’s Day.”

      I set the pile to the side. “We never do.”

      “But the dance was a smash. People really liked the band. Natalie told me that was all you…”

      I glare at her, urging her to get on with it.

      “Okay, Jovie…” she exhales, “there’s really no great way to lead into this so I’m just going to say it. You… your baby.”

      “What about it?”

      Her hands twitch at her sides. “If you hadn’t have lost it, would you have kept it?” she asks. “Even with the money I gave you to…?”

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation.

      “Really?”

      I grit my teeth. “I’m sorry, did you come here for any other reason than to humiliate me or to make me feel like dirt? Because I have better things to do…”

      “I lost a baby, too,” she says, lowering her voice. “After Andrew. It was a girl.”

      My heart clenches as she hangs her purse on the back of the chair and sits down across from me.

      “Jovie, I know that I can be…”

      “A massive bitch?”

      “Difficult. Especially when it comes to Will. Our parents were always so busy and it was on me to look after him. I went too far with you. I was young and stupid and I’m sorry.”

      “So, what?” I ask. “You discover empathy and, all of a sudden, it’s bygones?”

      She hesitates. “I’m trying here, Jovie.”

      I sit back to let her speak.

      “We’re so secluded out here that we…” she scratches behind her ear, “we get so caught up in our perfect, little lives that we tend to forget that bad things happen and often to good people.”

      I raise a brow. “Are you calling me a good person?”

      “Well, I mean…” she scoffs, “on a scale of Charles Manson to Mother Teresa, you rank okay.”

      “Oh.” I nod. “Neat.”

      “I just mean to say that if you ever need to talk to someone whose been there before, I’m here.”

      I look to the far corner of the kitchen. “I’ve kind of had a few years to digest it already, so…”

      She gives a soft shrug. “The offer still stands.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “Look, I know it’s kind of town policy to air my dirty laundry for all to see but I would really appreciate it if you didn’t tell anybody about this.”

      “Of course.”

      “And please…” I pause. “Please don’t tell Will I’m here. I shut the car in the garage for a reason.”

      She nods. “He won’t talk to me right now anyway. My calls go to voicemail, he ignores my texts. Talking to you was the last resort I had to get my brother back.”

      I shake my head. “Probably going to take a lot more than a casual chat with me to do that, Sara.”

      “I know.” She bites her inner cheek. “Jovie, I am truly sorry that you never got to meet your baby… but who knows how it works, you know? Maybe you will someday.”

      I look at her, sensing real compassion from her for the first time. “Yeah. Maybe someday.”

      She fidgets for a few seconds before standing up from her chair. “Anyway, I have a lab that I’m late for, so…”

      “Sara.” She stops and turns back. “If you ever need to talk to someone whose been there…”

      I let the rest of it fade off but she nods, understanding.

      “I will,” she says. “Thanks.”

      I sit still, glancing at her dark pink scrubs as she reaches for her purse. “Hey…”

      She pauses. “What?”

      I debate the question for a second before giving in. “Where do you go to school?”
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      “Will, open up!”

      I recognize Tucker’s voice. I’d hoped he’d turn around and leave after I didn’t answer his knock twice but I guess he’s more determined this morning.

      “Will!”

      He bangs harder and I grunt.

      “Tuck, it’s open!”

      The knocking stops and the knob twists, instantly opening on his confused face.

      “Has that always been unlocked?”

      I nod from the couch. “For the last two days.”

      “Huh.” He steps inside and closes it. His eyes focus on me for a second before he scans the room with his hands on his hips. “So, what ya been up to?”

      “This.”

      “You sleeping on the couch?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      Because the bed smells like her.

      I sit up and scratch my shadowed face. “Just am,” I say instead.

      He exhales, hesitating for a moment. “No Jovie yet, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      “Just… no idea where she is?”

      “Nope.”

      “Or whether or not she’s even still in Kansas right now?”

      I flex. “Nope.”

      “But hey — you’re engaged. Right? She’ll probably be back by tonight. So, get up, hop in the shower, throw on some clean undies, maybe get in a shave or two, and let’s go to work.” He claps twice. “Come on.”

      “We weren’t really engaged, Tuck. It was all fake.”

      He blinks. “Beg pardon?”

      I sigh and stand up from the couch to pace around. “It wasn’t real. We just told people we were so she could get on the party committee. It was her stupid idea. She thought getting involved with the town would make people take her seriously. The funny thing is, it actually worked. People were all over her, complimenting her, thanking her…”

      Tucker’s closed fist flies at my face. I twist away out of reflex and his hand slams into the bookshelf behind my head.

      “Aw, fuck…” he groans, cradling his wrist as he slinks away from me.

      “Did—” I stare at him with wide eyes. “Did you just take a swing at me?”

      “You’re damn right I did!”

      “Why?”

      “For fake engaging my cousin, that’s why!”

      “Did you miss the part where I said it was her idea?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Then, why swing at me?”

      “I don’t know.” He winces as he opens and closes his fist. “It felt right at the time…”

      I roll my eyes and head into the kitchen to grab an ice pack from the freezer. Tucker follows me in with his head down but he keeps his distance.

      “Also,” I say, tossing it at him. He flinches but manages to catch it to numb his knuckles. “It was real to me. Hell, there was a minute during the dance when it seemed real to her, too.”

      “Then, what happened?” he asks.

      I look at him as bile from my stomach infects my throat. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that she’s coming back, and when she does, I’m going to be here. I have to be here.”

      “Will…”

      “No. She lives here. Her stuff is here. She has to come home eventually. I am not leaving this house until she does.”

      “Okay, but…” He discards the ice pack on the counter. “Marv sent me down here to tell you that if you don’t show up to work today, he’s gonna fire you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      He holds his hands in prayer. “Look, I know this shit is rough and I’m worried about her, too, but… you gotta look at the bigger picture here. You don’t have to even pick up a wrench. You’ll be on desk duty until you’re ready but you have to come in.”

      I hesitate.

      “I mean…” He shrugs. “You had to have known this was a possibility. It’s Jovie.”

      “Fine,” I say.

      Tucker heaves a thick sigh. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll go get dressed.”

      He holds up a hand. “I was serious about the shower thing.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      I walk out of the kitchen toward my bathroom, briefly pausing in the doorway to our bedroom as I pass by it.

      It’s Jovie.

      Same old, sad Jovie.

      I almost expect her to be in there, sleeping soundly. But she’s not. She’s out there somewhere, alone and scared, and that’s my fault. I could sit here and dwell on that for a few more days while my life crumbles to pieces but Tucker is right.

      Bigger picture.
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* * *

      The pink and red ribbons are gone.

      Valentine’s Day is over. Soon, the town will be lit up a bright green for St. Patrick’s but until then, it’s back to normal. Back to the basics.

      Just regular Clover Folk.

      I stare out the windows of the car shop from my stool behind the counter, watching each face as they pass by. A few actually peek inside the garage, no doubt looking for me. Gotta get that taste of juicy gossip between boring and mundane moments of their pathetic, little lives…

      Jesus. Maybe Jovie really is rubbing off on me.

      I straighten up as the door opens and Coach Rogers walks inside.

      “Hello, William!”

      “Coach.” I force a smile to match his own. “Van giving you trouble again?”

      “No,” he says. “I just figured I’d stop by before classes today to check in on you. See how you were doing. I couldn’t help but notice that you’ve been a little MIA the last few days…”

      I glare at him. “Sex-ed and dodge ball, Coach.”

      He tilts his head. “Now, that’s a four-point frown, William. I had high hopes for that six-point smile you flashed when I first walked in.”

      “Go away.”

      “Okay. Fine. Suit yourself.” He steps back from the counter. “But, for what it’s worth… I’m rooting for you guys.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I’ve never wanted to watch people suffer, William. I am not a monster.”

      “Does that mean you’re done with the psych profiles?” I ask.

      He hesitates. “Well…”

      “Have a good day, Coach.”

      “Bye.”

      He spins around and walks out as I shake my head with annoyance.

      Tucker emerges from the garage. “New job?” he asks, looking hopeful.

      “False alarm,” I say.

      He huffs onto the stool beside me and groans. “So slow today.”

      The phone rings on the counter.

      “Well, maybe we got a live one.”

      Tucker leans forward as I pick up the phone.

      “Marv’s Auto Repair,” I answer.

      “Hey, this is highway patrol. We’ve got a traveler in need of assistance in your area. Are you available for a tow?”

      “Yes, we are,” I say. I snap my fingers at the notepad next to Tucker’s arm and he slides it closer to me. “What’s the location?”

      “About fifteen miles east of you on 70.”

      I write it down. “And the vehicle?”

      “She said it’s a powder blue POS.”

      I pause. “A POS?”

      He chuckles. “That’s what she said.”

      “Thanks,” I say through my teeth. “I’ll take care of it.”

      I hang up a little too hard and Tucker stares at me.

      “What was that about?” he asks.

      “I need the tow,” I say, rounding the counter.

      “But you’re on desk duty—”

      “Tucker, give me the keys.”

      He grabs them from his breast pocket and drops them into my open palm. “Need help?”

      “No.”

      I shove the door and stomp around the building to the tow truck.

      Jovie freakin’ Ross.

      She’s running away again. Or she tried to and her old, beat-up car broke down on her way out of town. Not really surprising considering all the miles she put on it over the last few years.

      I climb into the truck, feeling fueled by anger and frustration.

      I can’t believe she’d do this to me. Again. After everything we’ve been through. After all the times I stuck up for her. This is how she repays me?

      Why am I so surprised?

      This is exactly who Jovie Ross is. Who she’s always been.

      I speed down the highway, heading east, passing every car I come up on. It’s reckless and a little stupid, admittedly, but after the last few days, running on passion is about all I have left.

      I see her car on the other side of the highway. Jovie’s little, blue car.

      She’s standing outside of it in her ripped jeans and a black sweater, leaning against the front bumper with her arms crossed and her head down. A familiar pose but it’s not enough to soften my resolve.

      I deserve an explanation for this.

      I make a U-turn and speed up to park the tow in front of her. Her head rises in surprise and I watch her brow furrow with confusion through the rearview mirror.

      Her face softens as I hop out and slam the door closed.

      “Will…”

      I point a finger at her. “You’ve got a lot of nerve, Jove.”

      She frowns. “What are you talking about?”

      A rush of adrenaline powers my tongue, completely decimating any filter I have. “I’m talking about exactly what this looks like.” I gesture at her car. “You’re running off again. I can’t believe you! One setback and that’s it? You’re done? Bye bye Jovie for another four years?!”

      “Okay, Will—”

      “No, I don’t want to hear another one of your dumb excuses.” I fill my lungs, feeling them burn as she stares at me with eyes of stone. “I was right about you all along. You’re a selfish, irresponsible child! You don’t care about me. You don’t care about anything or anybody but yourself. Did you stop to think about what this would do to me? Especially now after you’ve already uprooted my life?”

      “Will—”

      “I’m not done!”

      She pushes off the hood and walks around to the driver’s side.

      “Where the hell are you going?” I ask.

      Jovie says nothing. She reaches inside and withdraws a stack of papers from the passenger seat. She returns to me with her head down and her hand extended, silently waiting for me to take them.

      “What’s this?” I snatch them from her fingers. “My Dear John letter? An itinerary for bumming around Europe?”

      My attention falls to the papers and I scan them, feeling an aching regret growing in my gut with every new word.

      I lower my voice. “A community college application?”

      Jovie nods. “I met with an adviser in Overland Park today. He showed me around the campus a little.”

      “You’re applying to school?”

      “It seems like a good fit and the commute won’t be too bad, assuming my car doesn’t explode by then.” She stares at her shoes. “I can start in the fall if I want. I was going to tell you tonight.”

      “… Oh.”

      “But, please, finish your little outburst,” she says, crossing her arms again. “I bet it feels quite liberating to dig into me like that.”

      “Jove…” I swallow the black void down my throat. “I am so sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She shrugs. “You have every right to assume.”

      “No, I don’t. I feel like an asshole. What… what can I do to make this up to you?”

      “Well, you can start by cinching up my car,” she says, back-kicking her bumper. “Then, you can spend the entire ride home singing Somewhere Over the Rainbow at the top of your lungs.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “With the windows rolled down.”

      “I can do that.”

      “In your underwear.”

      I squint. “Getting weird now but I’m still in.”

      She smiles. “I wouldn’t leave again without telling you, Will.”

      “I know.”

      “You didn’t seem to know that five minutes ago.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

      “It’s okay,” she says.

      I glance down the abandoned highway. “So… where have you been, Jovie?”

      “Hanging out with my dad.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, he and I had a few things to work out.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “Not bad but we’ll see. Baby steps and all that.” She swallows. “Seems like we have some trust issues to work out, too.”

      I nod. “I agree.”

      “Before the fake wedding.”

      “That…” I pause, holding back the smile begging to shine through, “is gonna have to be one hell of a fake counselor.”

      “They certainly have their work cut out for them,” she quips. “You’re all sorts of messed up.”

      “And you’re about one mental break away from a straitjacket.”

      “And yet…” she nods slowly, “I think we can make it work.”

      “Me, too.” I step around her to release the cinch off the truck. “So, what are you thinking of majoring in?” I ask.

      “Business,” she answers.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I figure Mr. Trin’s gotta kick it at some point and I basically already know how to run his shop. Doesn’t seem like a bad gig; bringing toys and happiness to all the little children of Clover.”

      I attach the cinch to her front bumper. “And it’ll make it so much easier for you to slip them doobies and condoms with each purchase of twenty dollars or more.”

      “I know you’re kidding,” she says, “but that’s exactly what they’ll say, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much but hopefully by then the name Jovie Ross won’t need a positive spin anymore.”

      “Hopefully.”

      I step around her toward the truck.

      “Will…” I pause mid-stride, feeling her fingertips graze my arm but she doesn’t latch on. “I’m sorry,” she says. “About everything. Everything that I could control, everything that I couldn’t control…”

      “Hey.” I cup her face. “I know. And this is going to be the last time you ever apologize for it. Okay?”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      I kiss her forehead. She tilts up and we lock lips for a brief moment, too. “Let’s go home.”

      Jovie looks up at me with clouded eyes, the same ambiguous stare I’ve seen in her since we were kids. She could turn and run. She could stay and fight. Two extremes, both equally as possible and impossible as the other.

      Finally, she smiles.
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* * *

      Since day one, people have asked me what the hell I see in Jovie Ross.

      At first, I wasn’t sure how to answer them. What business was it of theirs anyway? Over time, I’d mostly shrug off the question.

      ‘Just look at her,’ I’d say.

      She’s beautiful. She’s witty and smart. Sexy and great in bed. She can dish it out and take it right back. Strong yet vulnerable. Courageous yet shy.

      I’d list off all of these amazing qualities that came as naturally to her as breathing does to the rest of us but I never stopped to think about why I could see those qualities when everyone else clearly could not.

      Was I just naïve? Was my attraction to her all just some innate, biological urge, like an animal craving blood and sex? Why this girl? Why her? Why me?

      Why did I love her and why couldn’t I stop loving her, even during the darkest days of my life?

      Tonight, somewhere in this mess of wrinkled bedsheets and condom wrappers, the answer became so clear and focused that I haven’t been able to sleep.

      Jovie lies on the bed next to me with her eyes closed. Her hair is scattered beneath her head, creating a wild, brown halo against the white pillowcase. Her lids twitch in deep slumber as if they’re about to open at any moment but they don’t. That dinosaur necklace rests against her collarbone, rising and falling with her breath. Our blanket only covers part of her side, leaving her right breast and hip exposed but it’s a warm night and I don’t dare risk waking her by tucking her in.

      Moonlight shines in from the window above our heads, illuminating her face and body. Angelic yet sinful.

      So, what the hell do I see in Jovie Ross? It’s simple, really.

      My future.

      I ease off the bed and reach for my cell phone on the nightstand, passing by that old torn and taped photo of us above my desk on the way out into the hall.

      There’s one thing left to do and I can only think of one person capable of making it happen on such short notice. Luckily, he doesn’t sleep much.

      It rings once before Tucker answers.

      “Hey, Will. What’s up?”

      I lower my voice to a whisper in the kitchen. “I need you to do something for me,” I say. “It has to happen fast. Like tomorrow fast.”

      “Sure. Whatever you need, man.”

      “And whatever you do…  don’t tell Jovie.”

      There’s a long, silent pause.

      “This isn’t going to get me killed, is it?” he finally asks.

      “No.” I chuckle. “I’m pretty sure it’s just my neck on the block.”

      “Okay. In that case, I’m all ears.”

      I take one more long stride away from the bedroom to be safe. “Is Jovie Watch still a thing?”
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      Jovie.

      Wake up, Jovie.

      While I usually don’t take too kindly to those who dare wake me up from pleasant dreams, I’ll make an exception for Will Myers.

      Once or twice.

      “Hmm?” I murmur with eyes closed.

      I feel his hand on my shoulder, fingers soft and warm as they caress down to my wrist.

      “Wake up, please.”

      I force my eyes open to see him sitting on the edge of the bed beside me. He smiles at me with a steaming mug in his other hand.

      “Good morning,” he says.

      I push up onto my elbows and wipe the sleep from my eyelids. “Morning,” I say, yawning and glancing around. “What time is it?”

      He offers me the mug. “Just after eight.”

      I fidget with annoyance. “I told you I don’t have to work today.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      “Then why must you disturb my slumber before the realm of double digit time stamps?”

      Will holds his smirk and offers me the mug again. “I want to take a walk.”

      My gaze falls downward to his clothes. He’s fully dressed in a pair of black pants and a white, button-down shirt. Nice, slicked back hair. Handsome as ever.

      I roll up my nose in suspicion. “A walk?”

      “Yes. A walk,” he says.

      “A walk where?”

      “Okay, Jovie. I’m gonna put it this way.” He abandons the mug on the bedside table. “Get up. Get dressed. Drink all the coffee you need. We are ready for a walk and out the door in twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty minutes?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      I open my mouth to argue but he’s already gone by the time I can get a word out. My nerves twist as I sit up and throw my feet onto the floor.

      “Uh-oh,” I say to myself.

      I reach for the coffee mug, unable to ignore the pleasant temptation despite the obvious strings attached to it.

      With my eyes closed, I enjoy the warm bliss for several quiet sips while I focus my hearing on Will’s scuttling feet as he wanders throughout the house.

      “Nineteen minutes!” he shouts.

      I flinch but I can’t help but laugh a little. One more big gulp and I’m refreshed enough to stand and make my way into the bathroom down the hall.

      I turn on the light and I pause, noticing the small stack of clothing sitting out on the counter. One of my white blouses lays on top of a black skirt, along with a clean bra and underwear rolled up inside.

      “Will?” I ask. “Did you lay out clothes for me?”

      “Eighteen and a half minutes!”

      Oh, my God.

      My instincts flick toward the bathroom window, desperate to escape from whatever the hell Will has planned but it doesn’t last for more than a second. That’s life with Will for you. I can always trust that he has my best interests at heart — no matter how strange or unusual his methods may be.

      Still a little unsettling, though…

      I give up all of my second thoughts and hop into the shower for a quick rinse off before getting dressed. Naturally, I go over his fixed time limit but he doesn’t seem to mind me taking a few extra minutes to dry and fix my hair.

      I step out into the hallway in my assigned clothes and Will stands there with a pair of my white sandals dangling from his fingers.

      I stare into his wicked eyes. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I ask.

      He nods. “Of course.”

      I wait for him to go on but he says nothing more. “And?”

      He drops the sandals into my open hands. “Time to go.”

      I grab his hand as he twists away. “Wait. Hold on.” He turns back and I pull him down for a kiss. “You look nice,” I tell him as I admire his clothes.

      “So do you,” he says, glancing down to my bare ankles.

      “Why do we look nice?” I ask.

      He pecks my lips once and steps away. “Let’s go. Pip pip.”

      “Pip pip?” I repeat as I lean over to slip my sandals on. “When did you become a tiny, English school boy?”

      “Come on, Jovie.”

      I follow him to the living room where he stands by the door with one hand on the knob. “I’m just saying, I’ve known you since infancy and I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’ve never heard you say pip pip.”

      He sighs with loving impatience. “Jove…”

      I stop in front of him. “What’s really going on?”

      He lays a hand on my hip and drifts forward. “I’ll tell you soon,” he says as he leans over. His lips press harder into mine as he pulls me against him. I let my arms wrap loosely around his neck and he embraces me back for another kiss.

      “Will?” I ask.

      “Yes?”

      “Why do I feel like there’s a nice man outside in a white lab coat ready to take me to my new, padded-walled home?”

      He chuckles and twists the doorknob. “Because you’re crazy.”

      “Oh, right.” I nod.

      He moves to the side to let me walk out first. When I do, my eyes instantly rise to the sky as several white wisps catch my attention above our heads. There must be at least one hundred of them, all dangling from the tall tree branches in both directions up and down the street.

      It’s toilet paper.

      I laugh out loud. “Uh-oh. Someone Jovied First Street.”

      “Looks like.”

      “But what’s the occasion?”

      Will doesn’t answer. He takes my hand and steps off the porch, pulling me along with him in a light, but firm, grip.

      I look upward, watching the long ribbons of tissue sway gently in the wind above our heads. We start on the sidewalk but Will casually guides us into the empty street. I glance over my shoulder to make sure we’re in no danger of being run over while he stares straight ahead without worry as we walk toward the center of town.

      I fill my lungs with the cool breeze, feeling warm tickles trail from our clasped fingers all the way up through my shoulder blades. My lips curl. Who knew a stroll down an empty street surrounded by floating strands of toilet paper could feel so romantic?

      We pass by a house as the front door opens. A couple steps out, immediately followed by two young teenagers. Their mother waves at us with a wide grin on her face. I wave back, thinking nothing of it until I peek back over my shoulder again and notice several others walking along the sidewalks behind us.

      “Uh, Will. Are we being followed?”

      He scans around and shrugs. “Doubt it.”

      More doors open. More people walk out onto the sidewalks to head into town. Not a single one climbs into their cars to invade the empty street laid out in front of us. It’s like our own private, undisturbed walkway.

      “You sure about that?” I ask.

      “My bounty is as boundless as the sea,” he says. “My love is deep. The more I give to thee, the more I have, for both are infinite.”

      I stare hard at him. “What?”

      “You said that to me once.”

      “I did?”

      “Well, you read it out loud as Juliet.”

      “Oh…” The memories come back and I laugh. “Right. Mrs. Carter’s English class.”

      “For some reason,” he says, “out of all the lines in that play, that one still stands out to me the most. I’m pretty sure it’s because of how you said it.”

      “How did I say it?”

      Will pauses our stride and turns to me. “I remember looking over at you. Just by chance. My eyes left the page, fell on you instead, and it’s like you felt it. Your voice stopped, you quit breathing, and you looked right at me as you read that line. My love is deep. The more I give to thee, the more I have, for both are infinite. Then… we just stared at each other for who knows how long until I realized that it was my line but then…”

      “The bell rang,” I say, reliving the moment with him.

      He smiles, pleased that I remember. “The next day, that moment had passed but I couldn’t get it out of my head. Almost like a part of me knew that it would be important someday.” He gives my hand a stronger squeeze. “My love for you is infinite, Jovie Ross. And that’s how I know you love me back because the more I give you, the more I have. My bounty is boundless.”

      I press my lips together, hoping to stop any of the tears threatening to spill over as even more people wander past us.

      “That’s really sweet, Will,” is all I can say.

      He smirks. “And here I thought you’d scold me for quoting stupid teenagers that got a bunch of people killed over a bout of puppy love.”

      I laugh. “I guess I’m growing soft.”

      He starts us forward again. “Works for me.”

      We round the block, leading directly into the town square and even more confusion sets in.

      First Street isn’t the only place that got hit with a Jovie last night. Toilet paper hangs down from the branches of the dozen trees throughout the square but no one seems to be angry or annoyed by it.

      Several rows of wooden folding chairs sit throughout the grass, hugging an empty aisle where all of the random neighborhood walkers have gathered — and not just from our street. I notice several groups traveling in from all corners with bright and happy smiles. A few look over at us and their smiles shift into knowing grins.

      Lucky’s set up a table for refreshments on the corner by the coffee shop, the only business that seems to be open.

      A group of musicians sit off to the side. I instantly recognize them and their instruments as the swing band we hired for the dance.

      As the crowd quietly settles into their chairs, I catch sight of Natalie and Tucker standing at the end of the aisle beneath a decorated altar. Sara and Andy are there, too, lingering near the front row with Rachel and Dave and…

      My father?

      “Will, what the hell is this?” I ask.

      “Our wedding.”

      My heart stops. “Our what?”

      He shifts around to stand in front of me. “Say what you will about Jovie Watch. They are very, very organized.”

      I blink. “Huh?”

      “Now, it’s not much but it’s actually really great for such short notice. The toilet paper is a nice touch. Not sure whose idea that was—”

      “You did this?”

      He nods. “I made the call. It was mostly Tucker that got the ball rolling but once he recruited Natalie, it was all over.”

      My jaw sags. “You want us to get married?”

      “Yes,” he answers.

      “Today?”

      “Right now.”

      I take a step backward but he counters with a quick forward stride.

      “Hold on, Will,” I say, extending my arms in a panic. “Don’t you think we should talk about this first?”

      “No.”

      Will lunges and takes hold of me, easily raising me off the ground and tossing me over his shoulder.

      “Will! No! Put me down!”

      He carries me down the long aisle. Those still standing there hurriedly bounce out of his path to take their seats. They all fall into gasps and whispers as I kick my legs and my cheeks explode with embarrassed heat.

      “Will!” I punch his back. “Are you crazy?!”

      “You sprang the engagement on me,” he argues. “It’s only fair that I get to spring the wedding on you.”

      “That’s not…” I sigh. “Okay, that’s a fair point, but… Will, come on. A document with an expiration date is one thing. This is something else.”

      “I thought you wanted to stay engaged.”

      “Uh-huh. Exactly. Engaged! Married ain’t engaged!”

      He sets me down beneath the altar and holds my shoulders while I gather my balance but he doesn’t let go.

      “How did you even do this?” I ask.

      “Nothing spreads faster in this town than tales of Will Myers and Jovie Ross,” he says.

      “And how many of them showed up just to see if I’d run away screaming?”

      “Most of them, probably.” His smirk travels up his cheek. “Just prove them wrong, Jove.”

      “So, you arranged a surprise wedding knowing full well how much I desperately want their approval, thus forcing me to go through with it or else tumble right back to square one.”

      “Yep,” he says.

      I shake my head. “Well played, Myers.”

      “And besides…” he gazes down at me with those deep, bright eyes, “if you do this, I might be compelled — as your new husband — to love, honor, and cherish you for as long as we both shall live.”

      My heart swells. “Now you’re just cheating.”

      Will shifts a little closer. “Either you love me enough to spend the rest of your life with me… or you don’t. I know where I stand on that. Where do you?”

      My eyes wander from his face to the crowd. There must be at least a hundred of them filling these chairs. Marv, Mr. and Mrs. Trin, teachers, old classmates, and neighbors. So many people, several of which attended that damn meeting just to vote me out of town, now sit here with smiling, welcoming eyes.

      This is it. This is the moment I always dreaded. Born in Clover, Kansas. Die in Clover, Kansas. Both equally as cringe-inducing before but now… I don’t know anymore. I thought living in Clover, Kansas would be just as awful but maybe not with Will by my side.

      I look at Hank again. He smiles in his own stern, hard-assed way. We still have a long way to go as father and daughter, there’s no denying that. He wasn’t much of a dad but I can’t say being a daughter was my best trait either. We’re willing to try but I can’t do that from anywhere but here.

      I turn back to Will, my eyes slowly trailing up to his loving, victorious eyes.

      Will Myers. My best friend. My oldest habit.

      Of course, I’ll spend the rest of my life with him.

      Natalie stands behind me with a wide grin and two bouquets of red roses. I twist toward her and extend a hand.

      “Just give me the damn flowers,” I say.

      She gleefully tosses me one. I catch it with quivering fingers, just barely hanging on as my nerves kick in and threaten to knock me over. The tension in the crowd shifts as they audibly exhale and sit back in the chairs, almost as if they’d all expected to tackle me as I hurled back down the aisle.

      Will extends his hand to me. I lay my palm in his and every ounce of fear and doubt in me melts away.

      “Dearly beloved.”

      I flinch as Coach Rogers’ voice booms in front of us. He stands at the altar in a black suit with a small notebook in his hands, reading aloud from it with a glorious smile on his face.

      I look at Will with confusion. “He’s ordained?” I whisper.

      He leans in. “Tucker asked Pastor Clark but he wouldn’t do it,” he murmurs. “Apparently, Mrs. Clark is still a little hung up on the whole George Washington thing. We had to improvise.”

      “Okay...”

      “But it’s all right.” He winks. “I had Tuck leave a little… you-know-what on their porch.”

      I bite my cheek to keep my laugh in. “God, you’re perfect.”

      He straightens back up with a deeper smirk.

      “I look at the two of you…” Coach continues, smiling at us, “and I’m reminded of a quote by the great Albert Einstein.”

      Will groans softly.

      Coach doesn’t seem to notice. “Insanity is doing the same thing, over and over again, but expecting different results.”

      The crowd chuckles behind us.

      “Really?” Will asks, his voice deadpan.

      Coach holds up a hand. “Now, hear me out…” he says, unable to obscure the obvious grin in the corner of his mouth.

      Will rolls his amused eyes at me and I smile.

      “They don’t call this place The Forgotten Paradise for nothing,” Coach says. “Once you’ve achieved true societal bliss as we have, the last thing you want to do is mess it up so we have a certain way of doing things around here but you two know that. You were born here. You grew up here. And you spent countless hours of your youths rebelling against that very fact — Jovie, especially.”

      I scoff. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did,” the crowd argues back.

      Will chuckles as I shut my mouth.

      “But…” Coach says, “when I say that the two of you remind me of the definition of insanity, I don’t mean what you think I mean.” He pauses. “I mean that maybe it’s time for Clover to change its ways.”

      I blink, staying silent while Will gives my hand a slight pulse.

      “We were… a tad hasty in our judgment of you, Jovie,” Coach says to me. “And I think I speak for most of us when I say that we’re sorry. We can — and should — do better. Having you back home is a challenge but a little challenge helps us grow, as William here as proven multiple times over. If, even after everything you’ve been through, he’s willing to bind himself to you like this, then… maybe it’s time we stop trying to keep everything the same as its always been and embrace the change a little wild card like you can bring to our community. Otherwise… we’d be living in insanity. Not paradise.”

      I clench my jaw to keep it from dropping, but mostly to stop my bottom lip from quivering. “Thank you,” I say.

      Will nods. “Good save, Coach.”

      Coach stands taller, looking smug as he rolls his shoulders back. “Now, are we exchanging rings?”

      I feel a rush of panic as if I forgot something but Will’s confidence never leaves his face.

      He turns toward the front row and gestures with one hand, prompting Andy to slide off Sara’s lap. He rushes over, nearly tripping on the pant legs of his little suit, but he stays on his feet all the way up to us. Will bends down to his level and several in the crowd audibly gasps and swoons as Andy drops two wedding bands into Will’s open palm.

      I realize my own mouth is wide open and I force it closed.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Will tells him.

      Andy grins up at me and waves a little hand. “Hi, Jovie.”

      I laugh. “Hi.”

      He turns around and runs back to Sara. She picks him up and for a moment, she makes eye contact with me. I expect a hint of malice or annoyance but for the first time in our lives, I see neither. She half-smiles with acceptance instead. It’s no olive branch but it’s a good start.

      Will lays the larger ring in my shaking right hand and I grip it so tightly I feel the band digging into my skin.

      “William, repeat after me,” Coach begins. “I, William…”

      “I, William.”

      “Take you, Jovie, to be my wife.”

      “Take you, Jovie…” Will slowly exhales the shock from his eyes. “To be my wife.”

      “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

      “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

      “For better or for worse. For richer or for poorer.”

      “For better or for worse. For richer or for poorer.”

      “In sickness and in health.”

      “In sickness and in health.”

      “To love and to cherish until death do us part. This is my solemn vow.”

      Will draws my left hand closer and aligns the white gold ring with my fingertip. “To love and to cherish until death do us part.”

      He slides the ring onto my finger until it reaches the engagement ring already sitting there.

      “This is my solemn vow,” he finishes, still staring into me.

      I bite my cheek, refusing to let the tears fall from my eyes but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold them back.

      “Now, Jovie…” Coach looks at me. “Repeat after me.”

      My lungs jolt as I try to breathe, shaking the air back out through my fire red cheeks.

      “I, Jovie,” he says.

      “Uhh…” I stutter, instantly forgetting my line.

      Will lays his second hand over mine, creating a warm, stable cocoon around my trembling fingers. It sends almost immediate strength through me but just one look into his eyes threatens to bring it all back down.

      He smirks and I feel like myself again.

      “I, Jovie,” I say.

      “Take you, William, to be my husband.”

      “Take you, William, to be my husband.”

      A bit of relief rushes through Will’s eyes and I smile wider. Each new word feels a little easier, as if everything was destined to lead us here.

      “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

      “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

      “For better or for worse. For richer or for poorer.”

      My tongue shakes no more. “For better or for worse. For richer or for poorer.”

      “In sickness and in health.”

      “In sickness and in health.”

      “To love and to cherish until death do us part. This is my solemn vow.”

      I take hold of the wedding band and the sunlight shimmers around the rim as I gaze at it. Will straightens his hand and I slide it over his thick, strong knuckles.

      “To love and to cherish until death do us part.” I entwine our hands and he squeezes tightly. “This is my solemn vow.”

      Coach pauses and leans closer to Will. “Do you want her to say it again just to be sure?”

      I raise a brow.

      Will shakes his head. “No. I trust her.”

      “All right.” Coach feigns a sigh. “Then, by the power vested in me by the great state of Kansas, I have no choice but to pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride and Lord have mercy on us all.”

      There’s an uproar of shouts and applause as the band starts to play, but it all blends together in the back of my head as Will takes a single step forward.

      He lays a hand on my cheek, just barely grazing my skin as I tilt my face upward. Our lips touch, mouths closed in a sweet, thoughtful kiss...

      But we’re Will and Jovie.

      I hop up into his arms and wrap my legs around his waist, locking us together in a firmer, messier kiss.

      “Rock and roll!” Natalie shouts amid the whistles and cheers.

      I lose my breath quickly and lay my forehead against his to take a rest. Will keeps me held up high and I feel weightless and bold, completely comforted in a moment when I should be terrified.

      “Hey, Jovie?”

      I open my eyes for him. “Yeah?”

      “I love you.”

      We kiss once more.

      “I love you, too, Will.”

      He sets me down and we turn around to look out at the clapping crowd. Even more must have gathered during the ceremony, as they now extend far past the sea of folding chairs into the street beyond them.

      Will stands behind me with his arms hugging my waist, holding me against him as he laughs in my ear.

      So many of them, some family, others friends and acquaintances, all staring at me.

      But that’s just what people do when your name is Jovie Ross.

      Clover, Kansas.

      Home sweet home.
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Epilogue

          

          Will

        

      

    

    
      It’s a warm day in Clover, Kansas.

      The sun casts a bright glow throughout the town square. Birds are starting to return now that the snow and ice have melted away. Natalie wanders the street with a small storage box under her arm to detach the last few pink and red ribbons that still remain on parking meters and road signs.

      Valentine’s Day 2020 is over.

      I step out of the corner market with several grocery bags in each hand, extending my foot to hold the door as a man passes by me.

      “Hello, William!” Coach Rogers says.

      I smile at him. “Hey, Coach.”

      He takes the weight of the door to let me slide out of his way. “I must say, you’re looking about a 9.5 today!”

      I nod. “I’d say it’s more of a 9.7.”

      “Well, keep that smile going!” He continues on into the market. “It’s contagious!”

      While I love getting into it with Coach about the morality of his coveted G-HIC system, I can’t say I haven’t seen the effects of it in action recently. In the few shorts days since the Valentine’s Day dance, I’ve seen the widespread smiles lingering on every face. There’s a light and fluffy feeling around every corner. The events of a few individuals really matter to the people as a whole.

      Happy life. Happy town.

      I step off the curb and pop the trunk to toss the groceries inside.

      “Hey, Myers!”

      I look at the toy store behind me and wave toward the shiny, bald head poking out the door. “Hey, Mr. Trin.”

      “Jovie doing okay?” he asks.

      “She’s great. How’s that new smock girl working out?”

      He rolls his eyes, barely lowering his voice. “Girl can’t tell the difference between a sauropod and a cerapod. You tell Jovie she’s needed back ASAP.”

      “I’ll pass it on.” I laugh.

      “I mean it.” He steps one foot back inside. “Throw the bundle of joy in a björn. Pump at the register. I don’t care. I need my assistant manager.”

      “It’s been three days, Mr. Trin,” I say. “You’ve got three months to go.”

      “That’s a lifetime in this business. Don’t you know anything about product cycles?”

      I shrug. “I fix cars.”

      He throws up his hands and retreats back inside.

      I step back onto the curb and linger near the window to look inside, catching sight of the new employee walking through the aisles. She’s young with a pixie hair cut — not unlike Jovie when she first put on that red smock a decade ago.

      The girl stacks a few dolls on the shelf, carelessly leaving them without meticulously straightening them first. Jovie would throw a fit but I won’t tell her. She’s got enough to worry about right now as it is.

      I start the quick drive home. A few dog walkers in my neighborhood stop to wave at the familiar vehicle as I pass by and I honk back, spreading the joy a little further.

      It’s not always like this, of course. After all, Valentine’s Day has always been a really horrible time for me and Jovie. Even after the vows were said and rings were exchanged, we still managed to find reasons to make the season of love a period of frustration each year. I’d try and find a way to get ahead of it, as usual, and Jovie would do her best not to let it get to her and, as usual, we’d fail miserably and spend the holiday glaring at each other until the sensual urges overtook us and make-up sex would come to the rescue.

      But I think we finally found a way to permanently bury that Valentine’s stigma once and for all.

      This year, our baby girl was born on February 14th.

      It wasn’t planned that way. She wasn’t due until early March but life always finds a way to drop a little coincidence on you now and then. Jovie probably would have preferred it if life picked a more convenient moment than right in the middle of the annual dance to break her water in front of the whole town. I’ve already had Tucker spread the word that the details of that janitorial disaster are never to be mentioned by anyone ever again.

      I park in my spot in the driveway next to a black truck that wasn’t there when I left. As I step into the house, I move with soft, careful steps, making sure I don’t make too much noise.

      I tiptoe into the hall, headed for the kitchen, when I see my father-in-law quietly stepping out of the baby’s room.

      “Hey, Will,” he says, sliding the door closed behind him.

      “Hank.” I nod. “Didn’t know you were stopping by.”

      He points over his shoulder. “The folks at the plant put together a gift basket for you guys. Just swung by to drop it off before heading in.”

      I continue into the kitchen and set the bags down on the counter. “Great. Thanks.”

      He lingers in the doorway. “How you doing?”

      “Uh…” I exhale at the mess of dirty dishes piled up in the sink. “Tired.”

      “Oh, get used to that.” He chuckles. “That doesn’t go away.”

      “Any advice?” I ask him.

      “Yeah,” he smirks, “don’t take advice from me and you should be all right.”

      I laugh. “Sounds good.”

      He turns to leave. “Anyway, I’m gonna take off.”

      “Dinner this week?” I call after him. “We’re having a family thing on Saturday; give everybody a chance to gush over the baby. You should join us.”

      “Sure.” He nods. “Just let me know a time.”

      “Will do.”

      “Bye.”

      “Hey, Hank…” He turns back to me again. “So, what do you think?”

      He takes a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before letting it out again. “She’s gorgeous,” he says.

      I smile. “Yeah, she is.”

      “Take care of her.”

      “I will.”

      “Both of ‘em.”

      I nod as he walks off, letting the thought sink in for several moments as the front door opens and closes behind him.

      There hasn’t been a second since Jovie went into labor when I haven’t felt a blinding terror rattling my insides. Luckily, it hasn’t killed me yet. Hopefully, it never will.

      Strangely, I love every moment of it.

      I rush to stock the perishables away and abandon the rest to head into the baby’s room. As I enter the hallway, my eyes glide to the left wall out of habit. Postcards hang on a photo line, starting with one showing off an all-too-familiar road sign.

      Clover, Kansas.

      The Forgotten Paradise.

      My eyes flick from one to the next. From Clover to St. Louis. To Chicago. To Cleveland and Nashville. Atlanta and Orlando. San Diego. Seattle. Denver. Salt Lake City.

      Over two dozen cities representing memories I can never touch but I don’t mean that in self-pity or anger. Far from it, in fact. Rediscovering Jovie as she slowly revealed bits of her journey to me over the last several years has made me love her even more, a fête I once thought impossible.

      The details of that journey…

      Well, that’s no one’s business but ours.

      I reach the final postcard with a smile on my face.

      Clover, Kansas.

      Jovie looks up from the rocking chair as I peek into the room. Her arms are full with the tiniest human being I’ve ever seen in my life. My heart skips as she struggles to keep the swaddled lump balanced in her inexperienced hands. She manages it fine in the end. Baby steps. Literally.

      “Did you see Dad?” she asks, exhaling the panic from her lungs.

      “Yeah,” I say, keeping two protective eyes on my daughter. “Did he wake her?”

      “No.” She scoffs. “You weren’t gone two minutes before she started screaming again. You may have missed the first tantrum.”

      “I’m sure she’ll throw another one at some point.”

      “Not hers,” she jokes. “Mine.”

      I kneel beside the rocking chair. “I don’t think the baby calendar has a sticker for Mommy’s first tantrum.”

      “Well, it should.”

      “She seems to have calmed down, though.”

      “For now.”

      “What’d he bring?” I ask, glancing at the gift basket in the corner.

      “He said, and I quote, ‘baby junk.’” She chuckles. “So, I can only assume a few onesies, maybe some pacifiers and stuff.”

      “Good.” I nod. “Can never have too many of those.”

      She smiles at me. “Have I mentioned how grateful I am that you’ve kinda sorta already done this before?”

      “Only every day since the strip turned pink.” I lean in to kiss her forehead. “But no amount of babysitting Andy prepared me for the breast pump.”

      “Prepared you?”

      I smirk. “Sounds like Mommy’s second tantrum is well on its way.”

      She glares at me. “Ha, ha, ha.”

      “There’s that beautiful laugh again.”

      “Don’t think that I won’t kick your ass just because I have a six-pound baby in my arms.”

      “Oh, I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “Damn right.”

      I kiss her cheek as I stand up. “Want me to take over for a while?”

      “Yes, please.” She shifts forward, slowly extending her arms. “I am so hungry. Did you get my Pop Tarts?”

      “In the bag on the counter.”

      “Thank you.”

      I take the baby from her nervous hands, keeping mine as steady as possible as I lower into the rocking chair.

      Jovie waits until I’m settled in before leaning down to kiss me. “You good?” she asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      “You sure?”

      My eyes lock on my daughter’s tiny face. “Positive.”

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      I hear her leave but I don’t take my attention away from the bundle in my arms.

      “We’ll be here,” I murmur.

      I slide my thumb down her arm to rest next to one of her hands as it sticks out of her green, dinosaur-covered blanket. How is it even possible to be this small? Never in my life have I felt so huge and so fragile at the same time. So strong yet so weak.

      I thought I’d already fallen in love for the last time.

      Her eyes open slightly, revealing the brownish hue of her irises. She catches sight of me with a blank stare that’s just so utterly Jovie it’s mind-boggling. Just a few days old and she’s already the spitting image of her mother, inside and out.

      “Hey, Joanne,” I whisper.

      She blinks once. Her gaze shifts from tired annoyance as she recognizes me or, at least, I think she does. It’s impossible to know anything about her yet. I don’t know what she’s thinking. I don’t know what she’ll look like a month from now or six months from now or even six years.

      Who is this person in my arms and who will she become if I look away for too long? What will she do with her life? Where will she go?

      I have no idea.

      But I can’t wait to find out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where is she?”

      I barely get the front door open before my mother and sister barge inside. “In the nursery with Jovie,” I say after them as they rush into the hallway.

      My father follows behind them, silently shaking his head, along with my brother-in-law, Charlie. They both give me that new father pat on the shoulder as they pass, welcoming me to the fold.

      “Hey, Uncle Will,” Andy says, looking up from the end of the line.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say, messing up his hair, as I always do.

      He reaches up and fixes it himself as he walks in. Seven years old and already too cool for bad hair.

      “Oh, she’s so precious!”

      “Look at that face!”

      “And the little hands!”

      I close the door with a sigh but something blocks it before it latches.

      “Whoa, hey!” Tucker says, slipping in. “Favorite uncle, coming through!”

      I roll my eyes. “Hey, Tuck.”

      We follow the voices through my house to the nursery. Mom and Sara stand on either side of the bassinet with Jovie. The men stand to the side with Hank, letting the ladies get the high-pitched squeals out of their system.

      Jovie slides back, looking about as nervous as any new mom would as a swarm invades her child’s space. I move to stand beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. I kiss her head and she relaxes.

      Tucker charges over and stares at the baby. “Hey, check it out,” he says. “She has my eyes.”

      I tap his arm. “No, she doesn’t.”

      “Well, they ain’t yours.”

      “They’re obviously Jovie’s.”

      “Right.” He nods. “And Jovie and I have the same eyes. Therefore, the kid has my eyes.”

      I glare at him. “Get away from my daughter.”

      He holds up his hands and takes a step back. “Fine. Whatever. Live in denial.”

      My mother instantly takes his spot. “Can I hold her?”

      I step forward, feeling that protective chain tug at me. “Yeah, that’s fine—”

      “I call dibs after Mom!” Sara says in my other ear.

      “Well…” My father says. “Shouldn’t the grandparents go first?”

      Hank leans back, looking smug. “I already held her.”

      “Then, I definitely get to go next.”

      I sigh. “I’ll let you guys decide that one. Just, please, be careful.”

      Mom nudges me away from the crib. “Will, we know how to hold a baby. Sara had one. I had two.”

      “Yeah, but this one is mine,” I say as she leans down to pick up Joanne, “and I’d rather she cut a few teeth first before we start actively screwing her up.”

      “Oh, honey,” she teases. “With this village raising this child, there’s no way to avoid that.”

      The baby fidgets in her unfamiliar arms but my mother’s experience shines through. Joanne settles quickly, her eyes opening wider to get a better look at her grandmother.

      Sara gently shoves at me with her elbow. “She’s so beautiful.”

      Tucker nods. “It’s the eyes.”

      I glare at him again.

      “I think it’s that wittle nose.” My mother pokes once at it.

      “And that hair!” Sara adds. “So much hair.”

      “What do you think, Jovie?” Mom glances around. “Where’s Jovie?”

      I turn and scan the room, eyes locking on every face but hers. A quick chill prickles my spine.

      “Jovie?”

      There’s no answer.

      I clear my throat. “Probably just in the bathroom or something,” I say. “I’ll check.”

      “We’ll be here,” my mother says, her voice disguised with a funny accent. She grins into my daughter’s face. “Don’t you worry about us, Daddy!”

      I leave the nursery and head toward the bedroom. Laughter and voices drift off behind me and I hope for some other noise to take their place but nothing does.

      “Jovie?” I ask the dark room.

      I poke my head into the bathroom, then the kitchen and the laundry room.

      No Jovie.

      That old panic rises in me as I take wider strides toward the garage, the last possible place she could be — assuming she didn’t disappear into the night.

      “Jo—”

      I pause, seeing her brown hair blowing softly in the wind outside. She’s sitting on the Bolt in the driveway, her face illuminated by nothing more than the orange lamp on the outer wall.

      “Jovie?”

      She looks over her shoulder at me, quickly reaching up to wipe the tears off her face. “Hey,” she says.

      I step out to join her, treading lightly. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” She sniffs. “Just hormones and all that crap. Got a little overwhelming.”

      “It’s okay. You deserve a break. She’s surrounded by parents right now. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      “Surrounded by parents… and Tucker,” she says.

      “Oh, in that case, we better get back in there.”

      “Maybe.” She laughs and wipes her nose.

      I take a breath of fresh air, my eyes lingering on her face. Smiling or crying. Laughing or screaming. It doesn’t matter what she’s thinking or feeling. She always manages to make me see something new and beautiful about her.

      “Do you want me to leave you alone?” I ask.

      She smiles at me. “No.”

      I move in closer to the bike and she instantly shifts forward to make room for me. I sit down behind her and wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her against me as she lays her head back onto my shoulder. I keep my grip loose on her. Jovie might be made of cold, hard steel but she’s still human. She’s still recovering from giving birth and all the sacrifices that came with it. It’s my job to help her do that.

      We sit still, silently gazing up into the dark sky. A few stars shine through but it’s a cloudy February night for the most part. At least it’s warm.

      She lets out a soft chuckle. “I’ve been out here two minutes and I already miss her.”

      I kiss her wet cheek. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I feel like we’ve been asking ourselves that question a lot this week.”

      “No kidding.” She twists around to me, her eyes full of awe. “I’m a mother.”

      I nod. “You are.”

      “Wow.”

      “You’re just now realizing this?”

      “No.” She chuckles. “It’s just… I spent my life as one thing. Suddenly, I’m something new. Something I was never really sure I wanted to be but now I can’t fathom who I’d be otherwise.”

      I squint. “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      “Well…” I look her up and down. “You’re a college graduate, you’re well-employed, and you’re a wonderful mother.”

      She leans in. “I pay taxes, too.”

      I laugh and kiss her neck through her hair. “You’re like a genuine, responsible adult now.”

      “For now,” she teases. “We’ll see how the next tantrum plays out.”

      “Is there anything about you that hasn’t changed?”

      “You tell me.”

      I smirk and stare into her eyes. The tears are gone now but her damp eyelashes still shimmer beneath the dim street lights. “I can think of one thing,” I say. “Something you’ve always had and always will have. No matter what.”

      “And what’s that?”

      I kiss the edge of her mouth. “Me.”

      She smiles. “Smooth.”

      “We still have our helmets, too,” I say, gesturing to the Bolt beneath us. “Say the word and we’ll take a midnight ride. Whenever you want. Just you and me.”

      Her eyes swell up again. “I’d like that.”

      She rests her head back on my shoulder. I lay one hand over her heart to feel it thump against my fingertips as she stares up into the night sky.

      “I love you, Jovie,” I whisper in her ear.

      Her warm hand settles on mine. “I love you, Will.”

      We kiss once more. Just one kiss exchanged from an infinite bounty.

      My Jovie. Our future.

      For better or worse.
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