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      Leah

      I can hardly make it downstairs to my pot of half-brewed coffee

      without my life falling apart. Ainsley comes running downstairs

      before I can grab my favorite mug out of our white-washed wooden

      cabinets in the kitchen. Her hands clutch a piece of paper while her

      eyes are filled with tears. I assume it is something terrible at first,

      still reeling after the phone call I had to make to our extended family

      that our father had passed.

      

      But that was months ago, and I’ve grown accustomed to shoving

      those painful sensations away. Ainsley hands me the letter she’s

      obviously just ripped out of our growing pile of mail on the front

      table. I flick through the bold type, my tired eyes reading half of the

      words but comprehending less.

      

      “Wait,” I whisper, holding the paper closer with the morning sun

      hovering over the hills of the horizon outside the kitchen window.

      “When did this come in, Ainsley?”

      

      “It was stamped a few weeks ago,” she breathes. “Why didn’t you tell

      me I had a letter, Leah?”

      

      “I get fifty letters a day about Dad’s business, Ainsley. I haven’t

      checked through them all yet.” I tuck my unruly blond hair behind

      my ear, reading the type more carefully this time. “It’s the fashion

      school you wanted to attend, right? The one in New York?”

      

      Her hazel eyes flicker in the chaos, her body taut while she thinks her

      dreams may shatter before her eyes. “Yeah, but I don’t know if I’ve

      missed the deadline, Leah. They need that money in soon, and I

      haven’t had enough time to finish saving up. I have to make a deposit

      now, or they will cancel my tuition scholarships.”

      

      I scratch my head, wishing I had a bit of coffee inside of me before

      dealing with this today. “Okay, okay. Relax. How much do you

      need?”

      

      “I’m short nine thousand,” she gusts. “I saved up three thousand in

      waitressing tips—and another four in babysitting and selling those

      old dress samples I made. I don’t have time to come up with nine

      thousand dollars, Leah! I’ll be trapped in Rally forever!”

      

      I try not to ask why being stuck in the Ozarks of Arkansas is

      equivalent to an end-of-the-world reaction ebbing through my little

      sister right now, but I don’t even want to hear the answer.

      Truthfully, I’ll end up in Rally for the rest of my days, and I’m fine

      with that reality in more than one way. Dad’s shop needs a strong

      lead mechanic to fill his shoes, and our old farmhouse was built by

      our grandfather’s hands.

      

      I stay here for the sense of family that surrounds me, even in their

      passing. But to hear my sister, the only living relative in the vicinity,

      is going to be leaving me next—it does more than sting. For a

      moment, I contemplate telling her to go to the community college in

      Little Rock, but I know I would only hurt her more. Being the big

      sister is a role I take proudly, and helping her achieve her dreams is

      why I keep pushing forward through this unfair, tumultuous life.

      

      “There’s some more money left in Dad’s inheritance,” I sigh,

      watching her body language shift. “I can loan you the nine thousand

      from that, okay? But I’ll need that money back one day. It was going

      to upgrade his shop here, but I can somehow refurbish the one he

      already has with scraps and bartering.”

      

      Her eyes clear up quickly, and her lips part in awe. “You’d do that for

      me? Dad’s shop means the world to you, Leah.”

      

      “You mean more.”

      

      She throws herself into my arms, and I blink back tears of

      insufferable grief. I just lost my dad four months ago, and the

      breakup that came with my high school sweetheart didn’t help. The

      turmoil of my eight-year relationship falling apart was nearly

      unbearable. Now I’m sending off my little sister to the big city to be

      the world’s best fashion designer.

      

      Everything is falling apart, but I don’t let her see that. She has better

      things ahead of her to live in the city and create masterpieces. For

      me, the biggest perk of my life currently is the coffee maker nearby,

      finishing with the timed brew of caffeine, and the immeasurable love

      my sister and I have between us. I’d move the world onto my

      shoulders for her, and I’m happy to do that today—even if it will

      leave me penniless.

      

      “Go upstairs and start packing for college. I’ll get that money wired to

      your account this afternoon by going to the bank in town.” I brush

      my hair back, watching her grow increasingly uneasy.

      

      “You’re going into town?”

      

      “Yeah, I can go into town, Ainsley. It’s fine. One quick trip can’t hurt,

      right?

      

      Still, she bites her bottom lip with raw skepticism. “I just… I know it’s

      been hard for you to go into town since Dad passed away. Everyone

      asks about you, you know? They want to make sure you’re okay.”

      

      “They can see I’m just fine today, then. I don’t need to hang out at

      the spinster’s quilting club or the gossip table at Richey’s diner, for

      people to know all of my business. I’m fine, Ainsley. I can handle a

      quick trip to the bank, alright?”

      

      She holds out her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I am just looking

      out for you.”

      

      “I’m pretty sure it’s me looking out for you,” I remind her. “I am the

      oldest.”

      

      “By seven years, Leah. It’s not that much older than me.”

      

      “You’re nineteen, and you think the world is a fun and fair place. Just

      promise me something. When you get to New York, be careful. Be

      guarded. The last thing I need is for you to call me to bring you home

      after getting pregnant by some guy with an earring.”

      

      “I quite like guys with earrings,” she taunts.

      

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my keys and wallet, along with the banking

      information that’s been piled up within the heaps of incoming mail I

      have yet to go through. My eyes catch a letter with a daunting red

      stripe over the seal. While Ainsley escapes upstairs, I wait until she’s

      out of sight and grab the letter.

      

      Cutting it open with my rough, calloused fingertips, I pull the letter

      loose from its home. I can already tell this is a bill from hell,

      something about the large final notice label on the top of the note, a

      clear indicator that I’ve officially fucked up.

      

      I take the letter onto the porch and shut the door behind me, just for

      added protection from Ainsley hearing or seeing my dismay over this

      concerning letter.

      

      “Dear owner of Reese Classic Automotives, your lien on the property

      has been extended far past the due date. If payment isn’t prompt

      within two months, or sixty-two days even, we will have the legal

      rights to the business and the home on the property. It’s within your

      better interest to pay promptly, rather than lose…”

      

      My voice trails off, my body going numb and frozen, even if the fall

      time in Rally is rather warm. I sink back into the porch swing and

      hiss a breath at the note, unsure what to do. The number at the top of

      the bill seems almost impossibly long.

      

      It seems even longer now that I’ve just promised my baby sister nine

      thousand dollars for her future. I can’t tell her to forget about it. Her

      little heart would break even more than the first time she saw her

      dream fleeting. I fold the note up in my back pocket and brush my

      hands over my face. I can’t be sure if there’s still grease and oil on my

      arms from working in the shop yesterday, but it doesn’t matter now.

      

      By the looks of it, I’ll be in that shop day in and day out for the next

      gazillion years, and that’s if the bank doesn’t wipe out everything and

      take the property from me.

      

      I try to tell myself it could be worse—but it can’t.

      

      I didn’t even know he had the fucking lien in the first place, let alone

      that we were in such deep money troubles. The heart attack didn’t

      wait for him to get things in line, though. I remind myself to pick up

      a bottle of wine so I can delve deeper into those letters from hell. But

      I have to make this transfer to Ainsley’s account soon—otherwise, I

      might be tempted to change my mind.

      

      My father started his classic car business when mom was still alive.

      He took pride in such classic, beautiful cars with high kicks in the

      engine and sleek, flawless bodies, but his personal mode of

      transportation was a little different. A chunky, cherry-red truck from

      the early fifties with black tires constantly wiped down in a sheen of

      reflective oil.

      

      It’s a beautiful truck, but it will draw attention.

      

      I haven’t been in town in months, not since Dad’s funeral. While I’ve

      managed to stay home for the business that needed to be done

      around the shop and in terms of his passing, it is about time I poke

      my head up from the rolling hills on the outskirts of Rally. I hate it

      when people look at me, but I have no other choice. My favorite

      hoodie is in the front seat, and I slip it on over my head, keeping my

      lawless blonde hair in the hidden cave of my jacket.

      

      My muddy boots are in the truck nearby, mostly so I don’t have to

      worry about tracking dirt through the house like my mother used to

      scold my father for. I look a little unkempt, but who cares? I’m

      wearing some simple cotton shorts that nearly cover my ass, and my

      hoodie is long enough to hide the fact that the tank top I wore to bed

      is a bit too tight to be worn without a bra.

      

      I’ve given up on trying to make a perfect fucking impression on

      everyone I come across.

      

      With the keys already in the ignition, I take the truck down the gravel

      road and accept the bumpy ride to the town I’ve been avoiding for far

      too long. It hasn’t been fair to let my nineteen-year-old sister take my

      credit card or spare cash to get us both groceries for the house or to

      pay the occasional bill in town. I’ve hidden myself away from these

      people for good reason, but I can’t avoid it now.

      

      The streets are lined with uneven red bricks and chipping concrete

      curbs. I pull up in front of the bank, already feeling both sides of the

      sidewalk stall with lingering foot traffic. Taking my wallet from the

      sun visor, my banking documents still stuffed into my back pocket, I

      head inside in a hurry, aiming for the front bank doors until a

      familiar voice crisps out behind me.

      

      “Leah, is that really you?”

      

      I shut my eyes, hoping to turn into a chameleon right here on the

      sidewalk. Not that it’s very fair of me to think, but I’d give anything

      to drop dead from a heart condition that seems to plague my father’s

      half of the family. If it wanted to strike again, I suggest now, just to

      get out of this skin-crawling conversation.

      

      Then again, my luck has always been utter shit.

      

      I turn to meet those seaweed eyes I used to look into as a

      thoughtless, naïve teenager. Ryan Jones looks just like he did the day

      he left my house. I thought it was a simple break, space needed so I

      could heal from my father’s sudden passing. He took it literally, and I

      lost him to the famed governor’s daughter who prances around town

      like she’s a prima ballerina.

      

      In reality, she was a bratty head cheerleader who couldn’t stand the

      fact that she hadn’t conquered the whole football team by the time

      she was twenty-six, so she had to come back for her revenge and sink

      her fangs into my boyfriend.

      

      Well, my ex-boyfriend now.

      

      And good fucking riddance to them both.

      

      “Hey,” I murmur.

      

      I stand unsteadily before Ryan who wears a sleek suit like some

      hotshot lawyer in the big city. In reality, he’s an agricultural law

      attorney who deals with people tagging other people’s cows and

      claiming them as their own. Even with the unnecessary getup, I can’t

      say I’m exactly the picture of fucking beauty.

      

      My thighs are cold and littered with bruises and scratches from shop

      work. If he sees past the dark stains and dusty impressions along my

      skin and clothes, maybe he finds me just as attractive as he used to,

      but that was four months ago. Too much has changed.

      

      “How have you been? I see Ainsley at the café, but I never get to see

      you around anymore.”

      

      “No reason for me to be in town when I work at the shop,” I say,

      motioning to the bank. “Well, other than making the bank trip.”

      

      He nods casually, stuffing his hands into his pockets. He wears a

      flashy watch and polished leather loafers. I’m confused as to how

      someone can change so much in such little time. But thinking of that

      shrill brat of a girlfriend he has now—Mr. Governor’s daughter, AKA

      local royalty—it’s not hard to assume he’s changed for the sake of her

      lifestyle.

      

      I should ask him what it’s like dating Queen Farrah, but I reign in my

      sarcastic edge… for now.

      

      “I should get back to my errand,” I add, inching my way toward the

      bank steps. “It was great to see you again.”

      

      “Wait, I wanted to ask you something, Leah.”

      

      “Yeah, what is it?” I groan, stopping halfway up the stairs while he

      waits below on the sidewalk.

      

      He grins softly, his lips pulled to one side of his thinning facial

      features, age and maturity shedding off the years of teenage muscle

      and college fat. “Maybe I should stop by the shop and talk to you

      about it.”

      

      “Yeah, okay. You know where to find me, okay? I should… I really

      need to get back to my…”

      

      “Yeah, of course. Go,” he ushers, smiling with an odd hint of pride in

      his stiffened posture. “I’ll come by the shop and see you soon,

      ladybug.”

      

      I gag at that pet name as I hurry into the bank, feeling like I’ve finally

      broken off the battlefield and landed face-first into the trenches. My

      body is badly wounded—and my mind was fucked up long ago—but

      being in this little ditch is a lot better than being out there under the

      constant fire of judgment, distaste, and whispering gossip.

      

      I go about my banking transaction, looking past the letter of the lien

      payment past due. It’s an urgent matter, and I’m not fighting that it’s

      important, I’m just fighting logic with my heart.

      

      My logic says I have to pay off the house to keep my grandfather’s

      legacy in our home, and my father’s legacy with the auto shop.

      

      My heart tells me that even if I sink, my sister needs to be off my ship

      when it takes water.

      

      She needs this money more than I do. So, as far as I’m concerned,

      she can have every damn cent.
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      Leah

      I stammer out of the bank as if I’ve just taken a physical beating. My

      mind turned into mush after having to go through the inheritance

      paperwork again, the beneficiary account, the deposit, the hold for

      Ainsley’s school, and then the damn mention of a lien on the house

      and shop. I managed to talk them into understanding the difficult

      situation I’m in, so while charismatic, I know my days are still

      numbered.

      

      Before I can even deal with that, I spy those heinous glares from

      across the street: Ryan hand-in-hand with his girlfriend. She’s

      wearing tall heels that I’d give anything to see break in the cracks of

      the sidewalk. Her hair is fake, in voluminous curls, and her face looks

      like she dropped her powder on the desk and slammed her face into

      it religiously.

      

      The last thing I need to do right now is to draw attention from her,

      her vindictive side so irritating to deal with. Farrah Wellsburg is a

      nuisance, and the minute she hears my truck roar to life, she’ll whip

      herself around and put on a performance with my ex-boyfriend. Like

      it’s meant to hurt me.

      

      Which it might. I’m not entirely sure.

      

      But today isn’t the day to find that out.

      

      Instead, I duck into the dive bar next to the bank and sink into the

      shadowy space with my heart punching its way out of my chest. I

      push it back in, piecing myself together slowly before realizing I just

      barged into this nearly empty place at ten o’clock in the morning with

      a hoodie on and not a drop of grooming done.

      

      Besides my general unkempt exterior, I realize now that I made my

      pot of coffee and never fixed myself a cup! As if I’m not already

      spiraling in my mind, I think this takes the cake for my shitty

      morning. I post up at the bar, hoping the happy couple outside skips

      their way right off a cliff’s edge, my body cold and numb to the

      traumas I’ve endured today.

      

      Not only am I officially poor, but I am poor with debts I can’t even

      fathom right now. It’s as though I’m looking into the future at my

      paychecks to come, only to see the next two years already allocated

      for this bill and that debt.

      

      Maybe I walked into the right place at the right time.

      

      A lanky man stands over my posture at the bar, my arms folded in

      front of me until I glance up at his tall figure beside me. He has cold,

      daunting eyes of hazelnut that almost match his red-tinted beard.

      His hair is covered with a black hat that matches the remainder of his

      outfit: leather pants and a ripped cotton t-shirt. The markup of either

      a guy with some weird color avoidance or a guy in a metal band.

      

      Given his puzzled friends on stage who look toward me nosily, I can

      deduce it’s the latter.

      

      “The bar isn’t open yet, but it looks like you need a drink.”

      

      His voice invades my mind, and I roll my eyes at the familiarity of it.

      “Oh god, not you.”

      

      “Hey, car chick. It’s nice to see you too,” he sneers sarcastically. “My

      band is practicing right now, and the bartender went out to grab ice

      for the day. If you want something, you’ll have to wait.”

      

      “It’s not even noon, Percy,” I spit, his name like a sin on my lips.

      “Why would I want a drink?”

      

      “You’re in a bar,” he replies, saying each syllable even slower than the

      last. “Listen, I don’t know who spit in your tequila this morning, but I

      was just trying to be hospitable and warn you of the musical

      masterpiece that is about to take place in this bar. You can’t record it,

      either.”

      

      Rolling my eyes, I can’t help but see the scrawny band geek who used

      to slither through the halls of high school and try to be as invisible as

      possible.

      

      “If it’s anything like your sophomore year saxophone solo, then I

      think I’ll be okay on needing to record it. I just came in to avoid a

      stupid and awkward situation outside, alright? Go back to playing

      the garage band with your buddies. I’ll leave in a minute.”

      

      He turns to return to the short stage in the back of the bar, stopping

      short to come back over to where I’m perched in the middle of either

      a mental meltdown or a panic attack. Perhaps both.

      

      It certainly does feel like both.

      

      “You know what? I didn’t do shit to you in high school, and I don’t

      cross your fucking path, Leah Reese. Why you have to come in here

      with this sour fucking attitude is beyond me.”

      

      I bury my face into my hands, wishing I had just played possum on

      the damn sidewalk outside. “You stole my dad’s motorcycle senior

      year and totaled it on the intersection light pole in town, Percy. Or

      did you forget about that?”

      

      His expression shifts, and he raises his arm to scratch the back of his

      neck awkwardly. Only now do I see the faint lingering of a few black-

      ink tattoos? He looks at the ground, staring at his Converse shoes

      while he plays nervously with a guitar pic in his free hand.

      

      “Oh, shit. I did forget about that.”

      

      “He had to pay for the light pole and trash the motorcycle for parts.

      That was going to be my gift for graduation, and you ruined it.”

      

      “Yeah, but that was years ago, car chick. Can’t we call it even?”

      

      “Call what even? I’ve never done a thing to you.”

      

      “Not true,” he replies. “Your boyfriend beat me up on the soccer field

      right before the junior year pep rally.”

      

      “He’s not my boyfriend anymore, and it’s not like I told him to kick

      your ass, alright? I have no control over Ryan Jones.” Shaking my

      head, I try to scrape all of those flooding memories from rushing

      back into my hectic mind right now. “Can we just change topics,

      please?”

      

      “Oh, now you want to move past it.” He throws his hands up like a

      tired toddler looking for a snack. “You’re just pissed off that high

      school sweetie is going steady with Farrah Wellsburg.”

      

      “I’m not pissed,” I grunt. “I’m irate.”

      

      “Join the club of scorned lovers, alright.”

      

      It hits me now, and I turn in my wobbly barstool to see him leaning

      on the edge of the wood top, lacquered surface, his eyes darting

      through each bottle on the shelf nearby. His focus lands on the

      whiskey, a choice that I assume has led to many of his worst

      behaviors in Rally since I’ve known him.

      

      He was a quiet, standoffish kid in school who carried his saxophone

      around like it was a security blanket. It wasn’t until he was out of

      high school that his rebellious streak really started to take aim at the

      town. That started with stealing my father’s motorcycle and then

      telling a judge my father let him borrow it.

      

      My dad had a soft spot for Percy though—for reasons I will never

      understand—and he took the heat for the accident. Still, it didn’t add

      to the stress already plaguing my father at the time. We’d just lost my

      mother, her cancer-ridden body still fresh in my distant memory,

      and the bills were starting to add up from her stent in the hospital.

      So my father didn’t need to deal with Percy Elrod and his rebel

      streak.

      

      Apparently, it doesn’t seem that his streak has ended yet.

      

      “That’s right. Farrah left you, didn’t she?” I whisper.

      

      He gives me a knowing glance, one that I think he’s offering in

      warning, but I don’t typically heed those, anyway. Instead, he looks

      to his bandmates and waves them away, watching them gruffly

      exhale while they slowly trickle off the stage and head out the back

      door, cigarette packs in hand.

      

      Percy slips onto the barstool beside me, his fingers knit on the edge

      of the bar while his focus is still weaving through the lit bottles on the

      far wall in front of us.

      

      I can’t help but notice the earring in his ear, only on one side with a

      blackish jewel that looks like an obsidian stud.

      

      “I’d fucking kill for a sip of whiskey right now,” he mutters. “I’ve been

      dealing with this shit for months.”

      

      “What happened between you two?”

      

      He doesn’t seem amused with my rather dismissive interest in his

      history with my ex-boyfriend’s new girlfriend, and he’s even less

      interested in the obvious struggle he’s facing in wanting a sip of

      alcohol.

      

      And yet, he doesn’t disappoint.

      

      “We had been dating for the last four or five years,” he grunts. “It was

      a fast-paced kind of thing. We fell for one another fast, and I thought

      it was just her way of being rebellious against her father. Being in

      politics, he wanted his daughter to be this princess of a lady. She was

      more into getting into trouble just so he would bail us out of it.”

      

      “So, what happened? Get into trouble you couldn’t weasel out of for

      once?”

      

      Ignoring my rather sharp tone, he replies, “I caught her naked with

      your prince charming.”

      

      I wince, surprised by how much that actually hurt to hear. “How…

      how long ago was that?”

      

      He shrugs, looking at the array of bottles longingly. “About four

      months ago.”

      

      Swallowing the brick in my throat, I wish I never came in here in the

      first place and struck up this conversation. All I can think about is

      the joy Ryan brought me for four years of our high school era. For

      the time after we graduated and were navigating our lives together in

      this little town. For the talks of marriage and family in our early

      twenties.

      

      I gave him my virginity, my heart, and every secret there was to share

      —and he left me at the peak of my pain. To get in bed with a woman

      who was already in a relationship with someone else.

      

      Denying the ill feelings from surfacing, I slip out of my barstool and

      head for the door without a parting word of goodbye. I don’t even

      know if he says something as I’m leaving or not. I just know my jaw

      is officially wired shut.

      

      Shut almost as tight as the metal cage keeping my heart from feeling

      anything ever again.

      

      I drive home in the monotone hum of the classic truck, pulling off the

      gravel road in front of the house, driving into the dead grassy knoll of

      a field, and sobbing shamelessly under the shade of the willow tree

      my ancestors planted here.

      

      I feel them watching me now, laughing at the failure I’ve become, at

      the rapid pace of decline that I’ve set myself up for. Ainsley has a

      brighter future ahead, far away from this hell I’ve come to know as a

      hometown. This morning I didn’t think Rally was that bad.

      

      But now I remember why I haven’t been going into town.
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      Percy

      I sit at the bar alone for what feels like hours, but in retrospect, it’s

      only long enough for Storm and Reggie to finish their cigarette.

      Julius always smokes two in one sitting, so he doesn’t resurface yet.

      Pressing my face into my hands, I try to drown out the lasting

      sensation that Leah Reese left on my soul as she stormed out of the

      bar.

      

      Everyone in town knows what happened to her and Ryan. They’ve

      been together for over a decade, in their innocent teen years as high

      school sweethearts. I almost recall that she was prom queen, but they

      had the type of relationship that ensured he would be prom king

      beside her. They were a package deal, and everyone knew that.

      

      Hell, Farrah used to envy their relationship. Perhaps too much.

      

      “Hey, bud,” Storm mutters, patting my shoulder. “Are you ready or

      what? Run off the town pariah?”

      

      I snort, leaning back in the ripped leather seat of this worn barstool.

      “Pariah,” I gust, almost laughing through my words. “We’re in a

      grunge rock band in the middle of the fucking Ozarks, in a town that

      has more fiddles than drum sets—and you think she’s the outcast?”

      

      He waves me off while Reggie sits down beside me, his ebony skin

      and inky eyes matching the attire that all of us have seemed to adopt

      these last few years: black jeans, black cotton shirts, and many vices.

      

      Far, far too many vices indeed.

      

      Reggie dresses like Storm, and they refer to one another as brothers

      because of their parents marrying later in life and creating a step-

      sibling bond that’s too funny to watch.

      

      Storm is tiny and pale with red hair and freckles all over. Reggie is

      massive with muscle, dark as night, with a voice like an arena

      announcer. Watching them bicker is typically a worthwhile feat, but

      not today. Not this week. I don’t need to hear another reason to push

      off band practice.

      

      It’s the only thing distracting me lately.

      

      “What was that about? Why was she in here in the first place?”

      Reggie asks.

      

      I shrug, eyeing the sidewalk that’s littered with a few people here and

      there. I thought I spotted Ryan Jones a while ago, meandering up

      and down the walkway to make his presence known. Sometimes I

      dream of watching him trip over the curb in front of the bar and

      twisting his ankle. Maybe he’d call for help. I’d play my music louder

      to drown it out.

      

      “She was upset,” I breathe, shrugging off my fantasy of a situation

      that might offer me the slightest twinge of revenge. “I can imagine

      she is, anyway.”

      

      “She’s the one who was dating the dude who Farrah had…” Storm

      starts, nudging his brother in the side to catch him up on town

      gossip. He and his father moved here two years ago, and while that

      might seem like a blessing to have missed all the juicy drama, it’s hell

      having to recap it for him. At least Storm assumes that position for

      me. “Ryan Jones is a prick. He was the school jock, and he was

      ruthless.”

      

      “So, the ruthless bully dated that tiny little thing that walked in here?

      Are you kidding?” Reggie says, tauntingly so. “She’s so cute and

      rugged.”

      

      “Rugged is an understatement,” Storm points out. “She runs her

      father’s classic car shop outside of town, in the Dingy hills.”

      

      “Don’t call it that,” I sigh, shaking my head.

      

      “Call it what?” Reggie asks. “The Dingy hills? Where is that again?”

      

      “It’s just past the main road, down ninety-nine,” Storm replies

      dutifully.

      

      “Why is it called that?”

      

      Shaking my head, I picture leaning over the bar top and snagging a

      bottle just to hold, just to consider. But it’s out of reach, and the

      stupid token of a poker chip weighs heavy in my pocket. “The Dingy

      hills are where the town addicts go for a fix. It’s just part of that road,

      the middle ground of ninety-nine, and people wind up dead there a

      lot. She lives further down from that spot, though. That’s not her

      thing, I’m sure.”

      

      “So, she’s a good girl?” Reggie asks poignantly. “She’s cute, she has a

      kick-ass job, and you didn’t think to get her number? Or, do you

      already have it?”

      

      “No can do,” Storm says, cutting me short from a reply to that

      outlandish remark his brother has made. “She’s like a cicada.”

      

      Reggie and I exchange an odd glance before glaring at the smallest

      member of the band.

      

      “What the fuck did you just call her?” I ask.

      

      “A cicada,” he explains dutifully. “They only come up every fifteen

      years or so. They’re always hiding.”

      

      “She’s been MIA for four months, not fifteen years,” I correct. “Why

      didn’t you think of a groundhog or something?”

      

      Reggie shakes his head in awe that this is now his family. I feel bad

      for them both, knowing that being in close proximity for extended

      periods of time can lead to some rich fights and tensile

      disagreements. It’s fun to watch, though. All the same, I try to steer

      clear of an argument right now.

      

      Her dainty gray eyes are still imprisoned in my mind with a figure

      that suits this bar well. I’ve never seen her come out to a show, even

      when she was showing her face in town. But having her perched on a

      barstool really amplified her taut and toned legs, her perfect

      porcelain skin, and the stature of a woman who has been beaten

      down more times than any of us could count.

      

      If I were her, I wouldn’t have shown my face in town, either.

      

      But being me, I’m glad she did. It was good to see her—sarcastic

      banter or not.

      

      “We need to practice,” I mutter at last, ready to pull focus off that

      curious car chick once and for all. “Where the hell is Julius?”

      

      “Right here,” he says, coming into the bar last with a sheet of white

      paper in hand. “You might want to check this out, bud.”

      

      “What is it?” I ask.

      

      Julius adjusts his trucker hat and stuffs his pack of cigarettes into his

      back pocket before coming closer with the questionable sheet. When

      I reach for it, he takes it back slightly, keeping it just out of reach

      while he uses his free hand to comb through his long, curly beard.

      

      “I watched the copy place throw out a bunch of stuff in the

      dumpsters in the alley. I thought we could use the blank paper to

      create some flyers for our band event coming up, but I found out they

      weren’t blank,” he says, hesitant to turn it over in front of me.

      

      “Okay,” I groan. “So, what about it?”

      

      “Don’t be upset, okay?”

      

      “Just show me the damn—” I grunt, ripping the sheet out of his hand.

      

      He takes two steps back, and everyone watches me as my eyes scan

      over the horrific display of cursive font and delicate embroidery.

      Invitations too crooked to save, they’d ended up in the dumpster.

      

      My eyes fixate on the familiar statue in the middle of the card—her

      hand pressed to his chest, her lips on his lips, while her hand is

      outstretched, adorning his ring.

      

      I stagger to keep standing, clutching the side of the bar just to keep

      myself upright. “Holy fucking shit.”

      

      Julius nods while taking one more cautionary step back. “Yeah, I

      know.”

      

      “What is it?” Storm asks, coming around my shoulder so he can see

      the horrid nightmare of my reality now. I clutch the sheet in my fist,

      watching him jump back in fear. “Okay, okay. That was an invasion

      of space, brother. My bad. We’re going to go, okay? Just… call us if

      you need us.”

      

      Reggie doesn’t seem to understand, asking why they have to leave the

      bar so fast, but I’m sure Julius is already filling them in while they

      escape to the sidewalk. I meander back behind the bar, into the back

      room, walking by hordes of liquor bottles that beckon for my

      attention.

      

      Sinking into the tired leather couch that has come to be my bed in

      this stuffed back office, I kick my feet up and undo the wrinkled

      crumbles of the paper in my fist. I double-check, just to make sure

      it’s true.

      

      “Please save the date for this ceremonious event that will proceed

      with the marriage of Farrah Ann Wellsburg and Ryan Dupo Jones,” I

      breathe, unsure what to feel at this moment.

      

      I’m angry, but I’m also scorned and sad. I’m upset and frustrated,

      but I’m also shocked.

      

      I’m everything and nothing at the same time. I’m numb to this news

      that I never thought possible but also a little relieved it’s not my

      picture on the invitation.

      

      Breaking up with Farrah was hard, and I fought for a while to make it

      work with her even after I found out about her extra activities on the

      side. But to see it plastered in my face like this is slightly insulting.

      

      Years together and backstabbed in front of the whole town, and this

      is how I find out she’s engaged to that pompous football prick? She

      didn’t even have the decency to say something to me about it! I wad

      the paper up and throw it aside, my body physically trembling while I

      try to tame my ferocity. I need the barkeeper to come back soon, or

      I’ll release myself from my sobriety—something that seems more and

      more appealing as time passes.

      

      Is living in the back office of a bar the best idea for a man with

      looming alcohol addiction?

      

      Probably not.

      

      Is it the only place I have available to sleep for the trade of keeping

      an eye out on the place at night and sweeping the floors every so

      often?

      Yeah, I guess.

      

      I have been here since I was seventeen, the downhill destruction of

      my life happening right after graduation. My father’s addiction led

      him to overdose. My mother didn’t take long to follow in his

      footsteps. I wanted a place to stay where I could be out of the

      elements, and the owner of the bar is kind enough to let me sleep

      there and allow my band to play gigs for notoriety instead of cash.

      It’s also the worst spot to be in with my daunting addiction on the

      horizon.

      

      Thinking of that save-the-date card some more, I imagine how much

      liquor it would take to drown the pain of seeing it. It would have to at

      least be a dark liquor, perhaps three-fourths of the bottle, and maybe

      more than that if it’s cut with juice or something.

      

      The fantasy of drinking makes my mouth water and my abdomen

      tighten.

      

      I’m supposed to tell someone about my urges when they arise, but

      who the fuck am I supposed to talk to about this shit? Everyone in

      town is going to look at me like the pitiful ex-boyfriend of the

      governor’s daughter—the man she screwed over in the backseat of a

      Honda Accord with Ryan Jones.

      

      I can only imagine the feeling that Leah Reese is going through right

      now. She and Ryan were like the soulmates of Rally, and I bet the

      news will be just as haunting for her to hear. Only now, I have an odd

      sense of an idea spurt through my head.

      

      We have a lot in common in this unfortunate situation, and maybe

      we can play that to our advantage.

      

      Anything to get over the shit Ryan and Farrah are so keen on putting

      us through.

      

      I attempt to breathe calmly, tracing each little divot in the ceiling,

      every line that frames the tiles above me, and count each tile from

      left to right. It’s soothing, but it’s not enough.

      

      It’s not whiskey.
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      Leah

      I trudge my way into the house, hoping that somehow the floors open

      up under my feet and swallow me whole. Collapsing in the chair, the

      scent of burnt coffee lingers through the air, wafting around me like a

      daunting taunt. Burying my face into my hands, I press my palms

      against my eyes so hard I see spots in the darkness of my isolation,

      hoping to never see anything ever again.

      

      Going to town was harder than I thought it would be, and I left it

      more wounded than how I had arrived. No matter what I do, I hear

      Percy Elrod’s voice when he told me about Ryan’s actions during our

      relationship lows. I guess he took it as a solid breakup.

      

      I thought it was just space, just time I needed to clear my head and

      take over everything my father had left me in disarray, but I can’t

      deny that his reality just looks different than mine. I’m not angry

      with him, not as much as I should be. My body is still processing the

      aches of hearing those words and knowing I was still in love with a

      man who had clearly already moved on with someone else.

      

      I guess in the grand scheme of things, it was easier to think he left me

      and found her.

      

      In reality, he found her and left me.

      

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Ainsley’s voice perks, my blurry eyes finding

      her leaning on the railing upstairs. “Is everything okay?”

      

      “It’s fine, baby sis. I took care of the banking stuff and had it

      transferred to your account. Can you call the school and make sure

      they accepted you? And find out when you need to get up there? I can

      buy you a plane ticket, or something.”

      

      “I already called them. They said as long as the funds go through

      today, they can have me come up there in two weeks. It won’t be too

      bad of a drive, Leah. I can handle it. I just…”

      

      “What?” I ask, noticing her voice trails off cryptically.

      

      Scratching her head, she looks sheepishly while she says, “Can I have

      Dad’s truck? It would be so much easier to get to New York, and I can

      put all my stuff in the bed of the truck.”

      

      My heart sinks further, but it’s hardly something I have to consider.

      “It’s fine,” I murmur. “You can have the truck. Just… just give me

      some time to get everything out of it, okay?”

      

      She nods, smiling ear to ear and making it all worthwhile. “Thank

      you. You’re the best sister in the whole wide world.”

      

      “I know it,” I snicker. “Just nice to hear it every so often.”

      

      “I’m going to go pack up some more. Thanks for everything. You sure

      it’s not too much?”

      

      “No, it’s okay,” I assure her.

      

      She scampers off back to her room while I watch my life shatter into

      a million pieces right into my lap. Everything I thought was safe and

      secure isn’t anymore.

      

      But hey, that’s just life, right?
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      Inching my way out from under the old Chevrolet Bel Air, I try to

      steady my rambling thoughts. My stomach has hurt the last three

      days since the house has been empty.

      

      Two weeks ago, I went officially broke. Now my sister is settling into

      her new dorm in New York, and I have this damn engine to fight with

      for a few days before the customer wants it back. My father had the

      horrible burden of not being able to say no. I can’t say I blame him.

      The difficulties it takes to pay back all of his debtors are daunting as

      hell.

      

      I want to rest easy, sip some sweet tea on my front porch, and enjoy

      the silence, but duty calls—and so do the bill collectors.

      

      There’s a slight knock on the door, almost like a brush of a tree limb

      against the metal exterior of the mechanic shop, and I inch my way

      out onto the floor on the soft board with wheels. To my surprise, it’s

      not a tree but a human, something I haven’t seen much of out here.

      

      Then again, can the devil reincarnate really be considered a human?

      

      “What are you doing here, Ryan?” I grumble, standing up and feeling

      the stray drops of oil seep down my leg and settle against my shoe

      and sock. “I’m a little busy right now.”

      

      “I can see that,” he hums, wearing a simple, slick suit with his hands

      pressed into his pockets. He looks like he’s running for office, no

      doubt a characteristic he’s adopted from his girlfriend. When we

      were together, he was fixated on fixing cars with my father. Now that

      he has Farrah, I’m sure he’s happily kissing up to the governor’s close

      friends.

      

      Ryan is the type of man to adopt the personality and traits of the

      person he’s with because he’s too unoriginal and dense to have any

      sense of personality for himself. He’s a mirror—shattered and

      missing some pieces, but a mirror nonetheless.

      

      “You look good, ladybug,” he purrs. “Sorry, it’s taken me so long to

      come out here. I’ve been a little busy.”

      

      “It’s okay. I was enjoying the absence.”

      

      He cocks half of his lips upright into a slim smile. “Very funny.

      Listen, I came here to talk about something serious with you, okay?”

      

      “Let’s hear it then. I have to get back to work.”

      

      “Well, I was hoping we could have this talk somewhere more suitable

      for the seriousness of—”

      

      “Spit it out, Ryan. I have fourteen orders backed up in the shop, and I

      can’t really start a tea kettle and throw some cookies in the oven for

      you to talk.”

      

      “Why do you have to be so harsh with me?”

      

      “If you have to ask that question, then you don’t deserve the reply.”

      

      He nods, dismissing my reference to our long history. He pulls up the

      stool from the desk nearby and sits down while I lean on my classic

      project. My head is already pulling towards everything this car needs,

      what work I have left to do, and it’s so much pressure I hardly hear

      Ryan say anything at all.

      

      “I’m engaged.”

      

      I peel my eyes off the worn, rusted body of the car and dart my focus

      through him in the form of long, slider blades. “What did you just

      say?”

      

      “Leah,” he sighs, exasperated. “I’m engaged. I’m getting married to

      Farrah.”

      

      I swallow the bricks on the back of my tongue and nearly choke on

      the air. “What? Seriously? It’s… it’s only been…”

      

      “I know it’s fast, ladybug. But, when you know, you know. Four

      months is nothing. Her father wants to plan the wedding for next

      spring, so that’s still a handful of months away. I know it in my heart

      now that I’m meant to marry her. It just feels right.”

      

      It feels right.

      

      More than ten years together with me.

      

      Four months with her.

      

      And it feels right to marry her—and not me.

      

      Not that I’d walk down the aisle towards him now, but maybe I’d

      consider it if he wasn’t such a selfish, unbelievably egotistical

      narcissistic scum of this planet with…

      

      I digress, calming my rambling, furious thoughts while I bite on my

      tongue until I taste fucking blood. “Congrats, I guess.”

      

      He smiles gently, not in a ha, I’m getting married to someone who

      isn’t you kind of way, but in a thank God that’s over kind of way.

      

      I guess I can appreciate that rather than hearing about it in the paper

      or from town gossip. If there’s a redeeming quality about my ex-

      boyfriend, it’s that he’s taken the time and the consideration to tell

      this to my face. While I may hate him and consider undoing every

      spark pull on his car so he can’t help but pay me to fix it, I can at the

      very bare minimum appreciate him telling me in this setting.

      

      “Thank you for that, Leah. I know it’s probably hard for you to grasp

      —and I don’t want you to be uneasy—but Farrah’s father is making it

      a town affair. Everyone is invited.”

      

      “That’s exciting,” I gust. “I hope everyone has a great time.”

      

      “I want you to be there, Leah.”

      

      My arm slips off the body of the car, my back stiffening when I

      straighten myself out once again. “Why would you want that, Ryan?

      I’m your ex-girlfriend. It would be weird.”

      

      “Not for me,” he says, shrugging casually. “I think it would be nice to

      have you there. It’s like you’ve been my friend the longest, so why

      not?”

      

      Friend.

      

      He has my virginity, he clutched my heart, and he broke me when he

      left.

      

      We did everything together. Prom, football games, morning jogs,

      concession stand shifts, the same classes, eating lunch together,

      sleeping together, practically living together—and all he can do is call

      me a friend.

      

      A best fucking friend.

      

      “Get the hell out of here, Ryan.”

      

      He sits up straighter as if I slapped him. If he continues to sit here

      and backhand insult me some more, I just might. Pushing my hair

      back, grease covering my body and grit lacing my fingertips, I can’t

      help but ball my fists to contain the ire that swarms through me like

      a pack of angry bees.

      

      Standing up, and understanding my ferocity, Ryan adjusts his blazer

      coat and nods towards the door. “I thought we could be mature about

      this, Leah.”

      

      “Mature how, Ryan? You cheated on me!”

      

      “We were broken up,” he bites.

      

      “I just asked you for space! That doesn’t mean you go seek out the

      first willing woman to accept you, let alone with her legs spread. My

      father had just died, dammit! You were the only one who was there

      for me day in and day out. I needed you to let me navigate the world

      without my father for like a week or something. I didn’t think you

      would leave me forever!”

      

      “I had needs dammit, and they weren’t being met with you!” He

      comes closer, nearly in my face, and I have every intention of jutting

      my fist into his jaw if he comes an inch closer. “I was taking care of

      you so much I didn’t get a single one of my needs met, Leah!”

      

      “He was only dead for three weeks,” I snarl. “Three fucking weeks.

      And you couldn’t stand that after spending a whole day in this shop

      crying my eyes out, I wasn’t the perfect fucking girlfriend to tend to

      your cock at night? Are you kidding?”

      

      “No, I’m serious, Leah. The sexual chemistry was something we had

      a lot of, but then it all changed.”

      

      “MY FATHER DIED!”

      

      He winces at my volume, throws up his hands, and walks away from

      me altogether. “You know what? Fine. Don’t come to the wedding.

      I’m trying to be the adult here and moderate this tension, but it’s

      clear you’re not over it.”

      

      “Fuck you.”

      

      I’m writhing with heat as he waltzes out of the shop with so little

      remorse that it aches. It physically pains me to know that’s how he

      sees our relationship. He saw me as a vessel to satisfy him, as a way

      to get all three of his needs met, and I did a damn good job of that for

      ten fucking years—even in times he may not have even deserved it.

      

      Falling into my stool, I aim to sit down and collect myself, but that’s

      a possibility that’s long gone now. I sink onto the floor on my knees,

      sobbing into my grease-stained hands while the largest portion of my

      life has dwindled to nothing, and a measly four months has proven

      more important than a decade of love and support.

      

      But hey, three weeks without sex is the equivalent of an asteroid

      hitting our relationship and obliterating it completely. I guess that’s

      the same thing. At least, in Ryan’s mind, it is.

      

      Maybe I dodged a bullet with him after all, but the wave of that bullet

      still stings all the same.
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      Leah

      If it wasn’t for my surmounting debt and heavy pressures from the

      bank to get some money together—and quickly—then I would go

      back to bed and cry my afternoon away. But I’ve spent enough tears

      on that sorry excuse for a man.

      

      To turn it around on me is one thing.

      

      To come out here to rub his newfound marriage in my face is

      another.

      

      I inch myself back under the car I’m working on, trying to get things

      back in order so I can zone out and work through the evening to get

      this project shipped off and start the next.

      

      Footsteps halt me from doing that, something so odd about the sight

      of Converse coming into view near the side of the classic I’m

      underneath. Black jeans come into sight and then a set of pale hands.

      Percy Elrod pokes his head out from the side of the car while we’re

      nearly face to face on the ground here.

      

      “Hey, car chick,” he says, sporting a familiar, sad smile. “Catching

      you at a bad time?”

      

      “Depends. Are you here to steal another motorcycle? If so, I’m all

      out.”

      

      “That was forever ago, Leah. You really should let it go.”

      

      “And you should tell me why you’re here,” I bite. “I’ve had enough

      run-ins with assholes today. I don’t need another one coming in here

      and telling me something I don’t want to hear. Besides that, why are

      you here, anyway? Since when do you come over to hang out with

      me?”

      

      “Never,” he admits. “But I was thinking about our little powwow at

      the bar the other day, and I wanted to reach out.”

      

      I poke my hand out from under the car and nod. “Good, then reach

      out.”

      

      He takes my hand and pulls me on my back from under the car, the

      board with wheels sliding me right to his knees where he’s bent

      forward. He helps me stand, and then we both seem to agree to back

      away from one another. There’s an odd air between Percy and me.

      

      I grew up in a different world than him.

      

      I was popular and always tried new things with my peers. Percy

      didn’t really have many friends in high school, he wore similar

      clothing to what he’s wearing now, and his family wasn’t very well-

      liked by the townspeople.

      

      Now it seems the tables have turned.

      

      He’s more involved with Rally than I am, and he still has a bit of

      bravery inside of him that is okay with showing his face in public.

      Now, more than ever before, I know I can’t go into town. I can’t walk

      by that smug ex-boyfriend of mine, and I refuse wholeheartedly to go

      to that damn wedding.

      

      “Who else came by?”

      

      I cock my head curiously. “What?”

      

      “You said you already dealt with an asshole today. Who was it?”

      

      “Oh, Ryan came by,” I grumble. “Just here to spread that happy news

      about him and… Well, your ex-girlfriend, I guess.”

      

      He nods knowingly, almost like he’s aware of the upcoming wedding

      as well. I can’t help but wonder if he knew when we talked at the bar,

      if everyone has known for a while, and no one has had the guts to

      mention it. I fear walking around this town more and more every

      day.

      

      “So, he came by and told you face to face?” he asks.

      

      I nod diligently. “Yeah, why? Did Farrah talk to you?”

      

      He shakes his head in somber refute. “No, she didn’t. That might be

      for the best, though, considering how she left. I guess, I should be

      grateful I found out other ways.”

      

      “How?” I ask.

      

      “One of my bandmates found the sample invitation in the trash for

      their save-the-date. I haven’t heard anything from Farrah, but Ryan

      did come by to talk to me about the reception part of the wedding.”

      

      “What about it?”

      

      “He wants our band to play a few songs for local’s sake. Apparently,

      the governor is thinking this is going to be some big-town event. He

      wants the spotlight to highlight that he brought his daughter up in

      this town and has deep town roots. To me, it’s a lot of posturing, but

      to play heavy metal at such a dainty event is a little tempting.”

      

      “That sounds fun for you,” I sigh, checking the wall clock nearby and

      feeling my stomach fall. “It’s almost nine o’clock at night?”

      

      “Yeah, what time did you think it was?”

      

      “I thought it was close to three or something—I had no idea. Dammit,

      I’m going to be late on this order now. I can’t afford that and…” I

      shake my head, clearing my thoughts while I realize I shouldn’t be

      complaining so much with the company standing here. “Sorry, sorry.

      I’m just so damn messed up in the head after what Ryan said.”

      

      “What all did he tell you?” he asks, making himself comfortable on

      the shop stool.

      

      Leaning back against the car, I consider kicking him out and getting

      back to the work that needs to be done tonight, but I feel for his love

      lost as I feel for mine. If it helps him hate Ryan and get past what

      Farrah did to him with Ryan, then I guess there really isn’t any harm

      in this.

      

      “He just said that he wants me to be at the wedding because we’re

      like old friends or something. Never mind the fact that we were

      together for ten years, almost half my life. He throws it away over the

      fact that I didn’t tend to his needs after my father died.”

      

      He nods slowly, leaning in with piqued interest. “Did you tend to his

      needs all the other times?”

      

      “Of course, I did,” I bite. “I was the best girlfriend. I paid for dinner if

      he lost his wallet. I held him when his dog died after graduation, and

      I was the best fucking listener when he would vent about every single

      issue that came his way. And don’t get me started on the sex.”

      

      He holds his palms up in surrender. “Don’t need to know any of

      that.”

      

      “I was attentive to every need, every single time he wanted it,” I say

      anyway. “I never turned him down, not even if I wasn’t in the mood.

      My life goal was to please that man so we could have a future

      together after spending years and years of being together. And what

      does he tell me now? I wasn’t caring for his needs, and I had driven

      him into the bed of another woman because he felt alone.”

      

      “He felt alone… Are you kidding me? Your father just died, Leah. You

      needed him.”

      

      “Exactly!” I say, excited that someone seems to be on my side of

      things for once. “I was always there for him, and I walked him

      through the death of both of his grandparents. The minute I asked

      him for space after my dad died, he walked away and felt rejected by

      me.”

      

      He shakes his head in disgust, chewing on his bottom lip until it’s red

      and pink. “That’s horrible. I can’t imagine a guy saying that kind of

      thing. It’s bullshit. You needed the support that you had given him,

      and he didn’t reciprocate, let alone even attempt to support you

      through it. I’m sorry.”

      

      Inhaling slowly, I actually feel relatively calm. “Wow.”

      

      “Wow, what?”

      

      “That felt good to get off my chest,” I admit. “I haven’t talked to

      anyone about this whole breakup thing, let alone the wedding news,

      considering I just heard about it a few hours ago. I’ve been beating

      myself up about it for hours, but it feels lighter now, in a sense. Like

      it’s not sitting on my throat anymore. It was just like I was looking at

      a man I’d never met. We were screaming and arguing and in each

      other’s faces and—”

      

      “He didn’t hurt you, did he?” he blurts.

      

      My brows furrow. “What? No, never. Ryan wouldn’t hurt me.”

      

      He nods, seemingly relieved, but I catch something else. Something

      cold in his demeanor that I can’t help but fold my arms into my

      stomach to keep the throbbing sensation in my gut to myself.

      

      “Did Farrah ever hurt you, Percy?”

      

      He shakes his head before I can even say something out loud. “What?

      Of course not, Leah. That’s not even… never. She could never hurt

      me.”

      

      “Don’t act like that’s such a crazy thing to hear. I’ve seen women hurt

      men in relationships a lot of times. I’m just asking because of your

      concern about me and Ryan arguing.”

      

      “Yeah, but that’s just how it happens. You get into a heated debate

      and someone snaps. I was just making sure he didn’t do that to you.”

      

      “There’s a difference between arguing and fighting, Percy. Ryan and I

      were just arguing. Did I want to throw a wrench at him on his way

      out? Of course. But it’s just thoughts, of course. It’s like when you get

      on the highway outside of town and you want to brake check the car

      behind you. It’s just a thought, something you don’t actually act on. I

      wouldn’t hurt Ryan, even if I hate him with my guts right now. Ryan

      wouldn’t hurt me, either. Know that.”

      

      He looks aside, uninterested in carrying the conversation further.

      “Listen, it’s nothing, okay? I didn’t come here to talk about my past

      with Farrah. If anything, I want to talk about the future. About this

      wedding.”

      

      “What about it?”

      

      “My band wants the gig. They think it’ll be a good deal to have under

      our belts and could lead to more exposure, obviously. If we can prove

      we can play a classy event, maybe we can crawl out of the bar scene

      at last.”

      

      “I thought punk rock was birthed in the bar scene. Why do you want

      to change that?”

      

      “It’s complicated. I don’t want to attend this stupid wedding at all,

      but it looks like I might have to.”

      

      Unsettled, he ruffles a hand through his brunette hair before

      scratching the stray hairs on his neck that look more amber and

      redder than his short hair that isn’t under a black hat today. It’s

      actually a nice look for him, even with the little diamond stud that he

      has pinched into his ear.

      

      I don’t have an issue with guys who wear earrings, but I’m a little

      jealous. My mother despised jewelry at all costs and wouldn’t even

      wear her wedding band. She was petrified when I started working

      with dad in the garage, afraid I’d wear a long necklace that would get

      stuck in an engine belt, get ripped off my throat, and hurt me.

      

      Then when Ainsley had begun showing interest in fashion, and the

      costume jewelry started coming in droves, my mother about lost her

      mind. She didn’t want us to dress up, to be overly feminine, because

      Rally is a rough town. If we were ever too dainty or frilly, she would

      be afraid we’d be taken as innocent and weak. We were raised to be

      bold and stand up for ourselves.

      

      My father raised us to be givers and generous with our kindness and

      our time.

      

      It was a constant tension that—even though I do love and miss them

      both so much—I’m happy I don’t have to deal with anymore.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I gust at last. “If I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t go. Tell

      the band they will just play without you.”

      

      “I’m the lead guitarist and the singer,” he grunts. “I don’t want to

      affect their paycheck, either. The governor is going to pay us enough

      money to put towards a van, and then we can get out of this fucking

      place once and for all.”

      

      I shrug. “If you came by about three weeks ago, I’d ask why you

      would want to leave, but now I’m not so sure. Rally was a calm and

      easy place to live if you could dodge the public eye for gossip. I don’t

      think I’m ever going to leave that focal point now that Ryan is getting

      married in this big, grandeur event.”

      

      “So would you say, it would be nice if the heat was taken off of you

      for the sake of this wedding?”

      

      “I guess so, but that’s not possible. Everyone is going to be watching

      us if we go, which is why I’m sorry you are—because I am not.

      Besides, he invited me to go before our big fight. I’m sure if we spoke

      after the blowout, he would rescind his invite.”

      

      Reaching into his back pocket, he holds up a little notecard with

      printed photos of the happy couple, the date of the wedding in a few

      short months, and the place of reception. I hold my breath at the

      sight of the card. It’s different to hear it from his lips than it is to see

      it being so real and in my face.

      

      “I found this taped to the front door of the house. I poked my head

      inside, but you weren’t there. Figured I would find you in here.

      Sounded like a lot of cuss words were coming out of here.”

      

      “I get a little frustrated at the cars sometimes,” I breathe, keeping my

      eyes far, far away from that save-the-date card. “Besides, throw out

      that card. I don’t need it because I’m not going.”

      

      “I understand that.”

      

      He sits up straighter after a long moment of thought, his eyes

      brightening with his body straightening in posture. I can just about

      see the lightbulb turn on over his head.

      

      “What if I had an idea that would distract everyone from us,

      though?”

      

      “What are you talking about?”

      

      “We get together and go to the wedding as a couple.”

      

      The wrench I didn’t know I was holding falls to the floor, nearly

      hitting the edge of my boot as it hits the ground in a loud, clanking

      sound. I jump away from it in shock, hoping it covers the leaking

      look of disgust and utter humiliation that crosses my features.

      

      I’m warm and cold at the same time.

      

      Ice cold water runs through my veins, my body stiff and sore—

      unwilling to move.

      

      But the heat in my face is like the sun is staring me right in the eyes,

      just inches from my nose, while little bursts of solar flares kiss and

      tingle my cheeks. I feel like I’m being burned on the outside, digging

      at least two inches deep until it hits the frozen layer, crystalizing

      inside of me.

      

      “Get the fuck out,” I breathe, shaking my head. “It’s bad enough I

      have Ryan taunting me that his four-month relationship trumps our

      decade-long relationship. I don’t need you to come in with this funny

      edge to you, digging the knife in my back even deeper.”

      

      His brows pinch. “Excuse me? I am not trying to make things worse.”

      

      “But you are,” I hum. “Please, I think you should leave.”
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      Percy

      The air is cool out here, the night coming down over the hills that

      surround the large property the Reese family has passed down

      through the generations. Everyone knew them in town, and everyone

      loved them as a family unit. They had a perfect life.

      

      Mr. Reese was a good man with a lot of wisdom. He worked hard,

      and even though his typical clients were people with classic cars, he

      would pull over to help change a tire downtown if someone needed it.

      He was generous and kind. He was a helping hand.

      

      I don’t know much about Mrs. Reese. From what I know, she was

      heavy in the gossip corners in town. She knew everything and

      everything about everybody, too. She was a predominant figure on

      the school board, so I’d see her in the halls of our high school quite

      often.

      

      I never really had much interaction with Ainsley Reese. She was a

      rambunctious little thing, always wearing the wildest outfits I’d ever

      seen. Prints and colors, platform heels in the dead of winter. It was

      impractical, and I think that’s the best way I can describe her.

      Impractical—but in a very harmless, frilly kind of a way.

      

      I’ve known Leah Reese for the longest, and I’d like to think I know

      her the best. We never interacted in school, but I saw her every day

      before fourth- and fifth-period classes. We would take the same route

      every day, and sometimes Ryan would be with her. On the days he

      wasn’t there to escort her to and from class, she would smile and

      open the door for everyone.

      

      She was kind and selfless.

      

      I could be honest here, or I could keep walking to my car, letting

      Leah think I’m an asshole.

      

      Turning back around, I storm back into the garage to see her back is

      towards me now. She’s leaning forward, crying as her palms are laid

      flat on the workbench. Grease stains her clothes and her exposed

      skin, a light tremble of utter, raw emotion rips through her petite

      frame and the simple curve of her hips I don’t recall her having in

      high school.

      

      She looks mature these days, even with the grit and dust slathered

      over her pretty, simple features. She’s stunning in some ways, almost

      too flawless to be real. But that’s not the whole truth. She has an

      inscrutable design that makes her seem so well put together and

      down to earth.

      

      Her face is tight and pink when she finally turns around, not wearing

      a shred of makeup and exposing the purple rings under her eyes that

      prove she needs sleep—and she needs it soon. I noticed them before,

      but they seem deeper now, her sadness digging trenches through her

      pretty face and nearly ruining that flawless half of her.

      

      That’s fine with me, though.

      

      She looks real when she cries; she doesn’t look like hierarchy touches

      her anymore, something I saw when we were in school together. She

      was the untouchable one everyone wanted, but no one dared pursue.

      She had Ryan, Mr. Perfect. She was Mrs. Perfect.

      

      Seeing her broken now—no matter how hard it is for me to realize

      I’ve wounded this woman emotionally—I can say that I like her

      better like this. She’s not flawless, she’s not an ice queen, and

      contrary to what I used to believe, she’s not perfect.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I say first, hoping to ease the lines of stress that crater

      between her brows and beside her lips like two slender parentheses.

      “I didn’t come here to upset you, okay?”

      

      “Then why did you come here, dammit?” She inhales sharply, wipes

      her face with a wet, rough towel, and creates long pink impressions

      on her already flushed face from adding too much pressure to the

      towel. “I don’t know what you want, but I can’t help you, okay? The

      best thing for me is to ignore Ryan and that fucking wedding.”

      

      “I know that you feel that way,” I start, coming a bit closer. “I just

      want to comfort you really quick. Is that okay for me to do?”

      

      She hesitates, perplexed by my asking for permission, but it doesn’t

      last long. She nods firmly. I come forward and pull her into my arms.

      She’s shorter like this, her head tucked comfortably against my chest

      muscle while she whimpers slightly. I hold her tighter when my arms

      shift to the middle of her back, holding her close so she can release

      everything built up inside of her.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper again, her blonde hair tangling around her

      shoulders and chest while she’s squeezing the life out of my body. “I

      didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I promise. I didn’t come here

      to hurt you.”

      

      “Then tell me what you wanted when you came here today.”

      

      “I came for camaraderie,” I blurt. Shaking my head, I finally release

      my own demons while still keeping her close by. “I just… I needed

      someone who knew what I was going through. And I wanted to tell

      you about the save-the-date card and the damn wedding event that is

      going to happen in town. I didn’t want you to find out the way I had.”

      

      “Since when do you care about me?” Her voice is strict and sharp.

      

      “It’s hard to explain. I may not have always shown care, but I know

      you, Leah. We’ve grown up in parallel. My suggestion isn’t that we go

      out and French kiss in front of the town or anything. I’m just

      suggesting we go through this together. The scorned exes of the

      biggest wedding to ever happen in Rally, in Arkansas at all, are

      together in solidarity. It’s a good idea, in my opinion. Might help

      show that we’re over it.”

      

      “I’m not over it, though.”

      

      “Yeah, but that’s the thing about a small town. Sometimes it’s better

      to fake it than face it. Everyone already pities us. We might as well

      make the best of it. Prove we’re not going to let this hurt us—at least,

      not in their eyes. Behind closed doors, you can cry all you want. Hell,

      I’ll be doing the same thing.”

      

      “You cry too?”

      

      “More than I’d like to admit,” I whisper. “But it’s better than the

      alternative.”

      

      “What’s the alternative?”

      

      “A big bottle of bourbon or whiskey. Preferably single barrel, maybe

      a malt brew with notes of redwood or oaky barrel flavors.” I hold her

      tighter and inhale through my nostrils, practically capable of

      smelling the whiskey like it’s sitting right in front of me. My mouth

      waters, my head spins, and I swallow my saliva to try and hide the

      looming emotions that hang like a heavy, offensive demon over my

      shoulder. “Fuck, I’m sorry. Ignore that.”

      

      When I open my eyes from the daze I’ve thrown myself into, her chin

      is resting on my chest, her eyes cobalt and bright as they stare up at

      me. I match her gaze downward, wondering why her eyes look so

      much bluer when she’s upset. Before, they were like rain clouds in

      the sky, heavy with water and threatening to pour over my head at

      the bar.

      

      But here, right now, they’re the brightest and most beautiful shade of

      blue I’ve ever seen.

      

      “Is this really a good idea?” she whispers. “You and I aren’t exactly

      the most stable right now. How are we going to pretend that we’re

      together, that we’re a couple, when we know nothing about one

      another? It’s just too difficult to grasp. We’re the two most opposite

      people in the world, Percy.”

      

      “I know that, but this could be beneficial for us both. We can move

      on and keep some dignity.”

      

      After a long, thoughtful moment, she pulls out of my embrace and

      nods. I’m ecstatic to have her finally agree to put on a front that can

      protect us from more humiliation, but she wipes the last, cold tear off

      her face and walks back to the car.

      

      “I can’t do that, Percy,” she says at last. “I’m sorry, but it’s not me. I

      can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

      

      My stomach falls, and while I do understand her hesitancy, I can’t

      say I’m not a little disappointed. I needed a shield, something to help

      me walk through this task with my head still up, but instead, I watch

      my feet as I walk outside and give up my last ounce of hope.

      

      It’s time to go face the music, I guess.

      

      But does it mean I’m going to stop trying to convince Leah that this is

      a good idea? No.

      

      Even if she thinks she can handle this by herself, I know it’s not going

      to be easy.
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      Leah

      I lay in bed for about a week.

      

      Ryan’s save-the-date is on the nightstand, staring at me. Percy left it

      behind when he was leaving the second time. I know he didn’t mean

      to hurt my feelings when he asked me to join him in this false display

      of moving on, but it did hurt.

      

      I haven’t moved on at all. I won’t take Ryan Jones back, and I

      wouldn’t even consider forgiving him to the point of being his friend,

      but does that make the hurt disappear? No. Of course not. That

      doesn’t mean the sting is any less sharp.

      

      Still, I have work to do, and my debt isn’t getting any lighter.

      

      Climbing out of bed, I drag my feet all the way to the garage and lift

      the car up on a jack stand so I can slide underneath it. My body aches

      with every move, but I have to pull this part and replace it just to get

      this damn thing running. The bolts are rusted, the part is heavy, and

      I sigh as I fight the wrench up, pulling the crumbled portion of metal

      loose.

      

      The brace isn’t stable, not as much as it should be, and when I yank

      the part free, I can hear the structure of the engine creak and shift

      uncomfortably. Instantly, I know there’s nothing good coming from

      that noise, and I tear myself out from under the car at once, only to

      feel the engine scratch my shoulder on my way out.

      

      A scream rips through me, my vision goes blurry with crimson, and

      the engine crashes into the shop floor with a loud, deafening BANG.

      

      I black out. Wet, in pain, and pissed off.

      

      Even then, I see Percy Elrod in my dreams.

      

      He keeps me company, keeps me calm, and keeps me wondering

      why, of all people, I see him.
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      Percy

      It bothers me so much that Leah refuses to look into this idea more.

      It was unexpected for me to even think of such a plan, but it would be

      helpful for both of us. She has to need something to cope with, and

      maybe that’s just a friend. The longer I sit here and stare at the

      whiskey behind the bar, the more I realize that maybe a friend is

      what I need as well.

      

      Grabbing my keys, I get out of sight of the bottles immediately.

      Driving the old road to the Reese house is a tedious task, and I

      convince myself a few times that Leah doesn’t want to see me. She

      hates me. She’s probably scared of my mental function at the same

      time. Still, I know we both could use this healing. So I continue

      onward until the barn comes into view.

      

      "Something tells me she's not in the house but in the shop, working

      on another car like she was when I arrived last time."

      

      Truthfully, she looked so attractive like that—messy and unkempt

      with a bit of grease on her cheeks. I wanted to kiss her, but that

      thought quickly faded when I saw her crying. Now, I know things can

      be different. If we can help each other heal, then who knows…

      

      Maybe there is healing here bigger than even I can imagine.

      

      That thought is ripped away from me suddenly, seeing a puddle of oil

      coming out of an engine that looks to have fallen through the frame

      of the lifted car. The body seems lighter now, almost flimsy while I

      shake it slightly just to see the engine is actually on the ground.

      

      The oil on the floor comes into view more, and the burgundy color

      becomes brighter and more crimson as I approach it. Walking

      around the car, I see pale ankles first, then Leah’s blonde hair ruined

      with black dust and red blood.

      

      I dive to the floor and wrestle her in my arms, surprised the engine

      didn’t crush her by the looks of how close she is to the metal ball of

      an engine that it has become. She whines in my arms, hissing a

      breath when her shoulder brushes my forearm and leaves a streak of

      red behind.

      

      “Dammit,” I grunt, rushing towards my car at once. I set her down in

      the backseat, knowing my phone signal wouldn’t do shit out here,

      and slam the door shut once she’s comfortably laid down on her side.

      I should stop the bleeding, but instead, I drive recklessly around the

      gravel road until I hit the concrete. “It’s okay, Leah. You’ll be alright.”

      

      She moans her reply, the sound pained and frustrated while I hurry

      to get her to the hospital. The large white building comes into view,

      and I can’t help but give a sigh of relief when I pull up against the

      lobby doors and get out at the same time as the medical staff. At first,

      they seem upset at my reckless driving, which is understandable, but

      the minute I open the back door, the energy shifts.

      

      There are nurses everywhere, scattered as they pull Leah out of the

      backseat and onto a gurney. I brush her hair off her face, a splotch of

      blood pressed to her cheek from laying on the ground where she cut

      her shoulder. I lean in while the staff works to make sure she can’t

      roll off the bed.

      

      “It’s going to be okay, car chick. I promise.”

      

      Her little voice peaks, though it’s hard to hear through the gravelly

      sound of her tone I can only assume has come about because she’s

      screamed in agony. Judging by the mark on her shoulder, when the

      nurse turns her on her side to see the source of blood, I know I would

      have screamed too.

      

      She whispers something at first, and I can’t make it out until I lean

      in, my ear pressed to her soft, cold lips. “Don’t call me that.”

      

      I snicker slightly but straighten up and nod. She huffs as they take

      her away, and for the first time in about twenty minutes, I realize

      what’s happened. There’s blood on my backseat, on my clothes, and a

      short trail of it follows the gurney as they rush her inside. I move my

      car, change my shirt with a spare that comes out of my trunk, and go

      to sit down in the lobby.

      

      The nurses come and go down the hall. This hospital is more like a

      clinic considering its size, so I hope they can fix her here. If not,

      they’ll have to take her somewhere further away, and I don’t want her

      to be alone in that. I promise myself to wait for her, to at least check

      in on her, before leaving.

      

      Bowing my head, I count the gray tones in the white tiles and keep

      the number in my head like a neon ticker that rises in amount, my

      mind obsessed with numbers ever since I was little.

      

      There were twenty cigarettes in my dad's last pack when he left to go

      get high. When he died, the police told me they found thirteen left. In

      the span of four hours, not including the time it took for him to die,

      there were seven cigarettes smoked.

      

      There are at least ninety-six stars out at night that I can see from the

      Rally football stands. I slept there for a few days when I was looking

      for a place to stay. Sleeping on the cold bleachers, there were twenty-

      two rows of seats, but forty-four stairs to get to the top where I would

      reside at night.

      

      I count a hundred and thirty-three minutes until a nurse comes to

      shake me from my stupor of consciousness, my mind miles away

      while my eyes trace the discolorations in the tiles.

      

      “Sir, your friend is awake. She’s asking for you.”

      

      I perk up, coming to my feet, only to feel my knees wobble slightly.

      “Is she okay?”

      

      She smiles softly. “Yeah, she’s okay. We had to go in and surgically

      remove some fragments, and she had to get stitches. But she’s fine.

      Whatever fell on her was obviously rusted, so we cleaned the wound

      and gave her a tetanus shot. She should be okay now.”

      

      “Thank you,” I gust, thankful and frightened at the same time. “I can

      go see her?”

      

      “Yeah, right this way.”

      

      I hurry behind her quick steps, coming through the emergency bay to

      find the first room occupied by a cute blonde woman in a blue

      hospital gown. Leah looks up from her lap, her eyelids heavy, and

      rings are drawn under her gray irises. She’s exhausted still, and

      although I don’t want to make it worse, she waves me in all the same.

      

      The nurse dismisses herself, and I sit up on the side of the bed to get

      a better look at the wound. It’s dressed in tape and a large white

      bandage, but when I try to move to sit down in the chair nearby, her

      soft hand brushes my wrist. She urges me to stay, so I do, watching

      her eyes stroke over every detail of me.

      

      “When did you find me?”

      

      “About two hours ago,” I breathe.

      

      I hear her gulp, her throat dry by the sounds of it. “Thank you for

      that. I don’t know how long I was out, but it feels like it was only a

      minute or two. They said I was saying your name when I woke up

      from surgery. I still don’t feel right, but I do know something.”

      

      “What is that?”

      

      “I saw you,” she says, poking her timid glare through me. “I saw you

      standing in front of me, talking about the deal with the wedding and

      how we could save face.”

      

      “Don’t think about that now,” I plead. “It was a stupid idea.”

      

      “I want to do it.”

      

      My body goes numb with her words. “Wait, what?”

      

      “Yeah,” she whispers. “I think it’s a good idea. And, if I need support,

      or you need support, just to get through it, then we can do that

      together, right?”

      

      “Of course,” I breathe. “We can do this together.”

      

      She seems at ease with that assurance, and truthfully, so do I.
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      Leah

      I lay in my hospital bed, happy that someone is here with me. It

      might be Percy Elrod, and we have just agreed to pretend to date to

      get through this wedding. Some time when I was laid out on the

      garage floor, the idea of saving face and keeping my head up was the

      best option. Even when I was out on the surgery table, I could see

      Percy within reach.

      

      Maybe it was my mind telling me to trust his idea. So, I do.

      

      He sits in the chair by my hospital bed, and I gather my clothes in my

      lap, just waiting for the nurse to come by and unhook me so I can go

      home. The machine on the wall beeps softly, the sound almost

      meditative while I wait for the green light to get out of this place and

      get back to work.

      

      Except, instead of a nurse coming into my room, it’s a familiar man

      in a suit. My stomach falls, and the machine beeps faster in rhythm.

      Ryan comes into the room with his hands stuffed into his pockets.

      He darts a look toward me first before he seems to find Percy by

      accident.

      

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, waiting for Percy to reply.

      

      My new fake boyfriend grins ear to ear. “I’m looking after my girl.

      What are you doing?”

      

      “What the hell did you just say?”

      

      “Ryan, get out of here. You have no reason to be here.” I shake my

      head, watching him persist.

      

      “Bullshit,” he tells me. “My father is the doctor here, and he said

      when you came in you were badly hurt, ladybug. I wanted to check

      on you.”

      

      “I’m fine,” I assure him, motioning to Percy just to watch Ryan’s eyes

      practically roll into the back of his head. “I had Percy here to keep me

      company. Without him, I would’ve bled out on the floor of my shop.”

      

      “What the hell happened?”

      

      “It’s none of your business,” Percy says, bolder this time. “You need

      to go, Ryan.”

      

      “What the fuck are you even saying right now?” Ryan spits, obviously

      rattled. “You have no reason to be here either, prick. You don’t know

      Leah. You never even talked to her before.”

      

      “We talk now,” I claim.

      

      Percy adds, “A lot, too. We talk about anything and everything, Ryan.

      And when we’re not talking… well, you can guess.”

      

      While I blush and hide the slight mortification from my face after

      such a salacious suggestion, there is a part of me that really enjoys

      watching Ryan squirm. It’s almost like the feeling he gave me when

      he was trying to show off the fact that he’s getting married. He would

      have apologized to me if he really felt sorry, and he would have tried

      to be mindful of my feelings when he approached me about marrying

      Farrah.

      

      Instead, he came in with his chin up and his smile plastered ear to

      ear like telling me that the final nail in the coffin was coming—and it

      was coming for my soul. Now, at least until the wedding, I’ve

      managed to dodge that nail. I’m thankful that Percy is here to help

      make Ryan feel what I have felt for a while.

      

      If anything, I egg on our bad behavior and reach out, taking Percy’s

      hand in mine. “I should have said this sooner, Ryan, but I didn’t

      know how to address it.”

      

      “You can’t be serious,” he grunts. “You’re dating my fiancée’s ex-

      boyfriend? Really? That seems so childish of you to pull a stunt like

      this.”

      

      “What’s the stunt?” Percy ponders out loud.

      

      Ryan looks between us, focused on our hands interlocked with each

      finger knit together with the other. It’s a little warming to see him so

      bothered. I didn’t agree to this to annoy Ryan but to prove I don’t

      care about him in the slightest. To prove I can move on just fine with

      someone else. But is it helpful to know that he’s so irritated by it?

      

      Hell yes.

      

      “I think you should leave,” I whisper, shaking my head at Ryan’s

      temper tantrum. “You can’t be in here if I don’t want you to be.”

      

      His body frozen like a board, he eyes me carefully. He ignores Percy

      long enough to fold his lips inward, frown, and leave without a

      second word. I release Percy’s hand soon after, looking at my

      accomplice with shock written over us both. It’s not pride that makes

      me want to hurt Ryan like he’s so blatantly hurt me, but I am

      certainly not innocent either.

      

      I am somewhere between wanting to break Ryan Jones’s heart and

      wanting to move on like we never even dated in the first place. I can

      see the same in Percy, watching him relax like he’s just come up from

      a deep dive underwater without any snorkeling gear on. He inhales,

      the nurse comes by to unhook me from the machines, and I get

      dressed in the bathroom.

      

      “You did stain the backseat of my car,” Percy hums, walking me

      outside. “But I know a girl who does some good car work in town.”

      

      I snicker under my breath at his irony. “Very funny. I can fix an

      engine, not upholstery, but—” I stop, something heavy in my heart.

      “Wait, what happened to the engine I was under? After it fell, did it…

      it’s not broken, right?”

      

      “I don’t know for sure, Leah. I’m not good with cars, but it did look a

      little crushed when I found you. I thought it was oil on the floor, but

      it was blood. There was also some kind of heavy chemical smell. It

      wasn’t like bleach, but it was like burned fruit or something. It was

      nasty, but I didn’t really have time to look over the car while I was

      trying to make sure you were still alive.”

      

      “Thanks,” I sigh, shaking my head while he drives us down the main

      road. “I guess I should have started by thanking you. I can’t believe

      the engine fell, though. I feel so stupid about the whole thing.”

      

      “It wasn’t your fault. Just be happy you made it out alive.”

      

      “No, thanks to you,” I add.

      

      He bows his head, pulling down Dingy Hills towards my home.

      

      “So, what should we start with?”

      

      He gives me a crooked look. “What do you mean, start with?”

      

      “If we’re going to pretend to date, we have to know a few things

      about one another, right?”

      

      “I suppose.”

      

      He shrugs, parking by the front of the house and not the shop. It’s a

      telling suggestion—and I should be working—but I agree to go inside

      first for some coffee. He sits at the table, while I fiddle with the coffee

      maker.

      

      After all the painkillers they gave me, I’m not sure caffeine is even

      allowed—but rules are out of the question right now.

      

      “What should we start with?” he asks.

      

      “Tell me something about yourself.”

      

      “I play the guitar.”

      

      “I knew that,” I breathe. “Something else. Something I don’t know.”

      

      “How am I supposed to know what you do and do not know?”

      

      I shake my head, already tired of this conversation. “Fine, tell me

      something most people don’t know.”

      

      “That’s the same type of question, Leah. I can’t read minds.”

      

      “See, now that’s something I didn’t know,” I taunt. “You’re not a

      mind reader. Perfect. Anything else?”

      

      He snickers under his breath. “You’re pretty feisty, you know that.

      Right?”

      

      “I do know that. But you know what I don’t know? Anything about

      you.”

      

      Again, he seems exasperated and amused with this context of banter.

      “You’re really getting into this, you know that, right?”

      

      “I do know that.”

      

      We both break into ironic laughter, the snideness of this

      conversation a bit churlish.

      

      “Tell me why you’re into this now,” he urges. “You were so against it

      before. But now you want to know things about me like we’re going

      to be quizzed at the wedding or something.”

      

      “I just like to be prepared. That’s all.”

      

      “I understand that, but no one is going to come up and ask you what

      my favorite color is. Or what my dog’s name in fourth grade was.”

      

      “Your favorite color is either black or gray,” I reply simply. “And in

      fourth grade, you had a dachshund dog. I think his name was

      Weenie. It was cute and caustic, so it went over well when you

      brought him to Pet Day at school.”

      

      His lips pull to one side, surprised. “Huh. Okay, I didn’t know you

      knew that.”

      

      “I know more than you think, but it’s not enough, Percy. I want to

      know more.”

      

      His brows furrow. “Want to or need to?”

      

      I realize my words have slipped, and while I need to know a lot more

      about Percy to successfully fool everyone in town and both of our

      exes that we’re an item, I should know more. Then again, I have a

      weird feeling I already know Percy well. We didn’t talk in high

      school, and our friend groups were so vastly different that we hardly

      ever crossed paths. But he’s familiar to me.

      

      And right now, he’s the one thing ensuring that I don’t look

      desperate and pitiful when this wedding takes place in a few months.

      I’m here to save face and prove the opposite of how I feel. That

      means I need substance; I need malleable answers, and I need to

      know who I’m working with.

      

      He can either play along, or this lie will eventually crumble.

      

      “You tell me something,” he blurts at random. “Tell me something

      you don’t think that I know.”

      

      I could be childish and turn this back around to him, but if I open up,

      maybe that will soften his obviously hardened shell of a personality.

      It’s for his protection, not to wound me, so I abide and hope that he

      will reciprocate my intent.

      

      “My favorite color is yellow, like the sun in the morning over the

      hills. I like the smell of pine trees and the way the ground smells after

      the rain. I don’t really have a favorite food. Anything cheap, I guess.

      My favorite car is a Chevrolet Chevelle, and I’ve never had a pet or

      any animal. My grandfather had sheep, but my dad wasn’t much of a

      rancher. He built the shop, and I’ve worked there ever since.”

      

      His eyes widen with every admission, like spilling my secrets is hard

      to do. Most people in Rally already know all of this information,

      except maybe the people who don’t care. Up until this idea of his,

      Percy was one of those people who didn’t care about me. We ran in

      different circles, and it’s not that I didn’t care for him before. He just

      wasn’t on my radar.

      

      Now that we have to see each other, we have to see one another as

      our truest forms, or it will fall through.

      

      “Fine,” he says at last, throwing his hands up while he leans forward

      on the kitchen island with his elbows down. “I guess it’s my turn. I

      like enchiladas the most. I’m not big into beef, but chicken is okay.

      Sometimes fish. I play an old guitar that my father had laying around

      the house when I was young. I picked it up, taught myself how to

      learn it with online videos, and I play pretty well. My parents are

      gone now, and I don’t miss them. I like old rock and roll more than

      —”

      

      “Wait,” I say, cutting him short in awe. “Repeat that.”

      

      “The newer stuff just has so much techno and pop influence in it. I

      like the older rock bands more. That’s not to say the new guys aren’t

      good, but still. The heavy, old-fashioned sound is better, in my

      opinion.”

      

      “No,” I grunt, waving my hand between us to clear the fog in his

      mind. “What did you just say about your parents?”

      

      He sits up straighter as if surprised that he also said those words.

      “Well, I’m not sorry, Leah. I don’t care. I should, but it’s hard to give

      a damn when I watched them do it to themselves for so long.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “They were drug addicts, Leah. They killed themselves with that shit

      and left me behind to deal with the mess of it all. I don’t care, and I

      don’t think I ever will. It was their choice, not mine.”

      

      The coffee maker goes off, and the long, stringent silence is finally

      broken.

      

      Maybe oversharing wasn’t the best idea.
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      Leah

      It takes a while to get used to having Percy around.

      

      When he’s not practicing with the band at the bar, he’s helping me at

      the shop. My shoulder hasn’t healed in the few days it’s been since

      the accident happened, but I’m still able to get some work done.

      

      He seems oddly protective of me now, watching my every move to

      make sure I don’t repeat my mistake.

      

      The engine is ruined in some parts, but not completely. I can fix it,

      and I hoist it up with a chain to make sure not to get killed by this

      thing later on. He’s very adamant about me being safe now, and he’s

      been sweeping the same spot on the floor for ten minutes while I

      poke and prod the transmission.

      

      “Everything okay?” he asks, something he’s been asking a lot lately.

      

      “I’m fine, Percy. Thank you.”

      

      “Don’t sound so annoyed. I’m just making sure.”

      

      “I have been doing this for a long time. I know what I’m doing and

      how to do it safely. I promise.”

      

      “How long have you been working on cars?”

      

      I pause with my wrench, staring at the rusted underbody of this

      stunning classic car. “My dad taught me everything since I could

      walk. He didn’t let me help until I was about twelve. Then, when I got

      to high school, Ryan would come to help my dad out. He liked having

      a man around to be in the shop with, I guess. But Ryan didn’t know

      much. He would ask me questions all the time so he could look smart

      in front of my dad.”

      

      “Seems like a poser to me.”

      

      I cock my head slightly, surprised that I agree with Percy Elrod more

      and more these days. “I guess that’s true. He did things like that a lot,

      though. I paid for dinner while he was unemployed, but he would

      hate it if I made a big deal about paying. So, I started giving him the

      money that Dad would pay me for helping him in the shop from time

      to time. Ryan didn’t like looking weak.”

      

      “It’s not uncommon,” Percy whispers.

      

      I kick myself out from under the car and sit up on the rolling board,

      rocking my ankles back and forth while I scoot in a methodical

      pattern, forward and backward. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “By what, Leah?”

      

      “About looking weak. Do you feel that way sometimes?”

      

      He nods slowly, clutching the broom a bit tighter. “Constantly.”

      

      “But why?”

      

      “Is this another question-and-answer game?”

      

      “No, this isn’t about us pretending to date. This is about you.”

      

      “What about me?”

      

      I do everything but throw my hands up and scream at the metal tin

      ceiling over our heads. “Come on, Percy. Just talk to me. Tell me the

      truth. I’m curious. You don’t have to deflect.”

      

      “I’m not deflecting. I’m stalling and hoping you lose interest,” he says

      with a grin. I can see the partial truth in his joke, though. He’s trying

      to be honest with me, but it’s like he doesn’t know how to do that.

      When he sees I won’t back down, he adds, “Fine, fine. I get it. Sorry.”

      

      “It’s okay, just talk to me, though. I don’t want to push you, but I

      thought we were going to support one another here. Why won’t you

      let me do that?”

      

      “Because it’s hard, Leah. It’s not a simple thing to tell a woman,

      especially one as confident and successful as yourself, that I feel like

      a failure. I feel weak, useless, and tainted. All of it.”

      

      I finally come to a stand, instantly wrapping my arms around his

      sides. He looks shocked, his eyes widening, but he eventually holds

      me in return. The broom falls to the floor, sliding off the body of the

      car where he leaned it upright, and with my arms squeezing the life

      out of his midsection, I feel something.

      

      I feel Percy Elrod flinch.

      

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper into his chest.

      

      He shakes his head, his cheek resting down on the top of my head.

      “Nothing is wrong.”

      

      “That’s a lie.”

      

      “Then tell me the truth,” he urges. “Go ahead. Tell me what’s wrong,

      Leah.”

      

      I can see he’s only going to build those walls up higher and dig those

      trenches deeper. He’s shut off, and I know it’s hard for him to share.

      But I thought I had made that so easy for him to do. Still, it’s only

      been a few days since we agreed to this. I can’t say that I agree with

      his method of coping, but I can’t tell him to just spit it out, either.

      

      In the end, that will be his decision.

      

      All I can do is be honest with my side of things.

      

      “You’re wrong,” I sigh.

      

      “About what, Leah?”

      

      “I’m not confident. I hate myself more days than I love myself. I’m

      not successful, either. Unless you think losing the family house,

      ruining my dad’s shop, and having to tell fifteen customers that their

      cars will never be finished because I’m understaffed and

      overwhelmed—then sure, I’m successful in that regard.”

      

      He inches back, his hands resting lazily on my sides. “Why didn’t you

      tell me this sooner? I could help you somehow.”

      

      “Because it’s not your job to save me, Percy. It’s mine.”

      

      “I never said anything about saving. Supporting, Leah. That’s what I

      should be doing.”

      

      “For the sake of this deal?”

      

      “Fuck the deal,” he bites. “I want to support you, because of you. You

      have just offered yourself in my asinine plan to mask our feelings

      about Ryan and Farrah’s wedding to the whole town. I owe you more

      than just support, Leah. Besides, you’re a good person. You deserve

      it.”

      

      I warm with that admission. “Thank you, Percy.”

      

      “Of course. I’m here if you need anything.”

      

      He goes to pull away, but I stop him, bringing him back into my arms

      for another embrace. “And I’m here for you, okay?”

      

      “I know you are,” he hums. “Thank you. Maybe one day I can be as

      open as you are, but right now I just don’t have the guts.”

      

      “Whatever,” I grumble. “You have the guts. I can feel them.” I

      squeeze him tighter in our hug and feel his stomach wince as he

      laughs. He pries himself free and bats my hands away when I try to

      take him back in my possession. “Come on, Percy. Hug me!”

      

      Laughing, he brushes me off again. “You have work to do, Leah. And

      now you have to do it with me watching very closely.”

      

      My brows knit. “What do you mean?”

      

      “I’m going to help you with this stuff. You obviously need it, and the

      faster you finish, the quicker you can dig yourself out of this financial

      hole, right?”

      

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t ask that of you.”

      

      “No, you can’t. That’s why I’m offering. Well, it’s not an offer or a

      suggestion. I’m just going to do it, and you’re going to deal with it.

      Okay? So, tell me, where do we start?”

      

      “Well, we have to get under the car and check out the transmission. If

      it’s in bad shape, I have to pull it.”

      

      “Oh, that sounds hard.”

      

      I nod exasperatingly. “It’s really difficult. And it’s heavy. But, I think

      it’s in good shape. We will attach the engine back to the transmission

      if it’s good. Then we will take a scope and send it into the pistons. Oh,

      and maybe get a new radiator. I’ll have to see if that’s intact, too.”

      

      He shakes his head in dismay. “I have no idea what you’re talking

      about.”

      

      “That’s okay,” I snicker. “I can gladly show you.”

      

      He grins, and we both get under the car. His eyes light up as I explain

      things and ramble off on tangents about my father. He laughs at my

      jokes, even the stupid ones, and he does everything I need him to do

      to help me.

      

      He sees me, he hears me, and he doesn’t dismiss me.
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        * * *

      

      In an act of solidarity, I go to see Percy’s show tonight at the bar. He

      waves me forward in the crowd when I arrive. The small, once empty

      bar is now fully packed with a younger generation—perhaps too

      young to be in a bar, but whatever.

      

      Kneeling on the side of the stage, he brings me into a warm hug like

      we’re distant friends. I enjoy being held by Percy, but doing it in

      public for the first time is odd. I am slightly stiff and not too sure

      what to do when I pull away to see everyone watching us carefully.

      He doesn’t hesitate or seem nervous at all, bringing me in closer so

      he can kiss my forehead affectionately.

      

      The gossip spreads like wildfire, and I shudder at his casual ease with

      being so tender with me.

      

      “Hey, thanks for coming out,” he says, pulling my focus back to his

      calm and easy smile. “You look great.”

      

      “Thank you.” I brim with a smile while I do a vain twirl to show the

      tight leather top I’ve put on for the show tonight. I’m in dark shorts

      with red heels—a look that screams and whispers at the same time. “I

      was trying to look like I know anything about punk rock.”

      

      “You obviously nailed it.”

      

      “You’re too kind,” I breathe. “I hope I’m not taking away from your

      time with your band, though.”

      

      “Nonsense. I told all the guys about us.”

      

      I give him a narrow look. “How much do you tell them?”

      

      “Just what everyone else knows, of course,” he adds with a quick

      wink. “It’s nothing, though. They are cool with whatever I do. You

      should go get a drink, Leah. You’ve been working all day on that car,

      right?”

      

      I smile at the car we’ve been fixing together for a while now. “Yeah,

      it’s almost ready to run, too.”

      

      His genuine happiness is enough to make me relax. “Good job, car

      chick.”

      

      My smile falters. “Why do you have to call me that? Can’t we come up

      with something cute and simple?”

      

      His eyes flicker over my shoulder before returning with a new,

      unhappy tint to their once hazel hues. “How about, ladybug?”

      

      My heart sinks. “What?”

      

      He nods his head towards the front doors to the bar, Farrah and

      Ryan walking in together hand-in-hand. Everyone turns to see them

      as well, before the focus shifts back to Percy and me. I feel like we’re

      in a tennis match, everyone shaking their heads back and forth while

      they wait for the first serve to take place.

      

      The drama is thick.

      

      The tension is thicker.

      

      “Oh, fuck,” I mutter. “I should go, Percy.”

      

      He pulls my face to his, his hand resting warmly and gently on my

      chin. He narrows his amber irises into my frame, and I nearly melt.

      “It’s okay, Leah. You can do this. Stop hiding from the town. They

      need to see we have moved on, okay? Running out of here at the first

      sight of Ryan Jones isn’t going to do that.”

      

      I nod slowly and regain my sanity. “You’re right. I’m sorry. He just

      gets me so flustered. I’m so angry and—” I wave it off, cutting myself

      short. “I’m sorry. I’m making your night about me. Just forget I said

      that.”

      

      “What are you even talking about? Relax, Leah. You’re going to be

      okay. You’re not making anything about yourself… I’m not even sure

      what you mean by that. Just go sit down at the bar and have

      something to drink, okay? When this is over, we can go back to the

      shop and get back to work.”

      

      I smile wider at his assurance. “Thank you.”

      

      “Of course. Now, watch me bring the house down.”
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      Percy

      It’s the best set we’ve ever performed. I’m ripping out notes quicker

      than I can sing them, and my guitar feels like it’s weightless in my

      hands. It’s becoming easier and easier to perform through the set

      while Leah is watching me. Our bond has strengthened these last few

      days, and while a week is no time for us to be talking about our

      deepest, darkest secrets, I find myself slipping with information

      about my past.

      

      She probably knows it all already and just doesn’t mention it. I’m

      grateful for that.

      

      I finish the second to last song, desperately needing a drink of water.

      When the cord ends, the crowd cheers, and I turn my back to look at

      Juluis behind me. “Hey, where’s my water at?”

      

      He shrugs and then asks, “Was it in a paper cup?”

      

      “No, I think it was glass.”

      

      He picks one up from behind the speakers and hands it to me. The

      clear liquor is fresh with ice that hasn’t melted yet. “Here, I think it’s

      this one.”

      

      I bring the drink to my lips while I meet Leah’s eyes again, enjoying

      the sight of her simple, kind grin. Taking a sip of the water, my throat

      clenches, and I throw the glass beside the stage, watching it shatter

      and spill all over the floor. One of the waitresses is quick to clear the

      area, holding a broom and mop while everyone goes back to their

      good time of waiting for the show to play on.

      

      Meanwhile, I feel my body convulsing.

      

      “One minute, please,” I say to the guys, setting my guitar down while

      I rush past the bar and into the back room. Little clicks of heels

      follow me, and Leah is behind me in my room when I get to the sink

      and stick my finger down my throat. “Ah, fuck!”

      

      “Hey, hey,” she says quickly. “What are you doing, Percy? Stop that.”

      

      She tears my hand away from my mouth, only to widen her eyes

      when she sees I’m trembling from head to toe. I can’t find the words

      to explain it, to spill the case on something so secretive and

      shameful, but it blurts out of my lips like an open valve under

      pressure.

      

      “I’m an alcoholic. Well, I was,” I grunt. “I’m three weeks sober, but…

      I don’t know, maybe not. I thought it was water. Leah, I really did. I

      don’t want to—this isn’t who I am, I just…”

      

      “Shh,” she breathes, speaking calmly like a wildlife observer coming

      across a disoriented animal. “It’s okay, Percy, just relax. You’re

      okay.”

      

      “I just—I just broke sobriety, and I’m only three weeks in! Dammit,

      I’m such a fucking failure. I can never do anything right. I can’t even

      fucking drink right, and now I’ve just ruined my streak again. I can’t

      believe I’ve done this. I’m such a damn punk.”

      

      “Shut the fuck up,” the small woman before me growls.

      

      I hesitantly take a step back in confusion. “What? Why?”

      

      “I’m not going to sit here while you lie to yourself like that, Percy.

      How dare you talk about yourself in such a shitty way? You should

      never talk to yourself like that.”

      

      “Like what? I am a failure, dammit. I just proved that! I broke

      sobriety.”

      

      “You didn’t do it on purpose, though. That doesn’t mean you’re a

      failure or that you even broke it at all. It’s not like you sat down at the

      bar and had a beer, Percy. It was an accident, and you stopped

      drinking it when you realized the truth. It’s okay. You’re not a failure.

      Even if you did break sobriety, that doesn’t make you a punk.

      Everyone relapses sometimes. It’s normal to pick yourself back up

      again and start over.”

      

      I feel at ease with her words, almost more ashamed that I had

      freaked out so much over something that seems so insignificant now.

      She’s right, too. I didn’t want to drink vodka. I just happened to sip

      from the wrong glass. Mistakes happen.

      

      She’s so collected with her confidence that I hate myself less when

      she talks so highly of me.

      

      “I’m sorry about that,” I groan, pressing my face into my palms. “I

      feel so stupid right now.”

      

      “Don’t, Percy. It’s okay. Now, get back out there and play another

      song because everyone is probably getting super impatient.”

      

      I pull her in close and hug her tight, feeling her warmth like she’s an

      aged bourbon soaring down my throat. I shiver and smile at the same

      time, pulling her in for a long minute before I know I have to get back

      out on stage. I take her hand and pull her with me as we get back to

      the show.

      

      Picking up my guitar, I feel more confident than I have in forever. It’s

      easy for me to play now, and my vocals come out so smoothly,

      without any strain at all. I sing and play the best song I’ve ever been

      able to do, and the crowd eats it alive. Everyone is cheering and

      clapping—some are even singing along with me!

      

      My eyes trace the back wall, finding Ryan Jones with a furrowed

      frown on his face, while Farrah doesn’t seem to be bothered by

      anything. She’s always been pretty laid back unless she’s mad. Only

      then does she really prove she has this harsh side to her that is better

      suited for a therapist.

      

      She gets angry fast, and when she’s angry, she says things.

      

      I ignore those memories, playing my encore song for Leah, and only

      for Leah. She smiles and claps along with the tune, unsure of a single

      note or word that I sing and play, but she’s happy all the same. When

      it’s over, people call for more, and the other guys seem just as

      surprised as I am.

      

      We’ve never had anyone ask us to play longer. Most of the time, they

      ask us to play less and to play quieter. Now, I’m not sure how to

      handle this reaction, shrugging to the others while I consider what

      we should do next.

      

      When the song is decided, we play on, and we play until midnight.

      

      My fingers grow numb, and my calloused fingertips need a break. My

      hands are sweaty and tired, my knuckles worn and throbbing. We

      finish with the last song that we know how to play cohesively, and

      everyone still cheers for more. I wave them off, thank them for the

      fun, and set down my guitar to signal the end.

      

      Leah jumps to the side of the stage with a glass held out towards me.

      I brush my hand over my forehead to clear the sweat, the same

      reason I’m shirtless now from the heat in this room rising with every

      song, and her eyes caress my surface carefully while I take the glass.

      

      “What is this?”

      

      “It’s club soda with lemon,” she says, grinning wider. “Don’t worry. I

      tried it myself, just to be sure.”

      

      “Thank you,” I breathe.

      

      I take a sip and pull her up on stage with me, my hand grazing her

      lower back. She rests her cheek on my chest, no matter how sweaty I

      am, and I keep her there firmly with my arm behind her. Her little

      exhale of relief matched mine eventually, my heart finally coming

      down from a heavy pumping that had my blood running hot.

      

      “You played really well, Percy.”

      

      Kissing her forehead casually, like it’s second nature now, I nod.

      “Thanks, Leah. It was our best show yet. I think we played our asses

      off.”

      

      “You did great. You had everyone cheering and clapping for more.”

      

      I look out at the crowd that has broken off into factions to talk

      amongst themselves. Still, the exes in the back of the room don’t

      seem to be much happier than when they walked into this place. If

      anything, they both seem pissed to see me up here with Leah, like it’s

      not the same thing as me and Leah seeing them out and about on a

      date together.

      

      I end up looking away at last, shaking my head while I try to relax

      with Leah in my arms. “I think we’re pissing them off,” I whisper into

      her ear.

      

      Her eyes flicker up before returning to my bare, tattooed chest.

      “Yeah, I think so, too.”

      

      “What should we do about that?”

      

      She shrugs it off. “Ignore them, Percy.” Playing with her hands, she

      turns her fingers over and adjusts the ring on her middle finger, lost

      in thought with the pressure of her ex-boyfriend watching us so

      intently. “I just hate when he stares at me like that.”

      

      “I know how you feel.”

      

      Her hands tremble, and the ring pops off, falling to the floor nearby.

      I watch the silver glint as it rolls under the speaker. I pull away and

      get on my knees, reaching under the speaker to get it back, but when

      I turn, I stumble, only able to get one knee up while I hit the ground

      on my opposite side.

      

      The audible gasp throughout the room travels at lightning speed.

      

      “Oh my, Percy Elrod is going to propose!”

      

      Everyone looks around in moderate shock while I try to realize where

      the hell they’re getting that from. Then again, I’m on one knee,

      holding a ring up to a very beautiful woman, while everyone in town

      knows some form of gossip that involves us dating.

      

      Biting my bottom lip, I look at her with nothing but fear in my eyes.

      

      “Holy shit,” I whisper. “What do I do?”

      

      She shakes her head, looks at the stunned crowd, but finds those two

      familiar faces in the back. Even on my knee, I can see them just as

      clearly through a break in the crowd. Ryan looks like he’s holding his

      breath so much that he’s pink and ready to pass out.

      

      Farrah looks like she’s just walked in on me in bed with another

      woman.

      

      My mind is already made at this point, and the petty side of my

      revenge tactic is only exemplified by the fate of this moment.

      

      “Leah Reese,” I say, speaking just loud enough for everyone to hear

      me. “Will you marry me?”

      

      She looks panicked, but I can see it in her eyes that she just

      understands. She nods profusely, hardly getting the word ‘yes’ out,

      before I yank her into my arms and pick her feet up off the floor.

      Everyone cheers, the sound echoing off the walls while someone

      shouts above the noise.

      

      “Kiss her!”

      

      I look to Leah for this one, unsure what to do now. I can’t just force a

      kiss on a woman, let alone in front of a crowd. Leah nods eventually,

      though, and I pull her closer with my hands, brushing her sides and

      landing on her tailbone. I hold her closer to me while our lips meet in

      a warm, fiery kiss.

      

      Her tongue brushes mine, the sensation damning and daunting at

      the same time. She moans into my lips and kisses me deeper, my

      hands nearly grabbing at her ass if not for the intrusive cheering of

      the onlookers.

      

      I peek through my shut eyes long enough to see Ryan dragging

      Farrah out of the bar, but I don’t care about them.

      

      Instead, I watch Leah as she melts into my hold, as she’s overcome

      with this kiss, and as we both realize this might not be what we had

      imagined when we agreed to this deal.

      

      But fate has other plans, I guess.
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      Leah

      I feel sick as we step off the stage, the warm kiss is the only thing that

      keeps my mind awake and aware in this moment. Percy holds my

      hand tightly, his fingers curled over mine while whisking us both into

      the back room, the little cot and small sink coming back into view.

      

      It’s cold back here, a draft of Arkansas wind somehow slithering

      through the split wood floors and the uneven tin walls. I didn’t notice

      it before, but the tin material of the building and the copper pipes

      overhead smell so heavily of rust that I nearly trip over the discovery

      of this pungent odor.

      

      Percy finally stops his quick pace, taking on a seat on the side of a

      black, torn leather couch. Unsure why this room even exists, I sit

      down beside him, the bar playing a low hum of radio music while the

      people settle after the sudden excitement of our proposal.

      

      Looking at my hands, I play with the ring that now sits on my left

      hand, in the proper position to signal a proposal has occurred.

      

      “What the fuck just happened?” I whisper.

      

      He shakes his head, running his palms down his face while he inhales

      slowly. “I wish I knew. It happened so fast, and I swear I have the

      worst balance in the world. I should have just belly-flopped onto the

      stage to avoid looking like I was proposing.”

      

      “We’re in even deeper now,” I add, brushing my hand over my lips

      while I struggle to make sense of this wild situation. “This isn’t what I

      signed up for.”

      

      “I know that, Leah. I’m sorry that got out of hand. I wasn’t sure what

      else to do with—well, you know who was watching.”

      

      Hanging my head, I shut my eyes so tight I see spots in the darkness

      of my vision. “Did they see it happen?”

      

      “Yeah, they did.”

      

      “Was Ryan angry?”

      

      He pauses, and although I’m not sure why he pauses, I’m also not

      sure why I ask in the first place. I took this arraignment for support

      in this situation and to save face. Doing it to hurt Ryan Jones

      shouldn’t be part of the equation… but it is.

      

      I want him to feel what I felt, and no matter how immature and

      horrible it is for me to wish that on someone, I’m a human.

      Vengeance is an emotion, after all. It’s something everyone feels at

      some point. While I’ve gone my life being the perfect daughter, the

      best big sister in the world, and the most fucking supportive

      girlfriend to ever exist, I am due for a little naughty.

      

      I’m due to be vengeful; it’s human nature.

      

      “He looked pissed off,” Percy gusts at last. “I saw Farrah’s expression

      as well.”

      

      Opening my eyes to the dim light of the back room, I see a much

      different look on his face than the one I feel like I’m giving. His eyes

      are squinted, his hands pale at the knuckles while he flexes them in

      and out methodically. I can’t help but see the pale hue of his skin,

      drizzled in sweat from the show, and wroth with unease. He shifts his

      weight a few times, back and forth, adjusting his body like he’s in a

      tight room, stuck between narrow walls.

      

      “Are you okay?”

      

      He only nods at first, chewing the inside of his lip methodically.

      

      “Percy, talk to me. What’s going on?”

      

      “We just told the most gossip-filled town that we’re engaged, Leah.

      I’m a little bit distracted and upset right now. I just—I need space.”

      

      I stand at once, inching towards the doorway. “Okay, I’m sorry. I can

      leave.”

      

      He looks up with his brows furrowed. His words may have told me he

      needs space, but there’s a certain look in his eyes that tells me to

      stay. I don’t want to be upset right now, not in front of him while he’s

      obviously going through something, but he wanted support in this

      arrangement.

      

      So, I should support him.

      

      Coming back to where he sits, I take my spot beside him, reach over

      to his leg, and knit his fingers into mine. He squeezes my hand like

      he’s giving birth, and I bite my tongue through the labor of bad

      memories that flood us both of our prior relationships.

      

      “You want to know something else about me?”

      

      He glances sideways, his pulse quick and his grip still taut. “Another

      getting-to-know-you game, car chick?”

      

      I let the petulant nickname slide for now, given the current

      circumstances. “Sure, if you want to call it that.” Steadying my tone, I

      continue with, “When I was dating Ryan, my mother hated him. The

      entire time we were together, actually. She couldn’t stand him in the

      slightest. Said he gave off bad vibes or whatever.”

      

      He perks up with that information. “Wow, really? I wouldn’t have

      guessed that. I thought he got along well with your dad, so I figured it

      was fine with your mom, too.”

      

      “My dad didn’t really have anything bad to say about anyone. I mean,

      there was this kid a few years back that stole his motorcycle and—”

      

      “Alright, alright. I get it, Leah. I’m sorry about that motorcycle.”

      

      I smile slightly, watching him relax even in the midst of my picking

      on him. “It’s okay, I guess. I want you to get me a new one, though.”

      

      “I’m living in the back of a bar, Leah. When I win the lottery and that

      gold mine in Alaska finally strikes some decent pay dirt, then maybe

      I’ll get you a whole hoard of motorcycles.”

      

      I chuckle at first, but then the unsettling realization of his words

      starts to come into my mind.

      

      “Wait, you live back here?”

      

      He nods slowly, his hand clammy in mine. “Yeah, I have for a few

      years.”

      

      Looking at the doorway, with the wind breaking through the shotty

      structure of this little room, I garner the courage to stand. I pull

      Percy with me as we head back out into the main area of the bar. He

      follows, probably wanting to ask a million questions, but he doesn’t.

      Instead, we duck through the congratulatory crowd and head onto

      the sidewalk outside.

      

      I lead him to my car, where his hand tenses and becomes clammy, as

      though he slowly starts realizing that I’m taking him home. Like an

      unwilling shelter dog, I can understand his hesitation about the

      unknown help he’s receiving now, but the thought of him in that little

      cage in the back of a bar has my stomach in knots.

      

      He climbs into my beaten-up backup truck, nowhere near the

      polished and wonderful truck my sister stole away with her to New

      York. It needs a few cranks to start up, and the tires are in horrible

      condition. But it works okay for the time being.

      

      It runs—eventually.

      

      As we head for Dingy Hills, the road tucked away like an afterthought

      outside of Rally, I finally can see Percy relax in the passenger seat.

      

      “I don’t need pity,” he breathes, his words cold like liquid nitrogen in

      the air. “If you’re doing this out of some guilt trip, you can take me

      back to the bar. I sleep just fine on that couch.”

      

      I would like to scorn him for accusing me of having a very

      understandable reaction to finding out he sleeps behind a bar, but I

      don’t. Instead, I bring up the one topic I didn’t even know we would

      have to address in this false scheme together.

      

      But we’re here for support, so I should know the whole truth.

      

      “I didn’t know you were an alcoholic,” I say simply.

      

      His posture is rigid again, and he tilts his head to face out the

      window while the more drabby homes of Rally pass us by on the

      uneven gravel roads. “Yeah, well, you didn’t ask.”

      

      “I guess that’s technically true, Percy. But still. Why didn’t you just

      tell me?”

      

      “Because it’s only been three weeks. Let’s face it. I’m on the edge of a

      relapse at any minute, and it wouldn’t even be a relapse. It would be

      the same behavior I’ve always had. All the way back in high school,

      too. It’s not like this is new to me. I’ve had years of drinking under

      my belt. Does three weeks of no whiskey really count as sobriety?”

      

      “It does to me, but I’m not super familiar with that topic to begin

      with. If you wanted to know what a workaholic is like, then I guess

      that’s my vice. I have experience there.”

      

      He chuckles to himself. “Workaholics at least get to keep their livers

      in the end.”

      

      “Yeah, but my shoulder… not so much.”

      

      The air thins, and we both release a low and humorous exhale. As

      much as I want to support him, I know I can’t relate to this kind of

      issue. Truthfully, I’ve never been addicted to anything other than

      being a perfectionist. Even though I seem to be failing that now, I

      guess we both have some inner work to do in order to see the value of

      our efforts this far.

      

      “I hear people in recovery like coffee and donuts.”

      

      He shrugs, undoing his seatbelt while the truck comes to a stop. “I

      guess. They always have them in the meetings downtown.”

      

      “How often do you attend?”

      

      “Not as much as I should. I’ve been to two meetings in three weeks.

      They give me a poker chip every week I tell them I haven’t slipped

      up. I don’t know what I’m going to say about tonight.” He shakes his

      head, leaning back in his seat as though the shame bares him down

      to not move. “I failed.”

      

      “So negative about yourself,” I reply, kicking out of the truck and

      heading for the house. The car door shuts behind his exit, and his

      steps shift against the dry gravel of the driveway as he follows close

      by.

      

      “You had said it yourself. You don’t know much about alcoholics.

      How can you say this isn’t the correct reaction when slipping up?”

      

      “Because I’ve made mistakes, Percy. Just because I trip and fall every

      now and again doesn’t mean I’m permanently clumsy. And if I skip a

      day of work in the shop, that doesn’t mean I’m a lazy worker now.

      We’re human, and you talk to yourself like you're less than that.”

      

      He waves me off, making himself at home in the kitchen while I start

      a pot of coffee. “Fine, if you say so, Leah. But tell me this. Does

      knowing I’m an alcoholic make you want to change your mind about

      this whole arrangement?”

      

      “Of course not. Why should it? We’re here to support one another,

      and seeing the looks on their faces today—what more support could

      we need?”

      

      He nods in a peal of mildly amused laughter. “That was pretty great.”

      

      While I turn, the coffee percolating at its leisurely pace, I bring up

      the last concern in my mind. “What was your relationship with

      Farrah like?”

      

      Undesirably, his brows furrow. “What do you mean?”

      

      “I told you my relationship with Ryan, and of course, everyone in

      town knew just about everything about us. But I never really saw you

      and Farrah together.”

      

      “Well, that’s because we dated right after high school ended.”

      

      “Okay, so that’s something. Tell me about it.”

      

      He seems uneasy again, and with the talk of his addiction still fresh

      in both of our minds, I decide to not push it further with him. At

      least, not for right now.

      

      The coffee pot beeps, killing the turbulent silence between us, and we

      sip on our caffeine while remembering the relationship that used to

      be, the ones that will be, and the false plays of ones that we seem to

      be stuck in. Feels only natural to try and move on a little bit more

      after tonight has gone the way it has.

      

      After all, we are engaged now.
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      Leah

      Although the thought of having a bottle of wine together and spilling

      our secrets to the moon sounds like a magical night together, all of

      that changes when faced with an ex-alcoholic who doesn’t like talking

      about himself in any capacity. I wish I had the strength to keep my

      mouth shut like Percy Elrod, but my words and opinions are like

      semi-trucks on ice roads.

      

      They’re hauling ass, and they can’t brake for shit.

      

      Instead, we sip from coffee mugs and have a campfire under the

      willow tree on my property. I clipped the vines a few weeks ago so I

      could better see the road, just in case my ex-boyfriend felt the need

      to come back to the relationship he abandoned. But I feel stupid for

      having such hope now.

      

      Percy and I dig out some plastic lawn chairs, better suited for the

      beach or a nice porch, and kick our feet up on the rock perimeter of

      the makeshift firepit where we’re only missing marshmallows and

      sticks. I hold my mug close to my chest, curled under the throw

      blanket I dragged out here around my shoulders.

      

      Percy is still shirtless after we hastily left the club earlier, but the cold

      air doesn’t seem to bother him much. I can only imagine the draft in

      the back room, taunting him day in and day out for years.

      

      “What happens if the tree catches on fire?” he asks, looking around

      the curtain of long vines that were unruly enough to grow back after

      being clipped.

      

      “Then my grandfather will probably roll over in his grave,” I admit.

      “But it’s nothing to worry about.”

      

      “The fire or your grandfather’s shame if we accidentally light this

      thing on fire?”

      

      “Both, I guess. I can’t imagine he’s too proud of me right now,

      anyway. I’m about to lose the whole farm to the bank—and the shop.

      That includes this tree. Hell, maybe we ought to light it on fire.”

      

      “Sounding more punk rock by the minute, darling.”

      

      I glance up in disbelief. “Wow, so it’s not car chick anymore? I feel

      honored.”

      

      “Well, given we are engaged now, I guess that means I should find a

      better pet name for you. If we’re in public, or at the wedding, then we

      have to play the part, right?”

      

      I nod, glancing through the web of droopy branches overhead. “So,

      this is for the willow’s benefit then?”

      

      “What is?”

      

      “Calling me darling.”

      

      “Practice makes perfect.”

      

      “I hate that line,” I admit, unphased by the casual and quick shifts of

      topics between us. It’s just so damn easy to talk to Percy, easier than

      it’s ever been to talk to anyone else. “I could practice the guitar every

      day for three years—doesn’t mean I’ll be perfect at it.”

      

      “No, but you’ll be better than you were.”

      

      “Progress, then. Not perfection.”

      

      He nods silently at first, holding the rim of his mug to his pouting

      bottom lip and never taking a drink of it. “I guess that does make

      more sense.”

      

      “Besides, perfect is overrated.”

      

      He leans forward, elbows on his kneecaps. “Alright, explain that one

      to me.”

      

      “What, that perfection is overrated? It is. Even I can admit that; the

      girl who had to be perfect.”

      

      “You’re not as bad as you may think,” he says. “Homecoming queen.

      Prom queen. Weren’t you valedictorian, as well?”

      

      “Hardly. I think I got the title because no one else wanted it.”

      

      “But still. You’ve succeeded in those things by being perfect and

      striving for perfection. How is that a negative?”

      

      I laugh to myself, feeling the half-crescent moon taunt me overhead

      with the billions of stars being his backup in my humility. “Because

      look where it got me. No boyfriend, mountains of debt, and an

      unwillingness to be social in even the most basic of forms.”

      

      “Granted, I don’t like being social either, Leah.”

      

      “But you live in town. You talk to people. I mean, how is being able to

      sing on stage and bring the most vulnerable emotions out for

      everyone to see, not being social?”

      

      “I’m an extrovert. That doesn’t mean I like being social with people. I

      just like singing and playing the guitar. Makes me feel like I’m good

      at something. Besides, when I play the guitar, I feel like I’m with my

      father again.”

      

      I set down my mug on the ground, inching to the edge of my chair so

      the fire can kiss my cold face. Across the flames, Percy does the same,

      holding my gaze like it’s his job.

      

      “Wait a minute now,” I reply. “You said you hated your parents.”

      

      “I don’t miss them. There is a difference.”

      

      I kick my feet up on the rock edge of the fire and hold my hands out

      like I’m carrying a serving tray of cups to a table. “Alright, elaborate.”

      

      Chuckling through his words at first, he says, “I don’t hate them,

      Leah. I hate their choices. And I know if they revived my dad out

      here in Dingy Hills, and if they did the same to my mother a few

      weeks later and they both miraculously lived. You know what they

      would do first?”

      

      “Come kiss their son and try to be better people?”

      

      “Ha, yeah right. They would never.”

      

      He shakes his head, the fire casting new shadows that make his face

      look deeply carved in more pain, in deeper agony, and it breaks my

      heart into a shatter of pieces to see it. He’s laughing through a pain

      that no man, no son, should have to endure, and he treats it like it’s

      normal. It’s not normal. It’s painful, but he doesn’t want to address

      that pain, which is fine by me.

      

      He copes by ignoring the issue. I cope by letting the guilt of every

      issue pressure me further and further down until I self-combust.

      Who am I to tell him how to feel?

      

      “They would go right back to using,” he says at last, his voice lower

      than before. “And you know what? I get it. There’s not a day that goes

      by where I don’t want to test my swimming skills in the bottom of a

      bottle. But they were further gone than me. A lifetime in drug

      addiction and four years of using alcohol as a crutch are very

      different.”

      

      “I can’t disagree with you there,” I admit. “I loved my parents. They

      were very hands-on, and Ainsley and I were never really disciplined

      as children. We made mistakes, and they allowed us to grow from

      them. Picking up anything as a coping mechanism isn’t even in my

      DNA unless it’s a wrench.”

      

      “We are the demons of our parents.”

      

      I sit back, stifled by such a remark, but I can’t argue with it.

      

      My father resorted to work anytime he felt like he couldn’t deal with

      life.

      

      Which was very, very often.

      

      Sometimes—and really most of the time—I find myself doing the

      same exact thing. When I should allow myself to feel pain and

      heartbreak, I instead drive those emotions into changing out engines

      and even patching the occasional hole in a classic car body. Up until

      now, I didn’t think it was a bad thing or a learned behavior from my

      father.

      

      I just thought that when times got tough, it was time to get tough.

      

      “I cry a lot to cope too,” I mutter in the tentacles of the campfire.

      “More than I should, I feel like.”

      

      “What’s the appropriate amount for someone to cry?”

      

      “Over a death, I’d say a few weeks. Over some frivolous breakup,

      maybe a week or less.”

      

      He nods. “I broke that rule for sure.”

      

      Again, the pondering of Farrah’s role in his life has my mouth

      moving faster than my pea-sized brain can tell me to shut the fuck

      up. I blurt, “What was she to you?”

      

      “You’ve asked that twice, and neither time can I pinpoint what you

      want to hear, Leah.”

      

      “The truth would be a great start.”

      

      Throwing up his hands in defeat, he retorts, “I gave her everything,

      and all she gave me was a few bruises, a tainted image of her

      cheating on me, and the ability to finally stop drowning in whiskey.”

      

      Although all claims are interesting, I can’t help but lean into the last

      one. “What do you mean you could finally stop drinking because of

      her? That would mean—”

      

      “I drank in the first place because of her,” he bites, his tone a little

      harsher than before. “Let’s be real here, Leah, since you want to

      know what my relationship with Farrah looked like. It looked like

      war. Every day and every night it was a fucking war. It wasn’t her

      insecurity, it was her accusations against me. If it wasn’t that I had

      ruined her day by making some menial little comment towards her, it

      was that I was too standoffish with her. I could never win.”

      

      I nod with his complicated outpouring of pain. The things I want to

      comment on, I can’t, simply because I don’t have the right to dissect

      him any more than I already have. Granted, this setting has seemed

      to be a better alternative than cornering him in my kitchen and

      asking what the hell went wrong in his relationship, but I know when

      people have hit their limits.

      

      Everyone else’s limits except for my own.

      

      “I’m an ugly crier,” I say, bringing the focus back to me.

      

      It’s easier to pick on myself than it is to pick on him.

      

      “I don’t think so,” he replies smoothly. “You looked rather pretty

      before when you were upset. Back in the garage.”

      

      “You weren’t even supposed to see that.”

      

      “But I did, and I liked it. You looked real, Leah. There’s nothing

      wrong with looking real.”

      

      I wave him off, finding the glints of stars through the light brush of

      wind that knocks around the branches and vines overhead. They all

      look so bright out here, dimmed slightly when in town and shaded by

      streetlamps and storefronts.

      

      “You’re staying over tonight,” I exclaim at last, speaking to the moon.

      

      Percy takes it in for a moment before replying, “One couch to

      another.”

      

      “Ainsley’s room has a bed. The comforter is a knit blanket that she

      crocheted in high school. And it’s pink. But she has a nice mattress, a

      TV on the wall, and I think she left behind her minifridge of sodas,

      too.”

      

      “Damn, she had a whole apartment in that room, huh?”

      

      I smile, recalling how my social butterfly of a sister always retreated

      and redecorated her bedroom like it was her shrine. She believed in

      herself so much that she had the guts to leave this place, and her safe

      space, behind.

      

      I’d never have the guts to do such a thing.

      

      “She wouldn’t mind me taking her room, right?” he asks, shattering

      the tension.

      

      “It’s my house now until the bank decides it’s not anymore, I

      suppose. Go for it. She has a shower. I know my dad had some old

      rock and roll tee shirts too. I can find one for you to wear if you’d

      like.”

      

      “Am I moving in?”

      

      “We are engaged. I guess it wouldn’t be that unnatural for you to do

      so.”

      

      “I don’t need pity,” he reminds me.

      

      “No, but you need a place to sleep and shower, and I could use the

      company.”

      

      He nods in defeat and asks, “Alright, should we get back inside,

      then?”

      

      “In a moment,” I sigh.

      

      “What’s the hold-up, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      

      “The tree,” I hum, watching the branches moan and creak as the

      wind pushes through them. “The guitar reminds you of your father.

      This tree reminds me of mine. I want to be with him for a little bit

      longer.”

      

      He sits back, kicks up his heels, and doesn’t argue with me. “Sounds

      good. I hope he doesn’t mind me being here with you.”

      

      “I don’t think he would mind. He just wants me happy.”

      

      And for the first time since coming back into Percy Elrod’s life, I can

      finally admit that he does make me happy. Genuinely, effortlessly

      happy. More than I thought I ever could with him.

      

      More than I thought I ever could with any man.

      

      All ex-boyfriends included.
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      Percy

      I trudge up the stairs of the old farmhouse. It’s a creaking thing, large

      on the outside and cozy with wood accents on the inside. I’m not

      going to lie and say I don’t want to stay here, but I also hate looking

      like I need help. I’ve always been pushed by my father, by Farrah, for

      not being this majestic saving grace for everyone else.

      

      I’m a man, right?

      

      That simple truth comes with the burden of being rich, undeniably

      attractive, the CEO of some hotshot office in a city too big for small

      dreams.

      Small dreams. That’s what I have.

      

      I’m in a nowhere band, in a nowhere town, and yet I walk to this

      bedroom with purpose and strife in my heart. I need to be strong for

      Leah. She needs my support through this shitty situation with Ryan,

      and our own downfall is the foiling of our plan for mere support.

      Now we’re engaged, and as much as I know it doesn’t mean anything

      in the long run, I know it means something to her.

      

      We’ve been home for hours, and she still wears that ring on her left

      hand.

      

      She hasn’t moved it, hasn’t stowed it in her pocket, and hasn’t put it

      back on the finger where it belongs. It’s a cute silver ring with some

      kind of illuminated stone that looks like the milky way scattered with

      reflective glass. I watch it on her hand as she shows me around

      Ainsley’s bedroom.

      

      “And the shower is in there. You have your bathroom.”

      

      I take in her words, though they hardly kiss my mind while her voice

      echoes through me. She has a precious edge to her tone, a gentleness

      that encapsulates a butterfly in a paper-thin cocoon. I want to hold

      her, and I don’t know why.

      

      She just looks like a woman who deserves to be held.

      

      “Here,” she hums, handing me a tee shirt and a stack of other loose-

      fitting clothes I guess are intended to be pajamas. “I think it’ll fit you.

      My dad was pretty thin at the end, so he’s got about every size

      possible under an extra-large.”

      

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to wear this? It was your father's. Isn’t

      that uncomfortable for you?”

      

      “No, it’s not like he died in them. They’re just clothes, Percy. I have

      everything he ever touched on this property. I can part with a Guns-

      and-Roses tee shirt and some flannel night pants.”

      

      I take them in hand but instantly drop them on the foot of the bed.

      She moves to leave, undoubtedly to give me privacy, but I don’t want

      it. Instead, I take her arm in my hand softly, almost like a breeze

      interrupting her stride, and edge her back over to me. She meets me

      halfway, her arms already out and waiting for an embrace.

      

      We hug without needing to be prompted, the innate desire to be held

      between us so smooth and easy. I wish I had this sooner just so I

      could know how damn good it feels to be hugged. I press my hand to

      the back of her head, making sure she tucks her cheek into my

      shoulder, and we connect for what feels like years.

      

      In reality, it’s mere seconds on the clock, and we both back up when

      it feels like the other is ready to do so. She tucks her hair behind her

      ear, and I stuff my hands in my pocket, watching her willingness to

      stay grow but not being able to ask how to do that.

      

      “My room is down the hall,” she mutters, blushing as she points

      around the frame of the bedroom door. “Last one on the right. If you

      need anything, that’s where I’ll be.”

      

      “What could I need?”

      

      “I don’t know, just… anything. Or make yourself at home. Either one.

      I mean, whichever you want to do.”

      

      I grin at her dismay, watching the blush climb up the bridge of her

      nose and spread further across her pointed features. She looks away,

      arms hiked under her chest before deciding to surrender and leave

      for her bedroom. I aim to follow her, but I stop myself, realizing how

      creepy and invasive that would be.

      

      Instead, I shut my door silently and make my way to the shower.

      

      It’s a much better experience than having to shower at the

      laundromat downtown. I never had many clothes going in the

      washing machines there, but the showers were free with a wash. I

      would have a tee shirt or two to toss into a spin cycle so I could

      shower. It wasn’t like the apartment bathroom where I stayed with

      Farrah on her father’s dime, but that setup was killed the minute I

      found her cheating.

      

      Then it was back to the bar and back to the one place where I thought

      I couldn’t be safe. The liquor was there for me when I had moved

      back onto my couch full-time, and I did indulge.

      

      Who wouldn’t?

      

      But being here and knowing there’s not a whole bar full of my

      favorite bad ideas is helpful. More helpful than maybe Leah will ever

      know. So, I take advantage of the setup and clean myself off with

      Ainsley’s soaps that she left behind.

      

      They all smell like floral arrangements, but I don’t mind it.

      

      My mother used to pick wildflowers at Dingy Hills when I was young,

      and it fed into my obsession with bouquets for women. I brought

      Farrah stacks of wildflowers when we were dating, but because they

      were roses and tulips, she wasn’t that impressed.

      

      She was never impressed by me.

      

      Drying off, I step into the flannel pajama pants and redo the

      drawstring around the hips. They fit, and they’re comfortable. But I

      don’t want to fall in love with them. I don’t want to fall in love with

      any of this because when Farrah and Ryan are married, this goes

      back to being nothing.

      

      We will have to tell the town we gave up on the engagement or

      something. I can’t be sure what to say in that kind of situation, but it

      will have to happen.

      

      Leah can’t love me, and I can’t love anyone ever again.

      

      Poking my head out into the hallway, I hear her pacing the floor. The

      wood boards under her quick, light steps still creek with vigorous

      intent. She stops at one point as if my silent, stagnant position of

      eavesdropping has caught her attention.

      

      When that lapse of time passes, she goes back to pacing, and I can’t

      stand hearing it anymore.

      

      “Hey,” I breathe, poking my head around the corner.

      

      My eyes catch the dainty blue nightgown she wears, a silky number

      that comes just below her backend with subtle, thin strips that loop

      over her shoulders.

      

      It’s not lingerie, but in a body like hers, it might as well be on the

      floor by now.

      

      “What’s up?” she breathes, her fingertips picking at one another. “Is

      everything okay?”

      

      “Everything is fine with me. Is everything okay with you?”

      

      She stumbles over her words, the sight painful to watch. “I-I’m fi-

      fine. Promise.”

      

      “You sound like you’re upset,” I point out. “Plus, you were pacing

      forever. People don’t just pace, Leah. It’s because something is

      bothering them. Is it me being here? I can sleep downstairs or in the

      shop, if you want.”

      

      Her brows knot like I’ve insulted her. “What? N-No it’s not that at all.

      I-I just…”

      

      I can see now that a hug isn’t going to fix this.

      

      Still, I come forward with the intent to comfort, but she takes it

      differently. Her feet leap forward, and her arms rest on my

      shoulders, making her back stretch out long and invert her posture

      only slightly. Her chest pushes to mine, and her lips manage to lead

      their way right onto my own where I can perfectly taste her lip-gloss

      from earlier.

      

      I don’t break the kiss. I don’t even question it at first, smoothly

      running my palms down her spine until they meet the rim of her ass.

      She bounces upright, either in flinch or in intent, and she hikes

      herself into my hold where her legs cross behind my back. Having

      her pinned a little higher on my posture helps with our magnetic

      kiss, her tongue on a voyeurism expedition into my mouth.

      

      It lasts for a long time, and I don’t help matters by leaning her back,

      watching her sink into the side of her bed with my body leaning over

      hers. She writhes underneath the pressure, the feeling overwhelming

      while I knead my palms against her thighs and kiss her until both of

      us can’t breathe.

      

      I’m hard, and she can feel it.

      

      I’m determined to have her, and she agrees.

      

      My heart flutters into my neck, into my throat, and we both choke at

      the sensation while we shiver and move as one body. The nightgown

      is up past her hips now, and this should be the point of no return.

      But I can’t bring myself to latch onto the strings of her matching

      thong, though my body can’t think of much else to do right now.

      

      “I-I can’t,” I pant into her lips.

      

      Her hips rock into mine, as though to disprove that sentiment.

      

      I smile and pull back to catch my breath, her soft inhales almost cute

      in their gasping demeanor.

      

      “I didn’t say I couldn’t physically,” I remark, both of us highly aware

      that the rod in my pants wants nothing more than to break free of

      this flannel so I can properly make her feel good. But it’s not right.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      

      “Why not?”

      

      My brain fogs with her desperate need to have me and mine to have

      her.

      

      Maybe I should go through with it. Just get it out of the way and

      settle both of our frenzied emotions tonight. It’s been turbulent at

      best, and we both could use a release like none other. But looking at

      her pretty face and her innocent grin, I know I don’t have the heart to

      go through with something so careless as impulsive as sex tonight.

      

      She’s too emotionally vulnerable tonight, which is no better than

      bedding her down when she’s drunk.

      

      I pull away, and she sits up, the nightgown falling over her hips and

      thong with ease. She even pulls a blanket over her lap just to be sure,

      and I hate myself already for this mix-up.

      

      “I shouldn’t have done that,” I groan, pushing my hand over the hem

      of my pants to hopefully hide the erection. “It wasn’t right of me.”

      

      “I don’t see why not,” she breathes. “I want it. You want it.”

      

      “Yeah, but it wouldn’t mean anything, Leah. We’re just upset.”

      

      “I’m not upset. I’m excited,” she points out. Why can’t we be excited

      together, Percy?”

      

      “Because it’s not me, and it’s not you. It’s this fucking situation,” I

      say, my tone easy, but my words built with content. I should wrangle

      it back in, especially when talking to such a delicate flower, but I’m

      already on the edge of one feverish emotion. The rest comes without

      warning. “We are just thrown into this situation by circumstance, not

      by attraction or love.”

      

      She flinches.

      

      She fucking flinches.

      

      Before I can better articulate what I mean, and do so without venom

      streaming through my words, she turns her back to me and crosses

      her legs in bed. She leans forward, her shoulders so smooth and pale

      while the blonde rakes of her hair fall flat on her spine, making it

      hard to see much further than her shoulders. She sports a scar from

      the surgery she had because of the fallen engine, but even with the

      ugly mark, she’s still so beautiful.

      

      “I didn’t mean that I don’t want to do that with you,” I retort. “I just

      —”

      

      “I know what you mean,” she says.

      

      “Do you?”

      

      “Yeah, of course. If it wasn’t for Ryan ruining our decade-long

      relationship by seeking someone else, and if not for Farrah cheating

      on you so callously, then we wouldn’t be in this situation. I get it.”

      

      Hearing it spelled out like that, I feel like a dumbass.

      

      “I know we’re supposed to be supporting one another and moving on

      from them, I just don’t want you to be a crutch in that, Leah. I don’t

      want sex to be something we associate with getting over them with.”

      

      “Understandable,” she replies.

      

      I step forward, nearly reaching for her unmarked shoulder, but her

      words cut me short.

      

      “You should go,” she says. “Have a good night, Percy. When this is all

      over, we can go back to ignoring one another in town.”

      

      “I never said that.”

      

      “Might as well have.”

      

      I swallow my reply, knowing when enough is enough.

      

      Leaving the room, I shut the door behind me, head for my spare

      bedroom down the hall, and feel sick to my stomach. I’ve fucked up

      tonight, in more ways than just one, and I don’t blame her if she goes

      around town telling everyone I’m a fraud tomorrow.

      

      I came up with this idea, and I fed it to her without any real

      alternative.

      

      I’m the one that went into her bedroom and laid her down with the

      intention of pulling that slim thong aside and having my way with

      her. She wanted it, no doubt there, but that doesn’t make my reason

      airtight. Just because she needs something to bandage the

      vulnerability of her heart right now doesn’t mean I can have my way

      with her body.

      

      It just makes me a hypocrite for what I wanted in the first place.

      

      No love, no marriage, no future.

      

      Just getting over the exes and wearing a brave face in town.

      

      As I lay down in my bed tonight, I know for certain one of those

      things are solved, and it has nothing to do with braving the gossip

      corral.
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      Leah

      I stall going downstairs. I didn’t even sleep, but that’s beside the

      point—I can hear him downstairs, rummaging and meandering

      through the morning hours like last night was nothing. As if it wasn’t

      the most embarrassing time in my life.

      

      Making out with Percy Elrod was odd enough, but being upset when

      he rejected the premise of us being together sexually… that’s almost

      shameful. He was right, and I can admit that to myself. But not to his

      face downstairs while we have to skip through town like we’re some

      happy couple.

      

      Still, I slip on my clothes for the day and throw on a light jacket to

      work in the shop, which is prone to a cold breeze, and finally drag

      myself downstairs. Percy is in the kitchen, wearing a tee shirt and

      some jeans while picking through the kitchen and making breakfast.

      My stomach betrays me, growling obnoxiously at the smell of

      pancakes, and he turns at that signal.

      

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” he says, grinning charmingly.

      

      His beard is scruffy but shorter this morning, nearly cut down to his

      pale skin. It has a reddish tint in the morning light, the sun

      shadowing his sharp cheekbones and crisp, pursed lips.

      

      “Hi,” is all I can reply.

      

      He sets down a mug of coffee, leaning forward on the kitchen island

      where his arms extend with lean muscles that bulge against the

      tattoos on his skin. I am taken with the sight of him, more than I

      thought imaginable, but it’s too damn daunting for me to just look

      away from.

      

      He’s so beautiful.

      

      “Can we talk about last night?”

      

      “There’s nothing to say.” I turn on my heels and make a beeline to

      the coffee pot. No sooner am I there, he’s leaning against the

      countertop, pinning me in the corner of the kitchen where my ass

      pushes to the cabinets, and my body goes stiff while he pressures

      against me. “What are you doing, Percy?”

      

      “I’m trying to see your eyes.”

      

      “They’re right here,” I gust, rolling my eyes obnoxiously. His smile

      broadens. “What do you need to see them for?”

      

      “Because I want to know how you’re feeling.”

      

      “You could just ask me.”

      

      “I don’t have to ask. I can see it written in your eyes.”

      

      I squint, skeptical. “Go for it, then.”

      

      With a deep, chest-filling inhale, he straightens up his back and

      flexes his arms on either side of my body, clinging to the countertop’s

      edge. He leans in only slightly, watching my eyes as both of us play a

      game of who can’t blink the longest.

      

      He wins.

      

      “You’re mad at me for stopping the fun last night.”

      

      I hiccup, not wanting to reply to that.

      

      “I’m sorry about last night, Leah. I really am. If you want to talk

      about it, we can, but I just couldn’t go through with it.”

      

      “No, it’s fine. I get it. You don’t have to explain.”

      

      His brows furrow. “Huh?”

      

      “I understand. You don’t like me like that, and I should have known

      that. We’re just going to pretend to date, and none of this

      arrangement involves us being intimate together. We’re just stuck

      together in this deal. It’s not like you find me attractive.”

      

      I push my hand against his chest and make him inch back a step. He

      does so, and I turn to pour myself a cup of coffee in peace. When I’m

      done adding my cream and sugar, Percy’s back is to me, cooking

      breakfast like nothing was said between us before.

      

      “I’m going to go work in the shop,” I sigh.

      

      I don’t make it to the front door. Instead, he swoops me up so

      suddenly that I drop the mug, thankfully in the sink, and hear the

      glass shatter against the steel. My ass hits the countertop, my body

      on the edge of the kitchen island where my legs snake around his

      hips on instinct. My hands cup his face, fresh with a reddish stubble

      that offsets his brunette hair.

      

      He’s so magnificently put together for a man who drives me

      absolutely wild.

      

      “Find you attractive? Please, Leah, don’t insult me like that.”

      

      “What do you mean?” I hiss, unsure about our mangled position. He

      grinds into my hips further, the feeling daunting but welcome. So

      very welcome. “I get it, Percy.”

      

      “You don’t get a damn thing if you think I don’t find you attractive.”

      

      His lips melt into mine, and I hike my body against his chest, clawing

      at his back like he’s a tree I can’t climb fast enough. He tucks my hair

      back, yanking his mouth away while we both stifle a shaky breath

      and come to our senses. My heart is racing, nearly out of my body,

      but I don’t care.

      

      I want Percy.

      

      I can see he wants me to, but he refuses to give in, his restraint more

      under control than my own.

      

      “Tell me why,” I pant, needy and desperate for the answer.

      

      He nods, his tone smooth and cold as he replies, “Because we

      wouldn’t be like this if not for the circumstances. I don’t want you to

      sleep with me on a whim when you’re upset about Ryan and the

      wedding we have to fake our way through. It’s only a matter of time

      before this deal is over, darling. I don’t want to break you twice.”

      

      Holding my breath, I try to take his words with a grain of salt, but it’s

      difficult. On the one hand, I understand. We need to play our parts

      and not make this complicated and not make any bad choices

      regarding intimacy—something we can’t take back once we do it.

      

      But on the other hand, and the more prevalent side of my mind, I

      want him so bad it hurts.

      

      “I get it,” I say, a partial truth. “We need to focus.”

      

      Unwrapping my legs from his waist, I pull my hair through my

      clammy fingers and hop off the kitchen island. Percy helps me

      slightly, his hands lingering on my hips while we catch our breath

      and part ways. I’m thankful that Dad had a mini fridge put into the

      shop, and I know there are some cold coffees out there that will

      quench my thirst.

      

      Percy goes back to making breakfast, but I don’t wait for a plate or a

      parting goodbye. Instead, I race to the shop, grab my coffee from the

      fridge, and slide under the car in hand that needs to be fixed. With

      everything going on right now, I’m at least thankful I still have my

      work.

      

      I still have a piece of me that no one else can have, and it’s right here

      in the form of a heavy classic car that needs a new engine rebuild and

      needs it fast. The bills still weigh heavily on my mind, and the

      thought of losing this place is constantly haunting me.

      

      I can’t just wait around and let it happen.

      

      Rolling over and showing my belly isn’t going to get me anywhere but

      homeless.

      

      So, for as long as my body lets me, I work with vigor. I tinker for

      what feels like hours, zoning out of time and putting myself into the

      most focused state my mind has ever been. My hands are nearly

      black, and my fingertips are sore. But I fight with the wrench until

      I’ve got every new part back into place.

      

      The keys on the desk taunt me, and I slide out from under the car,

      double-check the oil level, and make my way to the front seat. My

      wrists are sore, my palms rubbed raw and covered in burgundy-

      brown oil that also streaks down my body.

      

      Slipping the key into the ignition, I picture the thousands of dollars

      this is going to bring me if the car starts. It won’t cover my debt

      entirely, not even close, but it will be a step closer to reclaiming this

      house and shop without the bank’s foot in the door.

      

      I turn the ignition once, and the car sputters and dies.

      

      My stomach falls, but I try again. My father always said it takes three

      times to be sure.

      

      He was wrong. It takes two, and the car sparks to life, the low rumble

      of the engine purring to life in the shop. A cold breeze snakes

      through the open garage door, the sound like a wonderfully large lion

      roaring in the wild. I jump out of the car and squeal, Percy coming in

      just at the right moment for me to pounce into his arms. He catches

      me, laughing, the sound even better than that of the car.

      

      “Hey, darling,” he hums into my shoulder, his hands smooth on my

      lower back.

      

      “I did it,” I gust. “God, Percy. I did it. It’s fixed. I can finally get paid

      and move on to the next project.”

      

      He smiles through his words as he says, “Good job, Leah. I’m so

      proud of you.”

      

      My heart sputters and stops, the engine filling my ears while I lean

      back, seeing the pride he speaks of written all over his face. Still, I

      pause in shock.

      

      “What did you say?”

      

      His smile grows, but his eyes widen like he’s in trouble. “I said I’m

      proud of you, darling.”

      

      Façade or not, I kiss him, the need overwhelming the circumstance.

      

      A cold wind forces us apart, and I eye the garage door carefully. Percy

      must take that as a hint, undoing himself from me before heading for

      the garage door. He pulls the gate down, and my mind flickers to the

      broken handle on the outside where the lock is.

      

      “Hey, leave it cracked open at the bottom. It locks automatically.”

      

      He continues to pull the gate down until it hits the floor, and I shake

      my head in exasperation. When he turns, he catches my face.

      “What?”

      

      “The door locks if you push it all the way down. It’s okay, though, the

      main door still works. I’ll just have to jimmy the lock on the outside

      to get it up again.” I push the door open to the garage, only I feel

      resistance instead of feeling the door push open. My heart falls. “Oh,

      shit.”

      

      Percy joins me, pushing against the door, only to watch him fail as

      well. “These are the only two doors, aren’t they?”

      

      I nod. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      

      “So… we’re stuck.”

      

      “Yes, we are.”
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      Leah

      I turn off the car, knowing the fumes could kill us in this tight space

      but fearing the only way out will be to drive through the garage door.

      My stomach fills with jitters, and I hiss a breath, falling into the front

      seat of the car where the cold air of the Arkansas wind licks my

      surface.

      

      “It’s going to be okay,” Percy says, coming to caress my cheek. “It’s

      fine, darling. We can just call someone. Do you have your phone?”

      

      I swallow hard, patting my pockets down until I come back with no

      good news. “Well, small issue.”

      

      “What now?”

      

      “I left it inside.”

      

      He shakes his head, running his hands over his jeans. I wonder

      briefly when he changed out of his pajamas and into normal clothes,

      but I think the morning passed me by without letting me know it.

      Now, it’s later in the day, and we’re trapped in this garage together

      without a phone.

      

      What was once a great moment has turned into a bleak and dire

      situation very quickly.

      

      “I don’t have mine, either.” Percy groans as he wipes his face with his

      palms. “It’s going to be okay, Leah. We will be alright.”

      

      I nod, though I hardly believe it. “How are we going to get out?”

      

      “Do you have a saw or something in here? Maybe we can break the

      door.”

      

      I shudder at the thought. “I don’t want to hurt my dad’s garage,

      Percy. I can’t afford to fix the door once we break it to get out.

      Someone could just walk in here while I’m sleeping and…”

      

      “Okay, okay,” he breathes, kneeling before me as I panic in the front

      seat of the classic car. “It’s going to be fine. We’re not dying or

      anything, darling. We’re just stuck for now.”

      

      “How long for? What are we going to do?”

      

      “I don’t know, but there’s stuff to drink in here. I turned off the oven

      inside the house, so we’re good there.”

      

      My brows furrow. “What were you making?”

      

      “I was going to make you dinner because you skipped lunch and

      breakfast today. Your plate is on the countertop waiting for you.”

      

      My stomach growls, and I caress my belly at the thought of just

      kicking down the door and getting out of here. But I can’t bring

      myself to that extreme. I want this place to remain the way he left it.

      Then again, we might freeze in here if we don’t figure out how to get

      out.

      

      “I have band practice in the morning,” Percy blurts, relief washing

      over his face. “When they get to the bar, don’t see me there, they will

      figure I’m over here and come looking. They can just open the door

      from the outside, right?”

      

      “Yeah, they can. That should work. Okay… we’re going to be okay.”

      

      “Yes, we are,” he adds, eyeing the fridge across the garage. “Here.”

      

      He makes his way to the fridge and pulls the door open, tussling with

      the cans inside before coming back with two sodas in hand. He hands

      me one, popping the other open. I’m at least thankful for the drink in

      this situation, and he seems just as relieved, though his face is still a

      bit taut as he plucks the pull-tab up.

      

      “What’s wrong?”

      

      Shaking his head, he hesitates to take a drink of the soda. “Well,

      there’s whiskey in the fridge.”

      

      I stand, putting the soda on the hood of the car while I make my way

      to the fridge. I intend to pour it out in the shop sink, but Percy stops

      me. He holds my hand in his and brings me back to his side before I

      can make it to the pesky bottle.

      

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to do that, Leah.”

      

      “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable tonight,” I mutter. “I don’t

      even drink, Percy. It was my dad’s.”

      

      “Leave it, please. It’s okay. I do best when I’m tempted, and I resist. I

      don’t want you to make things easier for me. It’s fine, I promise. How

      about you show me the next project you have to work on, so I can

      help? That way we get some of these projects out of here and get you

      paid.”

      

      I nod, satisfied with his reasoning in this situation. We may be stuck,

      but we can get some work done in the meantime and spend time

      together.

      

      We start with the spark plugs of the other classic car, pulling them

      out and cleaning the wells carefully. Percy even takes the swab from

      me, working hard to help while I move under the car. It doesn’t take

      long for Percy to poke his head under, inspecting the stand.

      

      “It’s fine,” I breathe through a chuckle.

      

      “I just don’t want you to get hurt again,” he points out. “It was scary

      the first time.”

      

      I notice the ache in his voice and slide out from under the car. We

      both lean back against the passenger door, our hands are messy with

      dirt and dust that has collected on the engine of this stagnant car.

      Even with the shitty situation, and the raggedy car behind us, this

      moment is quaint, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      

      “I’m sorry for what you saw when you came by that day,” I whisper.

      “I can’t imagine thinking you’ve found a dead body or something.”

      

      “I didn’t want you to be hurt at all. I wanted to apologize for the

      suggestion I made before, about going through with this entire

      ordeal, and I felt bad. I didn’t want you to be upset with my plan, and

      I came to apologize. Seeing you on the floor, though. It made me so

      afraid.”

      

      I rest my hand on him, letting it settle on his lap. “I’m okay, Percy. I

      promise.”

      

      “I know you are now, but at that moment… I don’t know. I thought it

      was my fault.”

      

      I perk up with that thought. “Why would it be your fault?”

      

      “Because it’s always my fault. I didn’t stop my parents from going to

      Dingy Hills; I just grew up blaming myself for their addiction. You

      think having a kid, a son who loves you to no end, would stop a

      parent from doing something as reckless as taking drugs and pills,

      but it wasn’t. It wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough.”

      

      I shake my head at such an outlandish remark. Releasing his hand, I

      push myself upright and straddle his lap, tucking my head against his

      warm, solid chest where he holds me close. His arms snake around

      my sides and link behind my lower back, fingers interlocked, I settle

      into his lap. I want him to feel like he’s not alone, not at fault for

      anything, but he wouldn’t listen to me if I told him that.

      

      I can’t reverse years of self-turmoil and blame in a matter of

      sentences. Everything I’d say has already flashed through his mind,

      I’m sure, so there’s nothing I can add that would solve this. I just

      want him happy again, and somehow, I know that being close to me

      is the closest he will get to glee again.

      

      He rests his cheek on the top of my head, our proximity like two

      puzzle pieces perfectly stuck together.

      

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      

      He shakes his head, clinging to me tighter. “Not really. I don’t have

      much to say anymore. I’m just glad you’re okay. You are okay, right?”

      

      “Yeah, of course.”

      

      He pauses, his lips grazing my temple as he asks, “Okay with me too,

      right?”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “Last night. I wasn’t rejecting you. I couldn’t be more attracted to you

      if I tried, Leah. I just didn’t want us to use one another as some kind

      of bandage in getting over our exes. I know that’s rich coming from

      me and our plan, but it’s how I feel. I don’t want to use you, and I

      don’t want to be used either… At least, not in the bedroom.”

      

      I grin slightly, something so easy about Percy Elrod that makes my

      blood warm when he talks. I glance up at him, my hair unkempt and

      my heart fluttering like a million butterflies in my chest. His lips

      purse slightly, plump and perfect for kissing. He wants to—I can see

      it—and I can’t help myself.

      

      Leaning in, his lips greet mine, and neither of us makes any effort to

      stop it.

      

      If anything, the fire has been set in his body, the flames reaching like

      tentacles through the air between us while the budding excitement

      overcomes us both. I writhe in his lap, my hips knocking into his

      while I sit steadily on his lap. When his hands move south, finding

      my hem, I know all bets are off.

      

      And thank God they are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            THE IMPOSSIBLE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Percy

      She’s stunning.

      

      I want to be engulfed in her light, stuck in her mind, and left to roam

      through the soul that has seen and loved so much—but never like

      this. I know this is different because she seems so at ease.

      

      Sure, she may have loved Ryan, but the grin on her face now is one

      that I can tell she’s never given any man before. She’s genuinely

      happy, overwhelmed with emotion as she flicks her little waist into

      mine, feeling for the erection we both know is there. She gets a thrill

      from the thought of having me.

      

      She can have whatever she wants as long as this smile on her face

      stays right where it is.

      

      “What do you want?” I ask between breathless kisses.

      

      She smiles wider, her delicate hands hung on either side of my face.

      She kisses the tip of my nose, blushes, and replies, “You, Percy.”

      

      Hearing that is all I need. I scoop her up in my arms and carry her

      across the garage. There’s no good place to make love in this garage,

      and I wish I hadn’t been dumb enough to close the door on us and

      keep us locked inside. But it seems to have made for a good chain

      reaction. I wouldn’t trade this for anything.

      

      Instead, I rest her ass on the edge of a classic car hood, the pearly

      blue paint luminescent on her back as she strips out of her shirt. The

      lights are dim and yellow, but they seem like runway spotlights on

      her body. I graze my fingertips around her sides, watching the trace

      trickle down her spine as she shudders. Pinned to my chest, she

      climbs her arms around my shoulders, her legs around my waist, and

      we continue kissing like we never moved.

      

      I don’t want to ruin the façade we have together because I know it’s

      helping her get over the past. I also know I don’t have to ask her what

      she wants again. It’s clear now that her intent is to be with me, not

      because she has to, but because she wants to.

      

      My fingers hook to the back of her bra, ready to throw us into the pit

      of no return.

      

      Still, I pause, wondering if I’m ready for this.

      

      I don’t pause for long. My mind is made up.

      

      I need Leah Reese.
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      Leah

      I shimmy out of my pants, now sitting stark naked on the edge of the

      car while Percy undoes his belt slowly. He watches me, his body rigid

      while I inhale a grounding breath.

      

      I’m naked in front of Percy.

      

      We were never close in high school, or after we graduated, but sitting

      here now it’s hard to know if we would have ever gotten in this

      position if not for our exes scorning us. Letting that thought wash

      away, Percy shoves me back by my shoulder, making me lay down

      against the hood of the car while my heels dig into the cold, metal

      bumper.

      

      I don’t ask questions, just delighted in response to him kissing my

      stomach down to my inner thighs. I hiss a breath, his long, knobby

      knuckles kneading against my pussy and clit until a shiver erupts

      through my body. I hiss a moan, the noise like an excited gust of

      breath that rattles through me. I’m weak at his fingertips, useless like

      putty against his lips.

      

      He kisses my clit, his tongue stroking down to my sex until the lips I

      dreamed about are fully immersed against my core. Static fills my

      bones, the sensation is daunting and damning while I cry out and

      shake at his will. It’s impossible not to feel overwhelmed, my

      stomach caving while his fingers deepen into my pussy.

      

      “Ah!”

      

      “You taste so fucking sweet…”

      

      I ignore his comment, too preoccupied with how wonderful this feels.

      

      But I want Percy to feel wonderful too!

      

      I sit up at once, my hands raking through his scalp while his tongue

      is buried against my clit, pushing the perfect pressure down on my

      sensitive button again and again. It’s not intended, but his fingers

      flick sideways inside of me, bringing down every safeguard I had in

      place to hold off having an orgasm so quickly.

      

      He muffles a smiling chortle into my clit, the feeling vibrating me

      further while my legs pinch instinctively inward. I end up pinning

      him in place, the warm relief rushing through me and landing on his

      tongue expectantly. I bury myself in the delight of it all, consumed

      with pleasure.

      

      “Percy,” I mutter, my hands stroking my sides as though to display

      my breasts for him better.

      

      He takes the bait, licking his lips while he comes back up to taunt my

      erect nipples with his tongue. His fingers stay put, threading through

      me back and forth until I give up trying to garner control in this

      moment.

      

      I lean into his warm chest, the cold weather outside slowly leaking

      into the shop, but it doesn’t touch us. We’re like fire on warm,

      charred logs, unwilling to break in the wind and cold fall time that

      sweeps through Rally. It’s almost as though we’re in another world,

      left behind to be together and forgotten about.

      

      The island of misfit exes, scorned and horny for one another.

      

      He finally frees his fingers from my sex, replacing it with the tip of

      his cock where my body flushes warm with reality.

      

      “Wait, wait,” I pant, my hand pressed into the center of his bare

      chest, but it’s useless, he stops at my words. Brushing my hair back,

      he looks for some sign of permission from me, but I’m far too rattled

      to collect my thoughts so fast. When I do, I pant out, “Should we use

      a condom?”

      

      He purses his lips sideways, looking around the garage like he

      doesn’t have one.

      

      Then again, why would he?

      

      “I’m on birth control,” I squeak. “That should be enough, right?”

      

      He smiles slightly, kissing my cheek. “Only if you say it is.”

      

      I bite my bottom lip. Birth control isn’t perfect, but the intensity of

      this moment has my mind in such a squabble that I can’t recall if I’ve

      taken it perfectly in the last few weeks. Even if I have, the chance

      remains that something could happen, but I’m recklessly in need.

      

      “It’s fine,” I say, semi-firm in my tone. “Let’s do it.”

      

      He nods, slowly lining his rod back up to the helm of my pussy. It’s

      only now that I realize the daunting length of his cock, my heart

      flopping around aimlessly in my chest. He inches forward, filling me

      with just the tip, but it’s enough to make me feel like he can’t go

      much further.

      

      “Ah, ah,” I pant, rattled.

      

      “You okay, darling?”

      

      “Yes, it’s just… a lot.”

      

      He nods, slowing his hips while his hands plant on either side of the

      hood. I rest my thighs against his hips, taking his movement at a

      snail's pace and with a warm glow on my face. It’s nearly impossible

      to handle his size all at once, so his slow pace is certainly helpful. It’s

      enough to bring stars to my eyes while I cling to his shoulders.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I pant.

      

      “Why are you apologizing?” he gusts. “Do you want me to stop?”

      

      “No! No, not at all.”

      

      He kisses my cheek, leaning forward until I can finally feel his hips

      connect with mine. The sensation is relaxing at last, and I lay forward

      against his warm chest while he strokes in and out of my sex. It’s

      intense but manageable, and I melt into the delightful feeling of

      having him deep inside of my body.

      

      “Fuck, that feels good,” I whimper.

      

      He takes that as his permission to speed up, the piston-like pumping

      of his cock into my core like nothing I’ve ever felt before. Granted,

      I’ve had sex before, but it was nothing like this. This is magical and

      blurry, the sensation building inside of me fast, and exploding even

      faster. I come with ease, tired of his movements so much so that it’s

      almost overwhelming.

      

      I’m drenched, and my thighs are warm with my orgasm that he

      works through again and again, not stopping for a moment while I

      hiss and wince through the wonderful feeling of being fucked by this

      man. His body snakes against mine, and I hook my arms around his

      shoulders to keep him close.

      

      His movements are becoming more severe, plunging through the

      depths of my sex with such power that it’s not possible for either of

      us to last much longer. I break again, the sweat-damp on my

      forehead while I consume myself with his bliss, the feeling of his

      orgasm seconds later that fills me to the brim with his come.

      

      I’m hot, hotter than I would be otherwise in this cold garage, and he’s

      even warmer.

      

      His arms rest along my back while he catches my breath, air stolen

      out of my lungs after being so overwhelmed with the intensity of

      being with him. It’s too much for my mind to handle, so I let the

      logistics go and tap back into reality where I want to stay forever,

      pressed to Percy’s chest and being held by his lean, muscular arms.

      

      “That was interesting,” he gusts, his cock still jerking inside of me.

      “Never thought we would be in this position.”

      

      I look at the hood of the car and grunt a laugh.

      

      “Not this position, like where we’re at, but what we’ve done, Leah,”

      he snickers, shaking his head before he buries a deep kiss into my

      temple. “I just mean, I didn’t think I’d ever get to be with you.”

      

      My brows furrow. “You sound like you wanted to before tonight.”

      

      “Of course, I wanted to be with you before, Leah. Who didn’t? You

      were the perfect woman in high school, and you still are. You were

      known as the good girl. The one everyone wanted, but no one could

      have. For a minute, I was actually…”

      

      He stops, jerking away suddenly so he can grab his jeans. I take his

      shirt hostage, throwing it over my head so I don’t have to go

      searching for the clothes he tore off of me. It sits like a dress on my

      hips, coving my bare ass long enough for him to turn when he’s done

      adjusting the button on his jeans.

      

      “That’s my shirt, darling.”

      

      “It’s mine until you tell me what you were just about to say.”

      

      “What do you mean?”

      

      “What were you jealous of, Percy?”

      

      His features darken slightly, and I can see this isn’t a topic he’s

      jumping to speak on. I don’t care. I just want to know what he’s

      feeling, or what he used to feel, and having him open up to me has

      been so hard. For once, I want this to be easy for him. I want him to

      be open with me.

      

      Looking away, he says, “I was jealous of Ryan.”

      

      My heart sinks and dives into the depths of endlessly cold water,

      sinking me indefinitely. “Are you serious?”

      

      “Of course. I was always looking for you in crowds, Leah. If not for

      just a glimpse. I’d never have the courage to talk to you, or to think

      that you’d look back at me, but you were the woman who got away

      from everyone. The girl people dreamed of having, knowing they

      couldn’t.”

      

      I hiccup slightly, unsure how to accept those words. “I was no one’s

      dream, Percy.”

      

      “You were my dream, actually.”

      

      My heart sinks deeper with that admission. “Are you… are you

      serious?”

      

      “Yes, darling. Now, are we going to find a backseat to sleep in, or are

      you going to teach me more car things so you can get caught up on

      work.”

      

      “Don’t change the subject,” I warn. “I want to know more about this.

      It doesn’t… It doesn’t make any sense. Are you saying you liked me

      before this whole charade?”

      

      He shakes his head, staring at the ceiling in exasperation. “Leah,

      please. Don’t act like you didn’t know it. Growing up, everyone

      wanted you.”

      

      I blink back tears, both of us surprised by my reaction. We just had

      sex, wonderfully intimate sex, at that. And all I can think about is my

      broken heart. I’m fucking pathetic. Wiping my cheeks dry, I come

      closer to Percy, my feet bare against the gritty floor. I fear stepping in

      fiberglass shards from the bodywork I’ve done on several of these

      cars, but it doesn’t matter.

      

      A cold tear strolls down my cheek, crawling down my neck and

      sending my heart into a pained frenzy.

      

      “Why are you upset?” he asks, striking the tear dead against my

      throat. “You are a beautiful woman, with such great values and a

      personality that could light up a room. Who wouldn’t want that,

      Leah?”

      

      “Ryan,” I gust, my voice cracking and uneasy. “He left me like it was

      easy.”

      

      His lips tuck inward as he pulls me into another firm embrace.

      Brushing his palm down my hair, I melt into his hold and sink into

      the comfort he exudes so easily.

      

      “I can guarantee it was not an easy thing for him to do,” he whispers

      into my scalp. “I promise.”

      

      “So, why did he do it?”

      

      After a long, lengthy pause, I realize how unfair it is for me to bring

      this up with Percy, but he doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, he replies

      without sounding insecure, hurt, or even uncomfortable.

      

      “Because some people can only patch their holes with another person

      for so long before they just end up feeling empty again.”

      

      I lean back, tears fresh all down my face. “Wh-what?”

      

      Offering a meek nod, he only forces a smooth grin and uses his shirt

      that I wear to dry my face once more. “I’ve done the same thing, and

      it doesn’t get anyone very far. But you can’t be his plug forever, Leah.

      You’re an amazing woman, and you deserve someone amazing.”

      

      “Someone like you?”

      

      The shop goes quiet except for the whistling wind.

      

      “Let’s get back to work, Leah.”

      

      I want to press further on my remark and get his opinion on it, but

      it’s useless.

      

      We work on the car until my eyelids are heavy, my arms are sore, and

      my face is covered in muck. Even then, Percy looks at me like a

      goddess, and I can’t help but wonder what he sees in me.
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      Leah

      I jolt upright suddenly. The creaking sound of the garage door made

      me burst out of my sleep like I’ve just run through a glass wall. My

      head spins as light floods through the back windshield of the car. My

      yawn managing to wake up Percy, where he hooks his arm around

      my hips to keep me from falling off his waist.

      

      Somehow, we’ve ended up laying with one another in the backseat,

      covered in grease and dirt, my heart furthering at the realization that

      maybe Percy’s bandmates have shown up looking for him. Instead,

      the taut body standing in the open door of the classic car where we

      lay is someone we didn’t anticipate.

      

      Percy sits up, setting me down in his lap while my stomach twists

      and turns in my gut.

      

      “Ryan,” I breathe. “What are you doing here?”

      

      His face is stoic at first, like he isn’t sure how to handle the sight of us

      together in the backseat. Percy, on the other hand, is partially

      gleaming. It’s a quick moment before I realize this situation is all too

      familiar to him. I’m not going to say it’s fair that he’s actually happy

      to see Ryan perturbed by our position back here, but thinking about

      Percy finding Farrah and Ryan in a backseat together isn’t okay,

      either.

      

      If anything, they’re about even in crude truth, and it’s sad to admit.

      I’m happy that Percy gets his payback.

      

      Even if it’s not exactly fair for me to make Ryan suffer. But he left

      me, right? How could he suffer over this sight when he probably

      woke up straddling his new fiancée after leaving me in my dark days

      to deal with my father’s death?

      

      I cling to Percy right back, watching Ryan’s hands curl into fists.

      

      “You’ve got a garage band on your front lawn,” Ryan snarls.

      

      Percy sits up straighter, kissing my cheek. “I’ll go talk to the guys,

      darling.”

      

      I nod, and he scoots out of the backseat and pushes past Ryan as he

      skips out the open garage door. I sink into the seat where Ryan

      watches me like a hawk watches a mouse. My lungs slowly close up,

      and the words don’t come to my lips for a long, stringent moment.

      

      “What are you doing here, exactly?”

      

      This time, he finally answers, perhaps because Percy is absent. “I

      wanted to talk to you about getting a job done. I knocked on the front

      door, and that’s when the band from hell came by looking for their

      lead singer. I saw the garage door was shut. Your father always told

      me it was a bad idea to shut that thing from the inside, so I figured

      I’d come to see if you were in here.”

      

      “Thanks,” I sigh, pulling the shirt over my knees to hide my nudeness

      underneath. “Can I go get dressed, and then we can talk about

      whatever you wanted to talk about?”

      

      His eyes scan down my bare legs, trembling with the cold breeze

      that’s been introduced through the open door. After scratching the

      back of his neck awkwardly, he gives a stiff nod and exhales as I

      stand.

      

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      

      I pause, unsure of what he’s talking about. “Doing what, exactly?”

      

      “You’re trying to make me pay for what happened between us,

      right?”

      

      I roll my eyes, moving outside while trying to keep the hem of my

      shirt down so the band on our lawn doesn’t catch a salacious glimpse

      of what’s underneath. I hurry up the porch steps, stopped by a grasp

      on my wrist that makes me jump out of my skin.

      

      I turn quickly, hiccupping in shock, only to see Percy holding my arm

      tenderly. Ryan is a bit further away, catching up to come inside, but

      he slows his pace at the sight of Percy.

      

      “What’s wrong, darling? Are you okay?”

      

      “I’m fine. He wants to talk about something. I’m going to get dressed

      and make some coffee.”

      

      He bites his bottom lip and looks at the band waiting outside the van

      that’s parked on my lawn. “They want me to come to practice for an

      hour or two. We have another bar gig this week. Just trying to get

      ready for the wedding of the year.”

      

      “Okay, have fun.”

      

      Still, he doesn’t release me, something else plaguing his mind right

      now. “Leah, I don’t want to leave you here with him.”

      

      “It’s Ryan. What is he going to do?”

      

      His eyes cast shadows as he looks away, something cold in his touch

      that trails up my arm. He comes up another porch step, still taller

      than me even though I have one up on him. His lips graze my cheek,

      settling near my ear.

      

      “It’s not just him I’m worried about.”

      

      My brows furrow. “What are you saying, Percy?”

      

      The flood of last night comes through me like he’s knocked a hole in

      the dam of those memories that are still too fresh to even address

      right now. Even then, it’s like I can read his mind with just one

      hollow look on his face that makes me ache.

      

      I pull him inside, shutting the door promptly against Ryan’s smug

      face. He blinks through the glass, snarling a look through the door

      while I hold up a single finger. Turning Percy away, I can see his

      bandmates aggravated like I’m keeping Percy to myself.

      

      “Do you think I want him?” I ask, pointing through the glass at Ryan.

      He gives me an accusatory look like I’m attacking him, but thankfully

      the door is locked. He can sit and stew in his own assumptions.

      “Percy, I would never sleep with Ryan again.”

      

      He winces, signaling that he knows it’s the truth. “I’m just worried.

      Last night was just so… and I don’t want us to… I can’t lose

      another…”

      

      “Hey, look at me.” I bring my hand against his smooth cheek, pulling

      him to look at me carefully. “I don’t want him.”

      

      “Last night, you asked me why he would leave you.”

      

      My body goes cold. “That doesn’t mean I want him back. I wouldn’t

      even consider it after last night, after our talk the other day. I want

      you, Percy. More than I probably should in this situation. We’re

      supposed to be pretending to care for one another, but I care about

      you, Percy. I don’t care about Ryan.”

      

      He smiles softly, caressing my cheek. “Then can’t I just kick him off

      the porch?”

      

      I snicker slightly, turning to see Ryan pouting over the close

      proximity of Percy and myself. I wave at him once, just to watch him

      roll his eyes, and we both find some mild amusement at the ease of

      annoyance that radiates through him.

      

      “Come on, I don’t want him, Percy. He’s immature and annoying.

      Besides, he is about to watch us kiss before you head to band

      practice, and that is going to be the icing on the cake.”

      

      His smile multiplies. “Oh, you’re so evil. I love it.”

      

      He meets my lips with his, and I taste his tongue against my teeth for

      a moment while his hands stroke my hair back. We both smell like

      the garage. I would kill to have a shower with Percy right now, but

      my goal is to get clean and get Ryan off my porch. Percy unlocks the

      door and steps outside, giving Ryan a look that screams volumes.

      

      I wave Ryan inside, find the plate that Percy made me for dinner last

      night, and throw it out at once. The coffee maker works fast while the

      van outside squeals its tires and travels away for the bar. I’m just

      happy that Percy is comfortable leaving, given what his last girlfriend

      did with Ryan Jones when they were alone.

      

      Then again, in reality, I’m not dating Percy Elrod. I care for him

      tremendously, and he may not see it now, but he’s everything to me.

      He’s my support, my friend, and someone who grounds me

      consistently. I need that, and I don’t need Ryan stroking his eyes up

      my bare thighs while I make myself a cup of coffee.

      

      “Can I have some?”

      

      “Not a chance,” I gleam, leaning back against the countertop. “Why

      are you here?”

      

      He forces a grin, something telling me he’s replaying the sight of me

      making out with Percy in my foyer. “I wanted to talk to you, ladybug.

      I have a job, and I was wondering if you could get it done for me.”

      

      “What’s the job?”

      

      Looking around the house for a moment, he stuffs his hands into his

      pocket, his ring catching the cloth of his pants as he does so. “I want

      to get a classic car for the wedding. Something we can paint white

      and drive away from the venue together. I think it would really up

      the ante.”

      

      I choke on my coffee—more so on my laughter. “Yeah, that’s not

      going to happen.”

      

      “What? Why not?”

      

      “I’m not making a getaway car for you, Ryan. You left me in a

      vulnerable time, and you’ve only come back to tell me you’re

      engaged. Now you want something from me? Not in a million years.”

      

      He pulls out a checkbook from his pocket, and I question how old he

      is. “What’s your price?”

      

      “Too much for you,” I mutter into my coffee mug.

      

      “Come on, Leah. I know you need the money.”

      

      “You don’t know shit.”

      

      He snarls, scribbling around the first check and tearing it off. After

      sliding it across the counter, I lean in curiously to read the number.

      It’s a moderate price, not bad in my opinion, but he doesn’t know

      what he’s looking at. For me to build one of the shells I have around

      the graveyard lot in town and replace the inside while I fiberglass the

      outside—I wouldn’t do it for cheap. And for Ryan, I might not even

      do it for expensive.

      

      He writes another check begrudgingly, yet still, I am not satisfied.

      

      “You’ve just paid for the new tires,” I breathe. “And that’s about it.”

      

      “You’re killing me, ladybug.”

      

      “That is the point.”

      

      I take another sip of coffee while he writes a third check. Handing it

      over, it’s nearly double what I need as the bare minimum to do this

      job, and more than I’d charge any normal client. But this isn’t a

      normal client. This is the prick who left me for some easy fling and a

      quick wedding into money, just to come back and call me his friend.

      

      At what point do friends disregard feelings and only come back for a

      favor?

      

      The jury is still out on that theory.

      

      “How about that?”

      

      I only shrug, still not content until I drain him dry. “Eh, it’s really not

      that great.”

      

      It’s enough to cover the debts on the house, money I really need right

      now, but I still feel a pang of pride watching him squirm.

      

      He hikes his hand onto his hip like an impatient aunt standing at the

      edge of the playground, waiting for her niece to hurry the hell up.

      He’s bothered and very flustered. Something about me taunting him

      not helping that rage in his eyes.

      

      The puerile side of me is tempted to keep this up until I can just cash

      in all these checks at once and really screw him over. I wouldn’t be

      that evil, but the longer he stands in my kitchen, the more I

      daydream about him running home to his new fiancée and crying

      into her embrace about how Leah Reese bested him for once. Bet that

      lucrative princess would blow her top after hearing that.

      

      After running a heavy hand over his tired face, he exhales a long,

      windy breath.

      

      “You and I both know this is more than enough.”

      

      “Maybe for the parts, but the labor is where you’re going to get in

      trouble.”

      

      He rolls his eyes, exasperated. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      

      “I’m not. Working on cars is hard.” I sip my coffee casually, trying to

      tuck the thought away about what’s harder: working on cars or

      having sex on one. “It’s not an easy task. I deserve to be compensated

      for my effort and time.”

      

      “I know it is, ladybug. I was in that shop with your dad every day for

      —”

      

      I stop him short, the coffee cup flying across the kitchen and landing

      in the foyer. My body is on fire, trembling all over while I’m fighting

      the urge to wring his throat in the living room. He snatches the

      checkbook back and stuffs it into his pocket, eyeing the mess of

      coffee and glass in the foyer.

      

      “You have problems.”

      

      “And you can never speak of my dad again,” I bite. “You act like you

      were some kind of son to him, but the minute he dies, you’re fucking

      Farrah in the backseat of a car. You’re nothing but a—”

      

      He holds up his hand, making his way to the front door. “I don’t want

      to argue with you. It’s not worth it.”

      

      “Then don’t come back!”

      

      He pauses in the doorway, his leather loafers covered in coffee. “I

      want that car done, Leah. I know you can’t afford this place with only

      you working here. You can take the checks as labor and parts. If you

      need more, come by my place downtown. I’d be happy to pay you

      more when you’re rational again.”

      

      “Don’t expect that to happen anytime soon,” I snarl through my

      gritty teeth.

      

      He leaves at once, slamming the door shut so hard the house creaks.

      I wait for the tires on his car to squeal away before letting my body

      down to the kitchen floor. I hold my legs in a hug, sure that if I let go,

      I’ll break and seep all over the floor. I can’t do this right now. I can’t

      afford to break and lose my sanity, but he’s done this to me.

      

      How does someone just walk away from something they’ve had for a

      decade and act like it doesn’t bother them? It has to bother him—it’s

      bothering me! I love having Percy here, and I can see now that there

      are guys in this world, even in this tiny town, who are decent and

      sweet.

      

      But what if he leaves me too? That is the plan, after all.

      

      I can’t let that pain touch me again. Looking at the mess of my rage, I

      know I’ve lost my control this morning. I shouldn’t have thrown

      anything, and it’s almost worrisome that I have. But he’s driven me

      to the place of no return.

      

      He’s given me an insecurity I didn’t know I’d ever have to face.

      For now, I rest on the floor against the kitchen cabinet while

      wondering if I’ll end up being crazy and scorned for the rest of my

      life while Farrah and Ryan go live their happily ever after.

      

      That thought alone makes me weep.
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      Percy

      Playing in the bar doesn’t bother me as much as it used to. Then

      again, it wasn’t exactly bothersome, but it was a constant struggle.

      Now, I can only taste the impression of Leah’s lips and not the sting

      of alcohol that I accidentally took a long sip of after our most recent

      show.

      

      The place is empty during the day except for the bartender, a young

      woman who passes the liquor to the strays that leak out of the valley

      from Dingy Hills for their lunchtime whiskey. I used to be one of

      those people, buying drinks in the middle of the day. Now I feel like

      an old wheel that’s been worn down and smoothed to the threads, no

      longer fighting the rough terrain that I equate to being drunk twenty-

      four hours in the day.

      

      But in reality, the fight is still difficult, and that’s proven when Mare

      hands out beers, setting down a little cup of ice water on the top of

      the speaker for me. I tip my head, and when the song is over,

      everyone flocks to their drinks, mine the only one not funneled

      through a bottleneck.

      

      “Okay, can we talk about it now?” Julius asks, panting between sips

      while he looks at Storm and Reggie.

      

      I lean back a little, setting my guitar on the stand while I wait for

      someone to say something.

      

      I’ve been waiting for them to mention it for hours, ever since they

      came by Leah’s house this morning to pick me up. While I’ve been

      trying to avoid the idea of Ryan being alone with the woman I shared

      a passionate night with last night, I’m happy to field questions about

      my abrupt engagement to a woman these guys know damn well I’m

      not actually dating.

      

      “Bring it on,” I hum, waving for them to hurry it along. “Let’s hear

      it.”

      

      “What the fuck happened?” Storm asks, the bravest with his mouth,

      and yet he’s the weakest of the crew. “You were talking about Leah

      not too long ago like she was just some anomaly in town. Now she’s

      your fiancée? I had to find out she was your girlfriend from the guy at

      the printing shop across the street. But here you are, and you’re

      going to act like nothing is going on. I’m confused.”

      

      “Yeah, besides. You never talked to that chick before she came in

      here that one day, and even then, she didn’t look like she wanted

      anything to do with you,” Reggie adds.

      

      Julius seems just as perplexed, his arms crossed over his chest while

      he eyes me carefully. “I didn’t say anything because we just had the

      best show of the year—or ever for that matter—but I’m confused,

      man. You proposed to a woman we all know you’re not dating.

      Unless you are dating her, and you’ve lied.”

      

      I jump off the stage and take a seat at the nearest table, the guys soon

      filing in to follow. The bartender is all the way across the bar, taking

      inventory so the bottles are clanking, making sure she can’t hear

      anything we say right now. “I’m going to say something, but it’s a

      band secret. No one can spit a word of this anywhere else, or to

      anyone else, not even your mothers.”

      

      “Sounds good,” Storm and Reggie say in perfect unison.

      

      Julius leans in, interested beyond measure. “Let it out.”

      

      Exhaling at last, I feel like I’m about to start unloading bricks off my

      chest. “So, with Farrah and Ryan getting married, I thought I could

      just find support with Leah Reese. You know, it’s kind of similar

      what happened to us, and the wedding is going to take place in Rally.

      I went over to talk to her about getting through this wedding with a

      little bit of grace. Besides, we want to save face, and the best way to

      do that is to show people we’ve moved on.”

      

      Storm purses his lips, holding his hands up like he’s trying to make

      me yield. “I’m a little confused. So, you and Leah are, or you aren’t

      actually—”

      

      “We’re not,” I say firmly.

      

      Reggie takes it the best, offering a shrug and a smile as he says,

      “Well, whatever helps you cope. We have to play the wedding, and we

      all know that’s uncomfortable for you. I think it’s great you and Leah

      are going to be able to talk and work through this time together.”

      

      “Thank you,” I say, surprised he’s so receptive to the idea.

      

      It still sounds crazy in my mind.

      

      Julius has his hand over his mouth for a long moment, his light eyes

      drifting between the other guys before landing on me. “I call

      bullshit.”

      

      My stomach knots a million times over. “What do you mean? What’s

      bullshit?”

      

      “All of it,” he fires back. “You spent the night at her place last night

      and the one before. I checked.”

      

      “Yeah, so what? I’m staying with her for a while,” I admit.

      

      His arms curl tighter over his chest. “No, I mean, you were with her

      last night. We saw Ryan open the garage, and you both came out. It

      was a bit obvious what happened, Percy. We’re not stupid.”

      

      I wave him off, not really wanting to talk about the sexual escapades

      of me and Leah Reese.

      

      “I don’t think that’s very—”

      

      “Tell us the truth,” Julius says abruptly. “What happens after the

      wedding?”

      

      I’m uncomfortable now, and I can’t pinpoint why. Part of me is a

      little shocked he’s taking this personally, like I’m sleeping with his

      sister or something, but really, it’s just about finding support in a

      woman I like spending time with. She’s a wonderful person with a

      personality different from anything I’ve ever seen in Rally.

      

      But this is an obligation, not some plea for love.

      

      “We just go back to normal,” I reply. “The band can finally put on the

      tour we’ve always wanted. Play in Little Rock and then travel to the

      East coast. I’m not nailing stakes in the ground at Leah’s place, guys.

      I’m just looking for a woman who gets what I’m going through.

      That’s all.”

      

      Storm pats my shoulder, and Reggie nods, offering me a smile as

      though he agrees it’s not a big deal. Julius still seems upset, and I

      can’t determine why, but he doesn’t bring it up again. We have to

      head back to the stage to finish our practice set. Then maybe they can

      give me a ride to Leah’s place, and we can call this day an easy

      success.
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      I’m exhausted when the van pulls into the driveway of Leah’s home.

      Ryan’s car is gone, and I feel slightly at ease knowing I won’t have to

      cross his path again. I’m not envious of his gaining Farrah but more

      so that he had Leah first. She’s not a trophy to pass around at the

      game or anything, but the thought of him trying to pull some

      seductive coup to gain her back does overwhelm my mind more than

      it should.

      

      I wave to the guys as they head back down the road, the shop

      seemingly closed up for now and the house lights on. It’s past lunch,

      nearing dinner time, and while I would love to whip up something

      delicious for us to eat tonight, I realize shortly that isn’t going to

      happen.

      

      The kitchen is a wreck.

      

      Pans, pots, and various dishes are thrown through the house while

      most of the glassware is shattered into a handful of sprinkles that

      litter the floors and countertops. My heart sinks, fearing the worst,

      but the muddled sound of noise upstairs captures my attention by

      the throat.

      

      I rush upstairs, breaking through her bedroom door, and find the

      bathroom light on. I leap through space in two bounds and nearly

      collapse in relief at the sight of Leah in the shower. She’s on the floor,

      curled up with her back to the corner of the marble tile, and her

      arms hug her knees to her chest. She doesn’t look up, but I know

      she’s aware I’m here, her wrists and hands cut with little scratches

      that make my body ache even more.

      

      Stripping out of my shirt, I leave my jeans on and come closer to her

      under the lukewarm water, her body stiff as I snake my arm over her

      shoulders to keep her close.

      

      “What’s going on, darling?”

      

      She doesn’t reply, just blinks away the constellation of tears on her

      light eyelashes. Her hair is tangled in an unwashed mop while her

      hands seem to run methodically up and down her calves that she

      hugs firmly. The blood streaks through the water that pours

      overhead and disappears into the drain with her silent,

      unmentionable cries.

      

      “Darling, what happened today?”

      

      Shaking her head, she only shrugs at first, unwilling to speak for a

      long minute. When she does speak, her voice is meek and mousey,

      her body trembling next to mine while water soaks into my jeans.

      

      “I think I’m crazy,” she says, shrinking into herself and curling

      tighter into a ball under my comforting arm. “I just… I flipped out. I

      threw a glass. I threw everything. I wanted to throw it at him, but I

      didn’t, thankfully. I just… Maybe I’m losing my mind, and I don’t

      realize it, Percy.”

      

      I pull her tighter into my side, and she seems to relax a little, her

      head tipping sideways against my shoulder. “You’re not crazy. You’re

      a woman who was scorned. Scorned more than anyone should be and

      it’s not right. That doesn’t make you a bad person or that you’re

      losing your mind, darling. You are allowed to feel anger.”

      

      “Maybe he’s right. Maybe I have issues.”

      

      She ignores me, and I realize now she’s not looking for solutions,

      she’s looking for support. I’m not going to talk her off this ledge of

      feeling crazy and like an angry monster, even when I know damn

      well she’s not. I haven’t known her well for long, but I know she’s not

      a bad person, she’s just caught in a bad time.

      

      “You are not crazy,” I hum, speaking into her warm, rosy cheek. “You

      were told there would be a carnival, and a monsoon came instead.

      Any rational person would be upset, darling. You can feel things and

      still be within your right to be furious. It’s okay. I’m a little worried

      about your hands, though. I wish you’d get out of the shower so I can

      help clean up those scratches.”

      

      “I want to sit here and wilt,” she breathes, her words like fog on a

      cold Sunday morning by the willow tree. I can only imagine the

      haunting beauty of the sight, but I’m hopeful I get to be around here

      long enough to see it. “Can I have some space, Percy? Please. I’m

      not… I don’t know if I’m okay to be around you right now.”

      

      I kiss her temple and nod, fighting to stand with my jeans soaked.

      “Of course. Just try to be easy on yourself, darling. I’ll be downstairs

      when you’re ready to get out, and I’ll make some dinner, okay?”

      

      She nods but doesn’t look at me. She’s refused to bring her eyes up

      this whole time, and I worry that whatever Ryan said and did has put

      her in this despondent stupor. I don’t like that he has the ability to do

      this to a woman. But when I catch my reflection in the mirror, I see

      my face and catch the same expression on my furrowed brows and a

      downward frown.

      

      Truth be told, Farrah put me in a worse spiral than just throwing

      around my kitchenware.

      

      My tonsils still ache for the flow of liquor. If the roles were reversed,

      and Leah walked in on me contemplating a sip of whiskey, I’m not

      sure she’d be able to talk me down from feeling like a monster or a

      drunk if she tried.

      

      She needs space, so I grant her that and head downstairs to clean up

      the aftermath of Ryan Jones. Then maybe, just maybe, I can find

      some bandages to help her when she’s receptive to having help. The

      timing of that is up to her.

      

      It’s her world that’s crumbling. All I can do is grab my broom and

      hope she comes out the other side at least half as amazing as she was

      when she went in. The world can’t afford to lose a beautiful soul like

      hers.

      

      And neither can I.
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      Leah

      I stare at the ceiling for decades, my mind in a constant

      monochromatic watercolor of chaos. I feel like I’m floating while laid

      out in bed, my chest heavy like someone’s pressing his boot down on

      my heart and pinning my back into the mud beneath me.

      

      In reality, I’m in bed trudging through the night with a head full of

      lackluster thoughts and a soul that’s old, dry, and flaking off with

      every passing hour.

      

      “Hey,” a light voice calls, Percy’s tone like the shuffling of feet on

      Christmas morning.

      

      He’s hopeful and upbeat, but I’m not sure if it’s for show or if he’s

      just trying to inflict that emotion onto me. Either way, I finally decide

      it’s time to sit up in bed, and I pull the blankets with me in my strain.

      His hair is slightly damp, his body reclothed in some pajama pants,

      while his shirtless physique whips my focus.

      

      Percy is the breed of charming that deserves to be admired by the

      masses, but I’m too entranced with his beauty to think about anyone

      else obsessing over him. It’s a weird place to be. I want him to whisk

      me away to another world at times and be alone with me forever, but

      then I deflate back down to reality and realize how different we are,

      how this interaction has a time limit.

      

      Tick, tock.

      

      The time limit feels like it’s closing in on me slowly, just another

      pressure I can’t address right now, and that I may never want to

      address again.

      

      I’ll add to the list of things I’ll deal with later.

      

      “You look confused to see me,” Percy points on, hands in his pants

      pockets while he casually crosses his ankles over one another. His

      shoulder digs into the doorframe, and the hallway offers perfectly

      placed backlighting to marvel such a man. “Leah, did you hear me?”

      

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m just… My mind is wandering a lot tonight. It’s late,

      that’s all. I wasn’t expecting you’d still be awake.”

      

      “I was hoping you would come downstairs, but you didn’t come. So I

      just wanted to check in on you.”

      

      I bow my head in thanks. “Oh, sorry. I was just going to lay in bed.

      The shower water got cold, and I got uncomfortable sitting on the

      floor.”

      

      “Yeah, it wasn’t very comfortable at all, and I was only on the floor

      for maybe ten minutes.”

      

      I nod slowly, recalling how much he tried to throw me a life preserver

      when I needed to drown.

      

      “Come downstairs. I made something to eat,” he adds, waving me

      forward.

      

      I brush my hands down my face, wincing while the little pieces of

      glass in my skin peak with pain. I try to hold back on letting it show,

      but Percy hardly seems surprised, waving me over until I’m tucked

      comfortably into his side. His arm wraps over my shoulders and

      leads me down the stairs to the kitchen.

      

      I’m wearing a long tee shirt as pajamas with a pair of loose shorts, so

      the warm fire in the fireplace brings chills to my skin I’m certain he

      can feel.

      

      I want to go curl up on the couch with a blanket, my bare feet weary

      of the wood floors that hold all the glass I threw earlier. But when we

      get to the kitchen, all the glass is gone. The mess has entirely been

      cleaned up, and the whole house looks new.

      

      Even the pile of mail has been cut down and put away on the desk in

      the living room.

      

      “What is…” I breathe, shaking my head.

      

      There are candles on the kitchen island, and the whole place smells

      like warm vanilla that clashes wonderfully with a cranberry scent. It

      fills the warm air and the dimmed light ambiance that has made this

      kitchen and living room look better than they’ve ever looked before.

      

      I sit on the edge of the countertop, my hands folded in my lap, when

      he brings a little black zipper pouch over. I aim not to cry, my mind

      landing back in the past when my father would fight fiberglass shards

      out of his hands from working on cars all day. My mother would grab

      her kit, in a black zipper bag, and help clear the sting of the shards in

      his fingertips and knuckles.

      

      Percy stands before me, pulling out the tweezers and fighting the tiny

      glints of glass in my minor cuts. I bite my bottom lip to keep strong

      and not look like a wimp, but it’s clearly harder than I imagined. I

      fight back tears and keep my head down, my body taut and waiting

      for the pain to stop while Percy plucks the glass out of my hands and

      sets it down on the paper towel nearby.

      

      “Can I ask you what he said, darling, that sent you into such a fit?”

      

      Swallowing hard, I already feel so wounded about Ryan, but Percy

      went through all the trouble of cleaning this place up. I should let

      him know why everything erupted in the first place.

      

      “He asked me for a favor. Well, not a favor. He’s paying for it.”

      

      “Paying for what, exactly?” He works on my opposite hand, my right

      hand finally free of the nagging glass chips. “What did he ask for?”

      

      “He wants me to get one of the old classics I have in the back lot. It’s

      nothing but Oldsmobiles and Pontiac frames out there that have died

      and gone to car heaven. He wrote me a few checks to have me

      repurpose it for their wedding. One of those vintage cars they drive

      away in as a happy couple. I have a Chevrolet out there, though.

      Might give them that.”

      

      I wait patiently to see his response. He doesn’t let much slip,

      furthering proof that this man is perhaps a magnificent poker player.

      He just continues working on the little slivers of scratches on my

      hands and grabs bandage tape from the zipper pouch next to wrap up

      the cuts.

      

      Staring out the kitchen window at the three-in-the-morning world

      outside, I feel light.

      

      “He mentioned my father and… I don’t know. I lost it.”

      

      A light brush of my chin pulls my face down, and I find his honey

      eyes melting into my own. “It’s okay. You can talk to me about it,

      darling.”

      

      I nod slowly, knowing that while that is true, I don’t know if I can

      open that part of myself up again. I’ve done it once before, and it

      broke me. I let Ryan get close to my father, and my mother, and now

      they’re gone. But he’s still here, haunting me.

      

      “Hey,” he says, his voice floating between us like a delicate moth in

      the night. “You’re okay, Leah. I know it’s hard because he was around

      and now your parents aren’t anymore, but you can talk to me. I lost

      my parents. I know what it’s like. So if you do want to talk, I’m here.”

      

      He’s so smooth with his voice, his words touching my heart and

      pulling the cords so perfectly I nearly swoon right off this countertop

      and into his arms. Nearly.

      

      I’m still so afraid of this man who has proven he is nothing like Ryan

      Jones.

      

      The only difference is how I wanted Ryan, and then I had him.

      

      Now I want Percy Elrod.

      

      But can I really have him, or is this all for pretend?

      

      At what point is it okay to let my heart yearn for something I’m not

      permitted to have, and how long until I get bit in the ass because of

      it?
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      Leah

      I lean forward on my toes, nearly face planting in the field of wild ivy

      that has overrun my collection out behind my house. Trying not to

      think about the fact my grandfather would cry if he knew his old

      garden was now growing classic Chevies, I lean forward against the

      tailgate and push harder.

      

      I shouldn’t be agreeing to this damn deal, but I need the money—and

      I’ve already deposited the checks Ryan gave me. No turning back

      now.

      

      Unless I felt like screwing him over.

      

      Still, I push, trying to be the bigger person like my mother always

      told me to be. I never mentioned how Dad said it was easier to step

      on people later when I’m the bigger person, but that was their

      dynamic.

      

      The car finally finds a hill to catch gravity, and I’m thankful, only

      having to push a little bit while the nearly flat tires seep air. I was

      able to get a compressor out here just far enough to get some air in

      the tires, but not much.

      

      Percy told me to wait for him to come home after band practice. But

      I’m impatient, and he knows that by now. He’s been here a little over

      a week by now, and my head is spinning at how naturally he fits in

      here. I’ve enjoyed his company, and the nighttime activities aren’t

      too bad.

      

      It’s mostly kissing for now, both of us weary to continue another

      night as we did in the shop, but we’ve come close enough to

      practically call it sex.

      

      I just wish we were both on the same page. Are we dating? Does he

      like me more than a façade? What happens next?

      

      That’s the question that keeps me up at night, but when I’m laying

      next to him in bed, I guess it doesn’t make my night that bad after all.

      

      I get the car nearly inside the garage, already drenched in sweat

      while the humid Arkansas air licks my face and spits on my skin. It’s

      insulting. It really is, and it’s even more dreadful that I can’t get the

      car over the inch-high concrete floor that meets the gravel road

      leading up to the shop.

      

      Pushing my back into the bumper, the rusted frame imprints against

      my spine. I continue digging my heels into the gravel until I can steal

      a bit of momentum to push the car forward, but I fail.

      

      “Dammit!” I bark, the car nearly coming back for revenge as it drifts

      backward a few feet. I manage to get out of the way, stopping it with

      my palms while I look on either side to see the front tires are nearly

      empty of air again. Looking to the sky in exhaustion, I call out, “Just

      give me one break, please!”

      

      As soon as the words hit my lips, I regret them. Dust turns up out of

      the corner of my eye, and I jump out of the way, a car speeding up

      the driveway and stopping nearby. I feel as if I’m being punished and

      consider asking the sky if lightning would be a more appropriate

      response here, but it’s too late.

      

      Thunder always comes first.

      

      “What are you doing here?” I pant like a dog in the sun.

      

      Ryan adjusts his blazer jacket and grins like a badly used car

      salesman. It’s exhausting enough to push this car out of the field, and

      now I have to see his face. But I’m not sure why. I haven’t seen him

      in a week since I had my little tantrum, and I’m glad that I kept it

      down to just a cup in front of his face.

      

      He doesn’t know the storm I unleashed after he left my house—the

      storm Percy selflessly cleaned up.

      

      “I’m just coming by to see what’s been done. That’s all,” he says

      cheerfully. “I saw the bank accepted my checks, so I was just curious

      if you—”

      

      “Screwed you over?” I cut in.

      

      He nods. “Yes.”

      

      “I thought about it, but I was trying to be the bigger person.”

      

      “I like that,” he says, coming to my side and undoing his jacket. He

      lays it over the back window, busted out and glassless since the

      nineties. “Ready to push?”

      

      “How about you push, and I steer?”

      

      He hardly looks amused by my offer. I begrudgingly roll my eyes and

      lean against the bumper of the car once more. He does the same, the

      two of us rocking back twice in unison before running forward. The

      car manages to drag forward against the gravel until the low tires

      find the concrete. I hiss a noise to signal him to stop, and he does, the

      car coming to an abrupt stop in the middle of my crowded shop.

      

      “Thanks,” I say between deep gulps of air.

      

      “Anytime,” he replies.

      

      While he grabs his jacket, I go to get a drink of water out of the

      fridge. I grab him one too. My father’s whiskey is tempting, but I

      ignore it for now. Ryan takes the water with a slight nod, and I tip the

      bottle against my lips, watching him like a hawk.

      

      He must notice my intense glare, wiping the sweat off his pale

      forehead before asking, “What?”

      

      “You never come over with good news,” I breathe. “What is it now?”

      

      He grins like a guilty bastard, and my skin crawls at the sight.

      “What’s the matter, ladybug? Since when did my random appearance

      at your house make you so anxious?”

      

      “Since you came by to tell me you were marrying someone,” I point

      out. “Or since you were here last week to tell me you wanted a car for

      the wedding, while knowing damn well Mike’s shop downtown could

      have gotten you a car without the personal ties between us coming to

      play.”

      

      His face pales slightly, but it’s restored seconds later. “Yeah, I could

      have gone to Mike, but I like your work, Leah. You’re the best in town

      for restoration, and everyone knows it. Besides, you’re the only one

      who knows how to do the best engine upgrades. If anyone is going to

      get me the car of my wedding dreams, it’s you.”

      

      “Yeah, keep sweet-talking me. It’s not going to make me do another

      favor for you.”

      

      We share a laugh for the first time in a while, and it’s less tense than

      it normally is. I know he’s here for something, not just to stop in and

      see if I screwed him over on this deal. He knows deep down I

      wouldn’t do that. I’m better than that.

      In fact, I’m better than I have been lately, and I know I should

      mention it.

      

      “Hey, about last week,” I say under my breath. “I’m sorry for yelling

      and… and for throwing the cup. I wasn’t throwing it at you, but I was

      mad.”

      

      His features settle somewhere between shocked and confused; it’s

      hard to read him. “What are you talking about, ladybug? The whole

      thing last week is in the past. No hard feelings.”

      

      “Yeah, but I should have kept my cool. I shouldn’t have an outburst

      like that, and not when you’re offering me money. I’ve been in a bind

      lately, and with everything going on on top of that—it’s been hard.”

      

      His head falls slightly, and he sips his water, almost as though it’s a

      shield to him. “Yeah, I know it has been. I’m sorry to spring this all

      on you, too. It’s not that I wanted you to work on the car to make it

      awkward, but I truly thought we could be friends through all of this.”

      

      For a minute, I want to take back my words and strike him between

      the eyes with my water bottle, but I refrain for now. “Ryan, how

      could we be friends? It was a decade of being together. We were

      intimate for the first time together, and you grew up in this shop with

      me—with my father and me. I’m just confused about why you think

      that would warrant a friendship. He died, and you left to seek

      another woman. After ten years, I expected a little more respect than

      that.”

      

      His eyes are wide while I speak, and I know this may be the first time

      this has all crossed his mind, but it needs to be said. He has to know

      why I’m upset, or why I was.

      

      Things have changed, and I have Percy to thank for that.

      

      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he says into his hand, the sound muffled so

      much I almost miss the words. Looking up from the floor, his cold

      eyes meet mine, and I sting with heat. He looks genuine right now,

      and while I’m not good at reading his expressions, my eyes are good

      enough to see the dampness in his eyelids. “I didn’t want to hurt you,

      Leah. I never wanted to hurt you. But this just happened so fast with

      Farrah, and…”

      

      He stops talking, his words slowing while a new sound comes into

      view. Percy’s car is coming down the driveway. It stops just behind

      Ryan’s, the tattooed lead singer hurrying out of the front seat and

      coming to the shop where I freeze under Ryan’s cautious look.

      

      “Hey, what’s going on in here?” Percy asks something stiff about his

      tone. “Ryan.”

      

      “Percy,” my ex-boyfriend mutters. “Nice to see you here.”

      

      “Wish I could say the same.”

      

      I stand tentatively in the middle. It’s not that I think these guys will

      duke it out, which would be a rare form of entertainment for this

      town, but I don’t like the way they look at one another. It’s so

      accusatory and spiteful. The deal I have with Percy is to save face, but

      we have interests of selfish spite in mind, too. I don’t want Ryan to

      hurt, but seeing him uncomfortable with Percy coming to my side is a

      little bit rewarding.

      

      Bigger person, my mother’s voice rings out.

      

      It’s overpowered by my father’s backwoods tone hollering, step on

      him!

      

      “Ryan was coming by to see the progress on the car,” I say to break

      up the strict silence.

      

      “Yeah, she picked it out yesterday from the junkyard,” Percy says

      casually. “I did tell her to wait until I could help her push it in here,

      but I guess you handled that.”

      

      He gives me a weary look that even I know reads, we will talk about

      that later.

      

      I nod in agreement. Knowing Percy’s caution around women

      cheating on him with Ryan Jones, I can understand the hesitancy.

      But it’s not like that. He should know that by now, but I don’t want to

      place my expectations on him unfairly. He’s worried he’s going to

      look like a fool if I get back with Ryan, and while we have more

      likelihood of the sun ramming into the Earth at this point, I don’t

      want to just tell him to get over it and trust me.

      

      It's more than that.

      

      “Yeah, well I just wanted to come by and mention there’s been a

      change of plans,” Ryan says.

      

      Percy and I both go solid with his words.

      

      Is the wedding canceled? What happened? Did they decide that

      starting a relationship out of cheating and deceit wasn’t the best

      route, so they’ve decided to part ways forever? While all doubtful, I

      still find myself leaning in curiously to what he has to say.

      

      He looks at Percy when he says, “We’re moving up the wedding day.”

      

      Even though I shouldn’t feel let down, I do, and part of me wonders

      if Percy feels the same way or not.

      

      “I’m going into politics sooner than I expected,” Ryan says, which

      would explain his new style of suits. He works at the courthouse and

      not even as a lawyer. He plays receptionist and security guard on a

      budget. But now that he’s shacking up with the mayor’s daughter, her

      life has to obviously mesh with his. “The election will be soon, and we

      have to get ready to do some campaigning. Looks better when I have

      a wife by my side, not a fiancee.”

      

      “Didn’t know you could just wake up and be a politician,” I murmur.

      

      Percy adds, “You can’t. Normally you have to practice being a lying

      prick for some time before…” he grins slightly, looking over Ryan’s

      taut posture. “Nevermind. Maybe you can.”

      

      Ryan. A politician.

      

      He just doesn’t have a unique bone in his body.

      

      When I was building cars, he was telling stories to his friends that

      he’d be this magnificent mechanic.

      

      Now that I’m out of the way, he’s going into politics with Farrah’s

      daddy dearest.

      

      Fucking typical.

      

      Percy gives me a lingering look. “So, does this mean we need to get

      the car together quicker?”

      

      Ryan smiles wider. “You’re helping with that?”

      

      “Someone has to look after her,” Percy mentions offhand, sliding an

      arm behind my shoulders. “You wouldn’t mind that, though, right?”

      

      Ryan certainly minds but pinches his tongue between his teeth. He’s

      rattled, and we both see it.

      

      It’s not up for either of us to mention now because Ryan makes some

      half-assed excuse to leave and says a parting goodbye. I oblige and

      smile while he drives off, waving while his car disappears into the

      dust cloud out towards Dingy Hills. Percy stands with his arm over

      me in a form of sovereignty, and while I’m not upset by the notion, I

      know it’s rooted more in possession than anything else.

      

      And I can’t even blame him for that.

      

      Ryan Jones has taken love from him before, so he can only assume

      he will do it again.
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      Percy

      My fingertips have long calloused from playing guitar most of my

      life, but they’re particularly sore today. We practiced more than we

      usually do, and I was excited to come to Leah’s house to share the

      good reason why, but driving up to see them in the shop was a

      different feeling that I wasn’t expecting. I can actually notice my

      body trying to shut down to protect my mind, but my thoughts are

      running so fast that I force myself to address this old pang of pain in

      my heart.

      

      I need to address it, but I can’t.

      

      I don’t know how without the help of a bottle at my fingertips.

      

      “Listen,” Leah says first thing when we’re inside the house. “I didn’t

      know he was coming over. He helped me push the car into the shop,

      and that’s it. We hardly even talked before you drove up.”

      

      “It’s fine,” I breathe.

      

      Her brows pinch. “No, it’s not. And you don’t have to lie to me by

      saying it is, Percy. I know how you feel about Ryan being around, and

      I know why it could look bad or seem like I’m going to betray you

      because of what Farrah did. But I’m not her, Percy. I wouldn’t do

      that, not with our deal in place.”

      

      I instantly feel lighter hearing her say that, and even though I knew

      all of that already, hearing it validates me more than she could ever

      imagine. It’s a simple step that I wish Farrah would have taken when

      she was flirting with guys at the bar. I didn’t mind the flirting all that

      much, it seemed friendly to me, but never knowing if she would

      pursue it or not did linger through my mind.

      

      Now I’m positive I should have asked more questions and demanded

      a similar reply from her that Leah just offered me without any

      prodding. It was as easy as that, and I wasn’t worth that to her.

      

      My mind is in a frenzy over how simple it was for Leah, but I digress.

      

      “Hey, I wanted to talk to you about something,” I add, watching her

      retreat to the kitchen. She pours us both a glass of iced tea out of a

      pitcher, and I get ready for my tongue to curl at the sugary taste

      when I take the glass from her. The woman loves her sugar. “It’s

      about the band and our practice today.”

      

      “Yeah, it seemed like it ran longer today.”

      

      “The bar paid us for our show this past week,” I add as an

      afterthought. “But, while we were taking our cash, a guy comes in

      and says he heard about us from the show we did last week. The one

      where you and I had…”

      

      “Gotten engaged,” she breathes, both of us still stunned by that twist

      of fate. “What about it?”

      

      “Well, he said he wants to book a few shows for us at these bars he

      owns in Fayetteville.”

      

      “Wow, that’s almost four hours away,” she whispers, setting her glass

      down.

      

      I do the same to my cup, coming to meet her in the kitchen. I hold

      her face in my hands, just to feel her smooth, kiss-worthy cheeks in

      my palms. “It wouldn’t be until after the wedding, Leah. I wouldn’t

      leave you out to dry like that.”

      

      Even with that assurance, she doesn’t seem relieved.

      

      Still, she copies and pastes a smile on her face that was on my face

      originally, and it’s fake. It’s there in support, but it’s so fake it should

      come with a knockoff sticker.

      

      “What is it?” I ask, maintaining her face stays upright so she can’t

      just look away and escape this.

      

      Her eyes soften, but her bottom lip seems to quiver once before she

      gets it back under control. “It’s nothing, Percy. I promise.”

      

      “It’s something, and I want to know what, Leah. Does that upset

      you?”

      

      “No, why would it? It’s perfectly fine that you have a tour after the

      wedding. Who am I to tell you not to? I can’t tell you what to do.”

      

      “Yeah, but… but if you could, what would you say?”

      

      She seems more hesitant than before, backing out of my hold

      altogether. “I’m so happy for you, Percy. I know getting a tour has

      been a big deal for you, and I hope you and the guys can really get a

      good deal out of this. You could go global, who knows?”

      

      She turns at once and storms out of the kitchen. I watch her climb

      the stairs like there is a masked murderer behind her every step, and

      when she’s disappeared into the hallway, I almost feel guilty.

      

      No, it’s more than guilt.

      

      I feel like I’ve just wounded the woman I’ve elected to protect and

      support.

      

      If she thinks I’m leaving this conversation as is, she doesn’t know me

      very well. I hurry after her, finding her in the bedroom where she

      seems to have made a cave at this point. She feels safe in here, so I

      stay in the doorway, watching her lean forward against the dresser,

      her palms on the edge while she stares blankly in a different

      direction.

      

      “Hey,” I sigh.

      

      She stands straighter, meeting my gaze. “What’s up?”

      

      I try not to chuckle, not wanting her to think I’m being offensive or

      sarcastic. I’m not. But I think it’s so cute that she assumes this whole

      plaster a grin on the face and pretend you’re fine act is going to

      work on me.

      

      I invented that fucking look.

      

      “Are you okay? You seem upset, Leah.”

      

      “I’m good,” she says.

      

      We both know that she’s no better at telling that lie than I am.

      

      She stepped up to be straightforward with me, so I owe her the same.

      

      “Fine, don’t talk. Listen.” We both sit on the edge of her bed, her legs

      curling to her chest like she needs a barrier over her heart. I rest my

      hand on her thigh and watch her sing with relief when I do. “I’m

      sorry if I upset you downstairs, Leah. It wasn’t my intent.”

      

      “You didn’t even upset me,” she says in frustration. “It’s just, I

      thought you’d be around a while longer. When this whole thing is

      over. Plus, Ryan just said the wedding is moved up by a few weeks, so it’s not like it matters. You’ll be around for a while when it’s over.”

      I tilt my head slightly, watching the battle that plays out on her face. “And what about after that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happens if I go on this tour, Leah? What happens to you? Will you be okay?”

      She struggles to nod but forces it anyway. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ve just… it’s only that I…”

      

      “Shh, relax,” I urge.

      

      Her body deflates after a long, hesitant breath.

      

      “Alright, tell me now.”

      

      “I’ve never been alone, Percy.”

      

      Her words sting me more than I thought they would. We’ve grown

      close in the last week, and while it hasn’t been more than three weeks

      since we started this charade, I feel like we’ve already bonded so

      much. It’s as if she and I are on a train that’s about to crash. If we

      manage to limp away from it, we could be bonded forever.

      

      Or we could let the train take us both into oblivion with it.

      

      “You’re never alone, Leah. You have Ainsley.”

      

      “She’s my sister, and we talk on the phone sometimes. But she has a

      life in New York now. She’s not here. Neither are my parents. It’s

      almost been a little normal with you here in a way. I’ve never had to

      live by myself, and I thought it was hard enough being single when

      Ryan left. Being single and alone in this house when you leave, is

      just unfathomable.”

      

      I nod slowly. “Yeah, I guess that’s a bit of an adjustment, but you’re

      the strongest woman I know, darling. You have nothing to worry

      about, and I think you know that too.”

      

      “I know I’m tough and can take care of myself, but that doesn’t mean

      I don’t like having you around, Percy. I like your company and when

      we stay up late and just talk. It’s been so refreshing and calming for

      me. If you leave, I’ll have to face all those emotions I’ve been tabling

      for later.”

      

      I can’t help but feel a bit shocked by that admission. “What emotions

      are you talking about, exactly?”

      

      “Abandonment,” she replies, the word nearly out of her mouth before

      I’m even done asking the question.

      

      In my heart, I want to tell her I’ll never leave, and we can live in this

      fairytale forever, but that’s just not the case. And she knows that. It’s

      the sole reason she’s so upset right now because she knows this too

      shall end. While I’m worried about how that will affect her while

      she’s alone, I know she’s strong enough to deal with it.

      

      But she’s right. She shouldn’t have to deal with it alone.

      

      She shouldn’t even feel abandoned at all in her life, but it’s hard to

      see the pattern. Her mother passed, her father passed, her sister left,

      and Ryan—the only other significant staple in her life—up and moved

      on with another woman.

      

      While we should be cursing the world that he’s getting married a few

      weeks sooner than we originally thought, it doesn’t give me hope to

      know that I’ll have less time before the wedding to be with Leah.

      Maybe I can help her get past this phase of worry in her life.

      

      Maybe I can set her up to be fine alone, but the more I consider it,

      the more guilty I feel.

      

      “Hey, look at me,” I plead.

      

      Her wide, baby blues find me.

      

      “If you want me to stay, I would.”

      

      Although taken aback by that claim, she shakes her head. “I wouldn’t

      allow that, Percy.”

      

      “And why not?”

      

      “Because if I was the thing to stand between you and your dream of

      touring, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Not even a little bit.

      This is an arrangement to get through the wedding together. I don’t

      need to hold you back after that.”

      

      Even if I want to tour the entire world and Mars when this wedding

      is done, I’d give that up in a heartbeat if she asked me to. We’ve

      bonded more than I realized in the last few weeks. While it may just

      be my body jumping to the conclusion that I care for her so much

      because of the predicament we’re in, it doesn’t stop my eyes from

      drinking down the sight of this woman.

      

      Her eyes dip, doing the same to me, and I can’t hold back a second

      longer.

      

      My hand finds her jaw and caresses it slightly, just enough to take

      her off guard before I lean in, feeling her lips pursed against my

      own. She shivers in my grasp, my hand tightening on her chin to

      keep her perfectly still in my grip.

      

      I would come up for air, but more important priorities occupy my tongue.
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      Leah

      My back rests against the mattress, my hands clinging to the pillows

      over my head. We didn’t even make it two feet up the mattress before

      Percy undid my shorts and stripped me out of them. My shoes and

      socks are gone as well, all taken in a single swipe.

      

      He’s efficient—there’s no denying that.

      

      He’s also the one thing I’ve relied on these last handful of weeks to

      help me through this adjustment period, and the idea of him leaving

      just hurts. It’s unfair for me to feel that way, but I can’t help it.

      

      I like Percy, and I like the idea of him liking me back.

      

      Maybe one day those likes can blossom into something bigger.

      

      Something better.

      

      “What are you—” I start, knowing he was just going to get undressed,

      but instead he’s taking his time somehow. Before I can even get

      through the sentence, it’s answered for me.

      

      His tongue sweeps up my clit and lands around my belly button. The

      wet sensation of his lips mauling my body and sides is too much for

      me to handle, and I rip my shirt off over my head to make the access

      even better for him. He groans in pleasure with that move, his fingers

      coming to my nipples while his mouth heads south.

      

      I try to track it all at once, but I can barely keep my head on straight.

      

      He pinches my erect nipples in both hands, and it sends waves of

      abrupt delight down to my milky core. His tongue takes it from there,

      licking my pussy endlessly. His teeth aren’t lost in the situation

      either, sucking my clit against the helm of his front teeth and

      applying a pressure I didn’t know was possible.

      

      My thighs nearly pinch his face on either side, and he grumbles about

      the pressure for a few minutes before finally releasing my nipples. He

      spreads my legs out, the pain of this wonton position a little dizzying

      for me at first. But all pain flows into the stream with pleasure, and it

      works so well together in the end.

      

      “Fuck,” he mutters, his fingers coming to my pussy where two,

      maybe three, begin to thread inside of me. They have the perfect

      position too, his fingertips flicking inside of me just right to where he

      hits my G-spot over and over again. “Damn, you’re getting wet.”

      

      “Going to… to come!”

      

      He snickers to himself, enjoying my clit with his tongue while the

      speed of his fingers shifts, and his wrist turns against the helm of my

      pussy. I wince and bite my wrist to keep quiet from the delight.

      

      I ride my first orgasm like a daring maverick of a wave, my heart

      falling right into my pelvis and settling in for the long haul. He must

      sense the change in my shivering bliss because his fingers stop toying

      with my favorite spot long enough to slip out of my pussy.

      

      Looking at the ceiling, I nearly contemplate rolling over and letting

      sleep take me already. But it’s still early in the day, and I’m not done

      with Percy yet. I may be exhausted physically, but my mind is set in

      stone on pleasing this man as he pleases me.

      

      Flipping forward, I land on the bed and roll over onto my back. My

      head falls just over the edge of the mattress, and while Percy has

      taken to stroking himself at the sight of my naked exposure, I can see

      he isn’t quite sure what to do with me like this.

      

      My legs are spread still, but I’m on my back with the sight of him

      flipped upside down and tilted, my head leaning on the side of the

      bed where he stands, erection in hand.

      

      I open my mouth and cling to the sheets, watching the realization

      grace his face.

      

      He looks fucking thrilled.

      

      Taking a daunting step forward, his cock fills my lips and goes in

      from there. I hiss at the speed he chooses first, but it doesn’t last. He

      slows his hips down, pumping back and forth into my throat at just

      the right angle so my teeth don’t drag up his magnificent shaft.

      

      Meanwhile, he’s leaning forward and spreading my legs more, using

      one hand to massage my clit in quick circles. I feel more exposed like

      this than before, but it’s not something that I mind, per se. I’ve been

      vulnerable with Percy more than I have with anyone else in life.

      

      Including Ryan Jones.

      

      So, is it really that bad that he’s enjoying this spread version of me in

      bed while fucking my mouth with his relentless hips? Not really.

      

      He moves his body in a fluid rhythm, slowly pulling and pushing out

      of my lips with delicate deliberation. I admire how much resistance

      he has because I know if he was fucking my pussy right now, it would

      be a way different speed.

      

      I manage to get my tongue around the head of his cock long enough

      to make his hips jitter and shake, signaling the end is near. He

      doesn’t seem very happy with that realization either, and he pulls out

      of my mouth before he can drench it in an orgasm.

      

      He leans in, his lips finding mine in an upside-down fashion, and his

      tongue is more determined to swirl around my cheeks than it was

      earlier. I have to choke on our kiss just to signal for him to let up, and

      he does, smiling wide while he stands and strokes himself tentatively.

      It shadows my face slightly, and when I think he’s ready to fuck my

      throat again, he stalks around to the edge of my bed with a hungry

      look in his eyes.

      

      “Turn over.”

      

      I don’t ask questions, flipping over onto my hands and knees while

      he climbs in bed. His hand strolls up from my ass, finding my

      shoulder where he shoves me forward haphazardly. My chest hits the

      bed with a thud, and I chuckle to myself, knowing he’s behind me

      with a view of my legs spread and my ass in the air for his vanity.

      

      The irony isn’t lost on him either, and in fact, I know it was

      purposeful.

      

      His palm smacks against my bottom thigh once, in a warning that

      doesn’t need words attached to it. I spread my leg a bit further,

      feeling him fill that space in the next second. I keep my chest down,

      breathing into my mattress while the head of his cock strokes up

      from my clit and lands on the tightness that is my sex.

      

      “You’re still on birth control, right?”

      

      I tilt my head to the side, wanting to answer confidently, but I’m not

      sure. “Yeah, I am. I just forgot two days this week, but I’m sure that’s

      okay.”

      

      He seems just as convinced as I do that it’s safe. “So, should I pull

      out?”

      

      After a moment of heated thought, I just give a nod. “Sure, to be

      safe.”

      

      Before I can readjust my head back into the mindset of what we’re

      doing, he’s inside of me, and I fucking love every inch of it. He’s not

      slow and gentle with his movements either, and I think we both need

      that. He’s rougher than he was in the shop, his hands clawing at my

      ass while I bite into the sheets to keep from crying out in utter

      amazement.

      

      It feels so good, too good, and I throb with another orgasm that I’m

      certain he feels against the base of his pumping rod. He doesn’t slow

      it down, either, moving in and out with precision that I thought was

      only possible with a sex toy.

      

      I hate to compare, but he’s more dedicated to pleasing me than my

      own ex-boyfriend was. And he does it so well, grabbing my hips at

      the base and bringing my body back at the same moment his hips are

      writhing forward. It nearly hurts how much sensuality he’s pulling

      out of me, but I don’t question it a bit.

      

      I’m just thankful it’s mine for this time being.

      

      His pace signals he’s near the edge again, and I don’t think he’s going

      to stop it this time. He thrusts inside of me in the middle of my third

      orgasm, pulling out prematurely and in time for me to feel his warm,

      wet cum spatter against my lower back. I feel my body melt

      downward, my legs still keeping my ass up while his orgasm strolls

      down my sweaty spine.

      

      “Fuck, one second,” he says.

      

      I wait in this odd stance until he hurries back, dragging a wet

      washcloth up my back to clean it of his ejaculation. I finally sit up,

      dizzy from the sudden movement, and from being overwhelmed with

      our sex. The shop sex was great, but this was another level. I was

      feeling hornier than I’ve ever felt in my life, and I think he sensed

      that early on and ran with it.

      

      It was a spur-of-the-moment thing, easier for us to bypass a night of

      fondling and kissing like we’ve been doing all week, and just letting

      everything out on the table so we could enjoy ourselves.

      

      I fall backward in bed, grabbing my little pack of birth control.

      

      Meanwhile, Percy is slipping into his jeans. “Everything okay,

      darling?”

      

      I pant slightly, still trying to get over the fireworks show we just held

      in bed. I’m surprised this place isn’t on fire from how much friction

      there was between us, and not friction in a bad way. It’s like we ignite

      one another, two matches striking together at the head and burning

      down to their ends together.

      

      It was great, but his question in the heat of the moment does have

      my mind working overtime.

      

      “What’s today?”

      

      “It’s Thursday, Leah. Why?”

      

      I tap my fingertips along the empty plastic holes that hold my little

      blue birth control pills. “I’m four days behind on this pack.”

      

      He stands at the foot of the bed, adjusting his belt. “What does that

      mean, darling?”

      

      Swallowing hard, I try not to make a big deal out of it and reply,

      “Nothing. It could be nothing.”

      

      He seems satisfied with that answer for now. He kisses my lips

      briefly before walking out of the room, mentioning something about

      making dinner. I tell him I’ll be there soon, but I’m not sure I can

      move right now. While his pace was a bit rougher than I expected,

      I’m not bedbound because of the intensity of our sex.

      

      I’m panicked and frozen by the thought of these pills and when I

      could have missed that I was four days off in the first place. Maybe it

      was recent, and it won’t mean anything.

      

      Maybe I accidentally skipped over them before we had sex in the

      shop, and it could mean everything.

      

      Either way, I’m petrified to know what this means, but I have a

      history of psyching myself out. For now, I recall the box of tests in

      the bathroom I kept on hand in my last relationship, and I toss my

      birth control to the side for now. I will take it later.

      

      What are the chances of that happening, anyway?
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      Leah

      I had to run into town today, a rare occurrence.

      

      Ryan said yesterday that the wedding was moved up, but I didn’t pay

      attention to the new wedding date that much. I was focused on what

      this means for the car, and how fast I’ll have to fix that damn pile of

      rust now. I have to be cheap in my search for parts, and while I’ve

      pretty much scrounged up as much as I could from the junkyard at

      home to find things that still work, I am stuck going to the auto shop

      today for something I couldn’t pick off another car.

      

      Mike’s shop is a little place on the other end of the downtown strip,

      and while he sells parts more than he puts parts into cars, he’s been

      known to offer favors here and there. He always sent customers to

      my dad when he worked on people’s everyday vehicles, but that was

      before the classics and customs started taking priority.

      

      It’s all I know, and so I carry the legacy as best as I can.

      

      The door rings as I come inside the little storefront, the tiles are

      white with black scuff marks all over the place, and the air is so cold I

      begin to feel my shoulder ache for the first time since I got out of the

      hospital. I was nearly over that memory before it came screaming

      back to me when I walked in here. Now my joints are stiff, and my

      skin is burning hot and painful.

      

      This place is as cold as the hospital and as sorrowsome as one, too.

      

      “Hey, you!”

      

      I startle easier than normal, turning to see Mike behind the counter

      and waving towards me. I smile and come around the display of the

      new oil brand in the store, and Mike comes around the corner to

      wrap me up in a tight hug. I hold my breath, ignoring my shoulder

      while he clinches me tight in his frail arms.

      

      “How are you, Leah? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you around

      these parts.”

      

      I wave him off while we separate, my opposite hand moving to my

      shoulder to apply a bit of pressure. It seems to ease the edge of my

      scar enough for comfort. “I’m doing well, Mike. Sorry, I haven’t been

      by the store in a while.”

      

      He waves me off instantly. “No biggie. Just happy to see you’re

      alright, girl.”

      

      “I came by because I have a new project, and it needs to be on the

      fast track.”

      

      Going back around the counter, leaning against the desk. He pushes

      the little basket of candies forward. My mouth waters on instinct,

      seeing the little wrappers stuffed full of old-style root beer barrel

      candy. I remember begging my father to come to the auto store with

      him every time just to see Uncle Mike, who has no real relation to us,

      and grab a handful of these candies.

      

      I undo one for now, and we both share a candy in a brief silence

      realizing the last time we did this my dad was here to share one with

      us.

      

      I push the candy aside and tuck it into my cheek for now. “I’m

      looking for parts for an old Chevelle.”

      

      He nods, his hands on the keys of his computer screen, ready to type

      in the part numbers I rattle off to him. He goes through the list,

      pulling a few extra wires and tubes needed to adjust the power

      steering and to make the dash work with the battery again. Plus, I

      need a new battery, most of mine at the shop are unable to be

      charged by wall outlet at this point. I need something new.

      

      While I shouldn’t be so generous with this car because of who it’s

      going to, I could never do my work shotty and give someone a bad

      product.

      

      Even if they deserve a flat tire dud.

      

      “Here you go,” he hums, putting everything in an old box for me to

      carry, all except for the battery that he sets to the side. “I’ll just send

      you an invoice, kid.”

      

      I pause, wallet in hand. “What are you talking about, Mike? I can pay

      here. It’s fine.”

      

      He chews on his bottom lip for a minute, leaning between the new

      parts and the heavy battery on the countertop. “Your dad had

      overpaid his account a few times in the past, Leah. I can just use his

      leftover account funds to take care of this for you.”

      

      My body flutters in warmth. “You’re not just doing this as a favor,

      right?”

      

      His face falls at my words. While I’m thankful for the parts, I don’t

      need pity. I’m trying to avoid that kind of reaction from people with

      this entire ploy of being engaged to Percy! I don’t want to take

      advantage of people’s kindness, though.

      

      And I don’t want my father’s relationship with Mike, and their long

      friendship together, to influence him into feeling sorry for me.

      

      “I can pay for this, Mike.”

      

      “I know you can, kid. But I’m not going to let you. So, I’ll carry the

      battery, and you take the box, okay?”

      

      I smile slightly and finally surrender. “Sounds good.”

      

      I get the door, box in hand, and Mike trudges the battery forward in

      one arm that hangs lower than the other. He fights to lift it into the

      front seat of my old truck, the new one I fixed up off in New York

      with my sister, and I miss them both dearly.

      

      “I’ll see you soon, kid,” Mike breathes, patting me on the back before

      heading inside.

      

      I move to get into the truck, happy the AC works before it sputters

      out and dies. The wires are all messed up on the inside of the dash,

      and while it’s normally cold in the fall this time of year, the humidity

      hasn’t let up yet. I pant and roll the window down manually, hating

      how I fix other people’s cars for a living, and I can’t even get my truck

      to work sometimes.

      

      A loud shouting noise catches my attention, and I hiccup slightly at

      the sight of Farrah Wellsburg. She is a princess by all measurable

      offenses, and I watch her strut out of the bridal shop downtown.

      She’s not carrying a dress, though. Instead, her fists are balled at her

      sides while she storms away from a pandering, pampered entourage

      who flies to the sidewalk after her.

      

      “Where are you going?” one of them calls. “Come on, let’s get back to

      your fitting, Farrah. We can fix this!”

      

      I admire the bravery of the women in her bridal party.

      

      I would rather swim in old car oil than be subjected to her peasant of

      a bridesmaid any day.

      

      Farrah’s tantrum seems to pause long enough for her to come back

      down the sidewalk to her awaiting group, and while I feel a bit

      awkward watching on like I am, I don’t move.

      

      I’m far too invested in this trainwreck to look away now.

      

      It’s clearly about to get good.

      

      “I’m not putting up with that snooty little seamstress!” Farrah bites,

      speaking to her ladies-in-waiting. “I can’t believe she just tried to tie

      a satin belt on my antique lace dress in order to hide a few inches of

      fabric. How could she? The entire wedding will be able to see that

      wrinkle in the dress and some cheap satin won’t hide it!”

      

      I bite my tongue to keep from sighing out loud.

      

      Out of all the problems in the world, it’s hardly fair to compare my

      struggle with anyone else, but seriously? She’s flipping out in public

      over a belt on her dress.

      

      Might as well burn the town down in her wrath!

      

      Rolling my eyes, I grab the gear shifter and get ready to speed hastily

      away from this deadened of a meltdown, but something else catches

      my focus. Percy comes out of the bar where his band practices, and I

      watch the guys he plays with follow him out to the sidewalk while

      they all laugh at whatever joke was told in the bar.

      

      He’s so natural in his element I can’t help but smile at the innocent

      sight.

      

      Farrah must feel differently, stomping down the sidewalk towards

      the guys who all freeze like gazelles staring down the barrel of a rifle.

      She points it in all of their faces, her eyes like bullets that any man

      would be lucky to dodge in success, and I watch carefully to see what

      her issue is now.

      

      “Are you laughing at me?” Her voice damn near echoes through the

      town square.

      

      Percy’s smile falls, not in guilt but in unease from this confrontation.

      I don’t blame him, either.

      

      “What are you talking about?” he gusts, pointing to the bar door. “We

      were just laughing about something that happened during band

      practice, not—”

      

      “You think you can just make fun of me on the most stressful day of

      my life?” she snarls, not listening to reason at all. “I’m so glad I broke

      up with you, Percy! You have no idea how to handle a woman’s

      feelings, and I can’t even believe I dated you for more than five

      minutes!”

      

      He winces back slightly, his friends aiming to pull him away from the

      seething lion, drooling and hungry for guitar-player flesh, but he

      persists. “I think you’re crazy,” he bites back in retaliation. “We

      weren’t even thinking about you, Farrah, let alone laughing at you!

      But you just have to make everything about yourself. If the world

      didn’t revolve around you, we’d all just fall right off the fucking face

      of the planet, right?”

      

      The silence is stunning in both crowds, with no one moving or

      speaking for what feels like a year.

      

      Farrah scoffs a sarcastic laugh, turning where she stands and flicking

      her hair over her shoulder. I’m happy he put her in her place, but she

      doesn’t agree to that, shifting right back around with her hand

      outstretched and flying through the air, landing a sure and swift hit

      right against his cheek.

      

      The sound of that slap echoes through the town square, and even

      Mike pokes his head out of the storefront, looking for the culprit. I

      find my body tense, my hands folded over my mouth to keep from

      screaming in shock. Percy just stands there for a long minute, his

      neck still turned in the aftermath of the hit.

      

      “You bitch,” one of his friends bites, getting between them.

      

      They pull at Percy to leave, like they need to separate him from

      getting to her, but he’s made no move to signal he’ll strike her in

      return. My stomach is in an empty knot, Farrah’s friends pawing at

      her until she stomps away in her little stick heels.

      

      Someone puts Percy in his car, and I watch his car drive by Dingy

      Hills, headed back to my place.

      

      I’m still left in a cold, damp sweat at what I’ve seen, something so

      natural about her reaction that I can’t help but feel like this isn’t the

      first time she’s done something like this. I finally peel my hands off

      my mouth as she walks into the boutique, and my hands are shaking

      as I grip the wheel.

      

      I’m in too much of a state of shock to move, a blur of dark skin

      coming to my window where I see a man who plays in Percy’s band

      lean against the door of my truck. I’ve only seen him in passing with

      his stepbrother, the two of them a bit new to Rally and not ever

      crossing my path before.

      

      “Hey, you’re Leah Reese, right? Percy’s…” his voice leads on like he’s

      not sure what to put in the blank there. I just give him a nod, my

      throat still choking on what I just saw. “Are you okay? I saw you

      parked over here after he drove off. I guess you saw that, huh?”

      

      “How could I miss it?” I breathe, my voice a modest whisper. “I can’t

      believe she… Had that ever…”

      

      “Yeah, a lot,” he murmurs begrudgingly.

      

      “How could she do something like that? She just hit him for no

      reason. If she did have a reason, why would she slap him?”

      

      “Because that’s her power. She hits him, kicks him, cheats on him,

      but the minute he even flinches near her, she could cry to Daddy

      about the bad boy who abuses her. It’s fucked up that she has that

      power, but she does. He’s never even raised a hand at her, let alone

      spoken ill to her face when they were together. Why she does shit like

      that, I’ll never know for sure, but he’s a champ for taking it on the

      chin and walking off.”

      

      I still shake my head, unsure how to digest such blatant disrespect.

      “She used to hit him in their relationship. How do you know that?”

      

      “I’ve seen it,” he replies.

      

      “How much?”

      

      Shrugging briefly, he tips his head up for a moment of deep thought.

      “I watched her do a closed fist hit once. It blackened his eye for two

      weeks, too. She’s thrown things at him before. Hit him in the

      forehead with a stiletto It’s fucked up, but he’s always just taken it

      and never mentioned it again.”

      

      “That’s not right.”

      

      “It’s not. I agree. I’m just hoping you can keep an eye on him now.

      I’m worried about the guy. He’s like my brother, but when she acts

      out like this, he used to keep it between him and a bottle of beer.

      With his sobriety and all, I don’t want to see him regress. It would be

      a shame.”

      

      My mouth dries at the thought of his doing such a thing. “Oh, no. I

      need to get home. Thank you so much…”

      

      “Reggie,” he says, shaking my hand before patting the side of my

      truck door. “Watch out for my friend. He’s a good guy.”

      

      “I will, I promise.”

      

      I speed off, worried I’ll be too late. Worried I won’t know what to say.

      Worried he’ll make a mistake he can’t take back.

      

      All because that witch can’t keep her fury to herself.
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      Percy

      It’s hard to say how I got here.

      

      My hands are clutching the edge of the countertop in the shop, my

      mind straying too far to the sun, where my thoughts and concerns all

      burn to a crisp. I think about that bottle in the fridge, the cold

      whiskey that goes down so warm, the silky smooth taste like pecan

      praline with a hint of honey right off the comb. My mouth salivates

      as if someone’s served me a steak, and I have to walk away from the

      shop just to get a bit of my sanity back.

      

      I head up the porch, every step away from that fridge in the garage

      like a painful movement forward. It feels right and wrong at the same

      time, my jaw still throbbing from the hit I’ve taken too many times

      in the past. I’m just happy my reflexes were under control the whole

      time.

      

      There were times when I’d see my mother hit my father, and his

      instincts were to strike back twice as hard.

      

      No matter how many times I think I’ve buried my demons, they rear

      their ugly heads back up through the soil to show their faces. I need

      to pour concrete on their graves and build a wall around that

      graveyard that not even I could climb. But just like my father’s

      addiction to needles and liquid delusion shooting into his veins, I’m

      stuck on a fast track back into the family tradition.

      

      I wipe my face before going inside, taking a minute to myself to

      breathe before I face Leah as if nothing has happened. I need to talk

      about how great band practice was, and how we have decided on a

      setlist for the wedding where there are one or two songs I can come

      down to dance with my wedding date. But I find out soon that

      burying this secret isn’t going to work.

      

      I’m too on edge to hide it.

      

      There are fourteen vertical railing bars on the porch, four screws in

      them each, two at the top and two at the bottom. There are nineteen

      boards that make up the base of the porch, six squares to a

      windowpane, and four chandelier tubes that hang in the wind,

      singing a tune that should put me at ease.

      

      It doesn’t.

      

      Car tires catch sight of a truck speeding down the driveway, kicking

      up clouds worse than the rainy season in Rally. Sitting up straight,

      my fingertips roll up and down the seams of my denim jeans,

      counting each time I can feel a ripped seam in the shotty sewing job.

      

      Her car comes to a screeching halt.

      

      One.

      

      Leah jumps out of the car, looking to the shop as if to see me there,

      but she’s too late. I’ve already walked away from that thought, but it’s

      still prevalent in my mind.

      

      Two.

      

      My body begins to shake in need, in despair, as she runs towards the

      porch, her sweet eyes not finding mine yet as she scales up the steps

      in two long, leaping bounds.

      

      Three.

      

      Her heart breaks on her face, and I can see it, my hands fighting to

      feel the broken seams on my jeans just to keep myself grounded—but

      I realize now how it’s becoming compulsive.

      

      Four.

      

      She throws her arms around my neck, falling to her knees between

      my legs, keeping me latched in a firm embrace. I finally gain the

      courage to release the lip of fabric on the sides of my pants, my hands

      strolling along her back where I find her spine and settle into this

      hug. It’s a fight to keep focused, a bloody battle not to count the little

      nobs of her spine with my fingertips, or to press my thumbs into her

      back dimples that I’ve seen and admired before.

      

      “Hey, look at me,” she pleads, something telling me she’s been asking

      for my attention for a while now. “Are you okay?”

      

      I know all too soon she saw what happened, and humiliation isn’t

      even the right word to describe what floods through my warm blood.

      My lips twitch to the side as if wanting to find the mouth of a bottle

      that’s not there, and I’m shaking all over like an earthquake rips

      under the thin sheet of my skin.

      

      “Relax, Percy, please,” she says.

      

      I shake my head, still looking for numbers in things as if it’s a big

      enough distractor to ignore the stinging aftermath of a hit against my

      face. It didn’t hurt, not physically at least, but Farrah has always

      known my manhood is something I’ve fought to build up. Degrading

      me to nothing more than a punching bag has been my biggest

      struggle in our time together.

      

      I’m an object she takes her fury out on, and I’m not going to let that

      happen anymore. I can’t. I need to do something, to prove to her—

      and to prove to Leah—that I’m a brave, strong man who was built for

      survival and protection.

      

      But then I’m subjected back to being nothing more than a thorn in

      her side.

      

      “Please, look at me, Percy,” she begs.

      

      I’m staring right at her, my head unmoving, and yet she still asks me

      to look at her.

      

      “You’re far away,” she adds, shaking her head while her eyes turn

      pink. Tears stream down her face when she sees my mind pull from

      the present, and I can’t stand the sight of her upset. “Please, Percy.”

      

      I lean in, pulling her into my arms tighter. Her face rests on my

      chest, and I push my hands against the back of her neck, shifting my

      fingertips to her hair where I can soothe her slowly and calmly, and

      we both float back down to reality.

      

      “Hey, I’m sorry,” I breathe into her long, blonde hair. “I’m okay. I

      promise. Please don’t be upset.”

      

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m worried about you.”

      

      I bite back a sob, fighting everything inside of my body not to cry

      against her shoulder right now. “I know you are, but I’m okay. I

      promise.”

      

      “I saw what she did to you. I heard what she said.”

      

      I wince slightly, and she feels it but doesn’t mention it. I’m grateful

      for that. Holding her tighter, I pull her off the porch and off her

      knees. She straddles my lap, getting so close our bodies are now

      firmly sandwiched together.

      

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      

      “What are you talking about, Percy? It’s not your fault. She did that.

      She decided to… It was wrong. All of it was wrong. You did nothing at

      all, and she took it out on you.”

      

      I bow my head slightly, inhaling the old car scent that clings to her

      shirt. It’s calming. “I know she did. She used to do that a lot.”

      

      “It’s not right. You should press charges or—”

      

      “Governor’s daughter perks. Wouldn’t matter if she shot me in the

      stomach, she’d get off easy, I’m certain of it.” She twitches in my

      arms, and I can see I’m not making matters better right now. I kiss

      the side of her neck, the spot warm and sparking with chills that

      ignite from the contact of my lips. “Let’s go inside the house, okay? I

      need a break.”

      

      “Okay,” she whispers, wiping her cheeks as she climbs off my lap.

      Her hand finds mine, and she leads me upstairs to her bedroom,

      both of us collapsing in bed together. “Come closer.”

      

      I inch forward, our legs and arms tangled as she buries herself into

      my chest. I hold her there for a long time, staring up at the ceiling I

      imagine is the sky. The sun and moon and stars all watch down at the

      same time, as though that’s possible, and line up for the perfect

      cosmic lottery of luck.

      

      If I was to be so lucky, I’d wish to be rid of my pressure, of my pain.

      But the longer I hold onto Leah, the more I realize how I just want

      her pains and her struggles to be released.

      

      I never thought I’d put another woman before myself again, but here

      I am.

      

      My demons unbury themselves from their perspective graves, ready

      to repeat another unfortunate vice of leaving my needs in the past

      while I use my body as a pedestal for someone else.

      

      At least the difference is clear: Leah deserves to be raised, and Farrah

      deserved to be dropped.
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      Leah

      My body has a weird fascination for three o’clock in the morning.

      

      I sit up, wiping my eyes while I make sense of the blurry red numbers

      on the alarm clock by the bedpost. I don’t need to read it to know the

      time, and I don’t have to check the side of the bed to know it’s empty.

      I felt him leave.

      

      I hurry into the bathroom, seeing my birth control packet on the

      nightstand as I go. I take it into my hands, knowing we lay in bed for

      hours together before finally falling asleep. I didn’t take a pill, and

      that seems to be the pattern lately.

      

      I pop the cap open, seeing the way I’ve ultimately screwed up my

      medication. The thought of a test still nags at me. I know I need to

      tend to Percy right now—finding him would be an excellent start—but instead, I first grab the box of tests in my top drawer and undo it

      quickly.

      

      It’s a quick process, and I replace the cap at once, washing my hands

      while I leave it on the sink before heading out to search for my new

      roommate. Making it downstairs, I don’t see him in the kitchen,

      somewhere he likes to spend his time. For a man in a heavy rock

      band, he sure loves to cook, and I’m thankful for that.

      

      Ainsley was always the one to do that after Dad passed.

      

      “Percy?”

      

      My voice nearly echoes through the unmoving house, not even a

      moth flapping its wings into the spotlight on the porch. It’s so calm.

      Too calm.

      

      A hint of light comes from the shop outside, and I fear the worst

      already. Hurrying outside, I run on the gravel without shoes,

      ignoring the impossibility to do so without pain sending shockwaves

      through my body. I make it to the garage door, out of breath and

      afraid of the sight, but I still look inside curiously.

      

      “Percy?”

      

      “Darling,” he says, his voice smooth and normal.

      

      He’s sitting on a stool by the workbench, an ornate glass bottle with a

      black label sitting on the countertop near him. I can make out the cap

      on the table next to him as well, my heart diving into the depths of

      my gut, never to resurface again.

      

      My eyes are welled with tears as I come forward, his brow pinched as

      he reads the flustered response that crosses my face. Wiping my

      cheeks, I’m hot and jittery all over. Percy takes that as his cue to

      stand and embrace me, but I step back in refusal.

      

      “No,” I pant, shaking my head. “How could you do this, Percy? Why

      would you let that bitch wound you to the point of breaking sobriety,

      and why—”

      

      “Hey,” he says, sterner this time. “I didn’t drink, Leah.”

      

      I freeze, my tears the only thing still moving as they coldly drip down

      my cheeks and off my jaw. “Are you serious?”

      

      “Yeah, check if you’d like.”

      

      I point to the open bottle. “The cap is off.”

      

      “Yeah, I wanted to take a smell.”

      

      Shaking my head, I try not to become too perplexed in my

      assessment of this situation. I fail miserably. I move past him and

      grab the bottle, lifting it up to my eye where I can see the liquor still

      floating at the top of the neck. While I’m not sure if he stuck a finger

      in here and tasted it, I can’t be certain that he didn’t try any, either.

      It’s still relatively full, and that’s why I’m confused.

      

      What kind of alcoholic opens the whiskey bottle that taunts them in

      the middle of the night, and then doesn’t drink it?

      

      “Are you okay?” he asks, his hands strolling from my sides to my

      stomach, pinning my back against his chest. “You look upset, Leah.”

      

      “No… No, I’m fine. I’m just… Why didn’t you drink any?”

      

      “I didn’t feel the need to.”

      

      I point to the bottle, picking up the cap as though to show him

      something he already sees. “Okay, so what’s this?”

      

      “It’s the cap,” he chuckles. “I took the cap off and brought the bottle

      to my nose, but never once did that bottle touch my lips.”

      

      I give him a worried look, unsure if he’s hiding something from me.

      

      Is he really telling the truth, or not?

      

      “Please, explain this to me, Percy. I’m not familiar with addiction to

      this variety.”

      

      He laughs to himself as if I asked him to pass me the morning paper

      over the breakfast table. He turns me around in his arms, his hands

      seeking my lower back where he pulls me in tighter, our chests stuck

      together now.

      

      “Are you lying to me?”

      

      His lips lightly brush my cheek, slicing the tears right from my skin

      and kissing them away. “No, darling. I wouldn’t lie to you. I’m being

      serious. I didn’t take a drink. If I did, the bottle would be gone by

      now. I have some willpower left, but nothing would be capable of

      stopping me after my first sip.”

      

      I nod, resting my forehead against his muscular chest long enough to

      feel his pulse level with mine. “Okay. I trust you.”

      

      “Good. I don’t want to hurt you, Leah. I just thought about drinking

      some. The smell of the whiskey… It brings back so many memories. I

      just—I wanted to relive a few things.”

      

      I don’t know why, but hearing those words hurts me.

      

      “Nothing good, trust me,” he adds in clarity. “It’s just some stuff I’ve

      never addressed with myself.”

      

      “Like what?”

      

      “Like, love.”

      

      I want to melt to the ground, but I stay standing in his arms long

      enough to croak out tentatively, “Love with Farrah?”

      

      He shrugs it off and replies, “It wasn’t love. I’m realizing that now.”

      

      I shouldn’t perk with excitement, but I still do. “Really?”

      

      “Yeah, really. I think my love was for someone who saw me, someone

      I thought was actually better than me. In a weird way, I thought I

      had won the prize at the fair, and I had to do something constantly

      just to keep myself on her radar. When you’re in a relationship with

      someone, a real, loyal, relationship with someone, you shouldn’t fight

      to keep them interested in you every day. It was exhausting, and in

      the end, I think she just wanted someone her father didn’t like. She

      did that a lot.”

      

      “What, exactly?”

      

      “She would do things to hurt her father just to get a rise out of him. It

      brought her attention, and in times when she wasn’t being showered

      constantly with positive attention, she would resort to getting any

      attention she could. No matter who it hurt.” His head falls, and his

      eyes meet mine, a new glint of gold in his amber irises. “I see now I

      was wrong in staying in something so toxic for so long. I thought I

      was lucky back then. Can you imagine how lucky I feel right now?”

      

      My brows raise with his admission. “What do you mean, lucky?”

      

      “I mean standing with you in this shop is the first time I’ve ever felt

      like I haven’t had to fight for someone’s appreciation, someone’s

      affection. It’s just so natural with you, darling. I know I offered this

      deal as a way to support one another, but I truly think I’ve found

      more than just a shoulder to lean on from time to time. I found

      affection in you, Leah. Real, healthy, and true affection.”

      

      I’m blinking back tears slower than I can stop them from dripping all

      over his shirt. He doesn’t seem to care, kissing my forehead while I

      reel from his beautiful words. I hate that I’m falling for Percy, mostly

      because I can hold a grudge to the grave, and we never did get off on

      the best start in life. He was reckless and always in trouble.

      

      I see now he was fighting so much behind closed doors that it’s not

      nearly fair that I held any of that against him. He was trying to

      escape his family cycle of addiction, while also being abused in a way

      no man or woman should ever deserve to be treated—not even a little

      bit. He battled all of that and then battled the walls around my heart.

      

      And here we are, in the shop my father built from the ground up, a

      history in these walls I wish stays in the wind of this property

      forever, and I’m focused on the love of a man I never saw coming.

      

      The town used to say the way I fell in love with Ryan was seamless. It

      was easy.

      

      It was easy because it wasn’t right.

      

      Falling in love with Percy has been hell at times, and it’s been the

      most unconventional thing in my life thus far. That’s perfect in my

      book because I’m unconventional. So is Percy. We aren’t puzzle

      pieces that fit together in the grain of life, and I love this dynamic

      even more because of that anomaly.

      

      We’re perfectly imperfect, and I think that suits me better than any

      high school sweetheart story I could ever whip up with my last love

      affair.

      

      “Percy, I—”

      

      I nearly say the words to him, at last, to explain how I feel, how I just

      know he feels about me, but I’m cut short. The ground rattles, and I

      panic at the feeling, seeing a bright flicker of orange and yellow light

      streak through the night sky. Holding my hands to my chest, I rush

      to the edge of the shop, my body outlined in the glint of light that

      erupts at the edge of the property.

      

      Never mind that I don’t have shoes, I sprint, feeling Percy do the

      same behind me until he eventually passes me up, his arms catching

      me against his chest while we tackle one another to the ground in the

      field. We both hit the grass hard, the wind slapped from my lungs

      while he pins me to the grass, his finger outstretched and pointed in

      my face to excel his seriousness.

      

      “Stay here!”

      

      He’s screaming, but I hardly hear it, the fire whipping up through the

      front end of the car that is currently crushed against the base of the

      willow tree, every emotion at once filtering through me while Percy

      runs straight for the heat from hell.

      

      He yanks a man out of the front seat, ripping him out of the car and

      shoving him sideways. Ryan stumbles sideways—not a scratch on his

      body—his haggard balance still unmanageable as he clutches a dark

      beer bottle in his fist.

      

      Ryan and Percy both stare at the tree that lights like a match before

      our eyes.

      

      I stay down, knowing I couldn’t stand right now if I tried.

      

      “No,” I squeal, trembling from head to toe as the tree is engulfed in

      reckless, hateful fire. It fills the sky over our heads, looking like a

      meteor that’s fallen out of the sky, and I can’t help but scream at the

      horrible scene unfolding before me. “NO!”

      

      Percy whips around, unmoving from his stance ahead of me.

      

      I don’t have to look in his eyes to portray the desperation that floods

      through me. I’m already sobbing breathlessly into the grass, my

      hands gripping the earth like this is something I could stop.

      

      I can’t stop it.

      

      I just have to let the willow tree, and the history it holds in my heart,

      burn to fucking ashes.
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      Leah

      Percy has to hold me upright like a sobbing widow, my body limp

      and weak while the officer with a badge tries to explain the situation.

      It’s useless, and I claw into Percy’s arm unintentionally, leaning over

      the railing on the porch so I can clear my already empty gut into the

      grass. He manages to keep an arm looped around my stomach while

      also keeping my hair out of the way. I want to thank him, but I can’t

      even get the words out right now.

      

      “What is going to happen to him?” Percy bites, herding me back into

      his side so he can try and calm me down. It doesn’t work well, but I

      admire his effort. “Are they taking him to the hospital?”

      

      The officer checks over his shoulder like an afterthought, fire trucks

      littering my property with a single ambulance perched in my

      driveway. They have Ryan wrapped in a fleece blanket, checking his

      eyes with a flashlight I’d love to swat him over the head with. I don’t

      get close enough to try, though, Percy keeping me corralled away

      from him.

      

      “Well, it looks like they’re just looking for a concussion at this point,”

      the cop says, turning back to face us with his clipboard in hand. “He

      did blow under the legal limit for driving intoxicated, though.”

      

      Percy shakes his head. “But he was still drunk when he drove over

      the embankment and hit her property, right?”

      

      The office seems torn in his reply, so he takes his pen back in hand

      and jots something down before handing Percy a business card. “If

      you have any issues with the investigation, that’s my badge number,

      the case number, and the attorney’s office you can call with any

      questions.”

      

      Percy takes this issue into his hands, and I’m so thankful for that.

      “Wait, are you saying they aren’t going to press charges? He drove

      drunk into her tree!”

      

      The officer turns, shooting us with a warning of a look like I had been

      the one to drive into someone else’s tree. Why is he blaming us for

      being upset? I have every right to be mad! Ryan just destroyed a

      legacy of a tree that has stayed in my family since this property has

      been in my family lineage.

      

      And it’s gone now, nothing but a smoldering stump the firefighters

      say could burn for days on end. That thought alone sends me to my

      knees, and Percy collapses with me, holding an arm securely around

      my back while I sob into my hands.

      

      “This is bullshit,” I say, slightly furious still. “They are friends with

      the fucking governor. Hell, they are probably just looking out for

      Ryan’s better interest.”

      

      “That, or the breathalyzer is off, Leah. I know when I would have half

      a bottle of whiskey, they would stop me on the backroads and try to

      test me. I always came away free. I doubt those things have been

      calibrated in forever.”

      

      I weep harder, my body going hollow with a devastating ache.

      

      “Hey, it’s okay. You’re going to be fine, darling. I know what that

      meant to you and—”

      

      “What’s wrong?” a deep, slightly tired voice says on the porch.

      

      Percy and I both transfer our attention to Ryan who seems unphased

      just within reach. I could leap up and strangle him by the throat if I

      was the violent type, but I’m not. The thought still looms closely,

      though.

      

      “You prick,” I breathe, still shaking all over.

      

      He waves at the ambulance that drives away, and I can’t understand

      how he’s gotten away so easily! They didn’t even ask if I would press

      charges for him destroying my property. I can hear the police

      muttering nearby, their words inflicting more pain than watching the

      willow tree disintegrate.

      

      It’s just a tree.

      

      There’s still a knot in the base of my throat where I feel like I may

      vomit again.

      

      “Start walking home,” Percy spits. “You’re not welcome here.”

      

      Ryan rolls his eyes, pressing his hands into his front pockets causally.

      “You may be renting a room here, but she owns the house, band-boy.

      Let her pick.”

      

      “Pick what?” I ask, shaking my head. “You drove drunk to my house

      in the middle of the night and destroyed a staple that has been in my

      family for generations, Ryan! My father and I had sat under that tree

      every night for years around a campfire. My mother would pick vines

      off that tree to use in floral arrangements when I was young. You are

      just so selfishly careless that you can’t even stop to think that maybe

      you should apologize!”

      

      He flicks an uncaring look at the tree, still surrounded by firefighters

      who are wetting down the piles of soot and ash in the field. “Sorry, I

      hit a tree. It’s not like I held a lighter to the trunk, Leah. Shit

      happens, okay? It’s not like I drove my car through the shop.”

      

      “You may as well have,” I moan. “What are you even doing out here

      in the first place? What do you want now? It’s like every time I turn

      around, you’re speeding up my driveway with something new.”

      

      “I wanted to talk, ladybug,” he says, his eyes shifting to Percy for a

      moment long enough to track, before returning to me. “Can you get

      up, and we can go inside to talk?”

      

      I tremble slightly, Percy helping me to an unsteady stance. Still, I

      lean on the railing and him combined before I feel the blood in my

      legs pumping correctly again. Wiping my eyes, I know it’s useless to

      kill these tears. They’ll just come back and multiply.

      

      Percy keeps my hand in his possession, and I lean into his chest

      briefly. He brings his lips to mine for a simple, supportive kiss, but I

      know he’s watching Ryan the whole time. I’ll never understand the

      pissing competition between these two. Ryan doesn’t even want to be

      with me. I think he’s made that clear by screwing Farrah behind my

      back, but still, they eye one another like it’s some kind of warning.

      

      I ignore it, asking him to wait in the shop while I go inside to speak

      with Ryan for a minute. He does so, and my ex-boyfriend leads the

      way into my house like he’s over here for afternoon tea.

      

      He just broke my heart for the second, or third, time in my life, and

      it’s nothing to him as usual.

      

      At least he’s consistently a selfish asshole.

      

      He fixes himself a glass of water out of a paper cup, something Percy

      had to go out and buy after my last tantrum got out of hand. I don’t

      mention that, though, waiting for Ryan to spill his intent on being

      here so I can get back to my regularly scheduled programming.

      

      That, and to tell Percy Elrod I love him more than I love anything

      else in the world.

      

      “Listen, ladybug,” he starts, watching me from across the kitchen

      island where I pull up a barstool and collapse into the leather

      cushion. “I may have had a few to drink tonight, and yeah I made the

      dumb decision to drive…”

      

      “You could have killed someone,” I snap.

      

      “Yeah, I know that. Not my best moment. But I couldn’t go home

      with Farrah all up in arms over some dress issue. I don’t even know

      what the problem is anymore, but I had to come and see you. I had to

      talk to you. I miss you, ladybug.”

      

      “Says the man too intoxicated to tell a driveway from a tree.”

      

      “Very cute,” he sneers. “I’m being serious, Leah. I’ve been thinking

      for a while now, and—”

      

      “How long, exactly?”

      

      His lips pull to the side. “Maybe two, or three weeks.”

      

      I lean back slightly, hoping I slip out of my barstool, fall to the floor,

      and hit my head hard enough to blackout to avoid this situation

      entirely. But I’m not nearly that lucky.

      

      Instead, I run my hands down my face to wipe the horror from my

      skin. It doesn’t work.

      

      “What the fuck is your problem?”

      

      He recoils away, his brows pinched. “What?”

      

      “I said, what the fuck is your problem, Ryan?”

      

      Shaking his head, he tosses his empty paper cup into the trash can.

      “What, Leah? I’m telling you how I feel. I still love you. How could I

      not? We’ve been through hell and back in ten years, and this is

      nothing but a blip in our story. It’s you and me against the world,

      remember?”

      

      “No, I don’t,” I gasp with a hint of laughter. “Are you kidding me? It’s

      you against me when you leave me at my lowest point in life and then

      treat me like an afterthought. You even came by here, asking if I’d do

      something for your wedding to another woman, a woman you’re

      marrying after what, four or five months together? We had ten years,

      Ryan, and you blew it.”

      

      “I didn’t blow it—I just stepped away,” he rephrases as if that helps

      his case. “You needed space, and I needed someone to be with. I had

      you for ten years by my side, and you disappeared.”

      

      Trying hard to keep my temper at bay, I calmly explain once again,

      “My father died, Ryan. Did you ever think that maybe I needed your

      support, and you abandoned me instead?”

      

      He looks perplexed by such a thing, but eventually, he shrugs it off. “I

      mean, yeah, but I tried. I came by every day, and you told me to leave

      on that last day. You pushed me away.”

      

      “That doesn’t mean you actually leave!”

      

      My voice barks out of me on impulse, but I fight instinct right now.

      No one ever gets reason across when they’re furious, and the same

      applies here. I need to keep calm, and even though I don’t want him

      or care if I change his perspective on what happened, I just want him

      to hear me.

      

      Please, for once, I just want him to hear me.

      

      Something tells me in ten years together he never heard a word I said

      to him.

      

      “I needed you, and I felt like I was dragging you down with me. So

      yeah, that last day you were here, I asked you to leave. I even sent

      Ainsley away when she tried to make food for me. I was trying to

      isolate myself so I wouldn’t bring anyone else to my level, but I

      realize now that wasn’t what I wanted at all.”

      

      “What did you want, ladybug? Tell me.”

      

      “I wanted you to stay, even if I told you to go. I wanted resilience and

      assurance, and I wanted unwavering, undeniable support. But you

      left. You walked out of my house and went back to your life like it

      was nothing. You slept with Farrah and tossed me to the curb as if I

      was a crutch that got you far enough and then didn’t have any more

      use for you again.”

      

      He bows his head a little bit, rubbing his nose with his wrist. “Oh, I

      didn’t… I didn’t know that, Leah.”

      

      “I know. I shouldn’t have expected you to read my mind. That wasn’t

      right. But I have someone now who comes back to me, Ryan. If I ask

      him for space, he’s still within arm’s reach if I need him, and when he

      needs me, I’m there. It’s the kind of love I’ve wanted.”

      

      His eyes lighten, and he pulls his focus to mine. “Did you say you love

      him?”

      

      Even with the false engagement, I can see that Ryan hasn’t believed

      any of it until now.

      

      “Yeah, I do, Ryan.” I look at the ring I’m wearing, one that I have had

      for years as costume jewelry but has led to us faking our engagement

      for a few weeks now. “I love Percy, Ryan. And as much as I could sit

      here and rehash our history and try to make sense of what happened

      between us, the truth is that I’m happier now. I’m happy with how

      things ended because it started something so much better.”

      

      He bites his lips inward, staring through me like glass.

      

      I can see now, more than ever before, that Ryan Jones has heard me.

      

      My eyes flee to the door, seeing Percy lean against the railing like he

      is ready to come inside. I don’t blame him, either. I’d rather have him

      in here than out in the shop with that whiskey. I get off my chair,

      come close to Ryan, and wrap my arms around his waist for a second.

      

      “Ladybug, please don’t do this. We can be together again. Just like

      old times.”

      

      I shake my head, pulling out of our brief embrace. “No, it’s okay. I’m

      happy now, Ryan. I really hope you and Farrah are happy together,

      too.”

      

      “But… but why, Percy?”

      

      I shrug, looking at the man outside who is nothing like my ideal

      dream hunk. He’s got baggage, and so do I. We both aren’t nearly

      perfect enough to pass judgment on one another, and I’m just fine

      with that. In fact, it makes my love for him stronger.

      

      “I just love him, Ryan. I can’t explain it, really.”

      

      He nods in defeat, wiping his eyes while he looks around the house.

      “Do you think I could stay the night and get a ride home in the

      morning? I don’t think I should borrow anyone’s car to drive home.”

      

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      

      “Okay. Mind if I use your bathroom? I hate the handle on the one

      downstairs. It will just run all night and keep me up.”

      

      I snicker at the fact that he recalls that detail and wave him away. He

      climbs the stairs, and I head out to the porch. Percy turns quickly,

      giving me a worried look.

      

      “Are you okay?”

      

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say confidently.

      

      He scratches his neck awkwardly, his eyes on the porch while he

      adds, “I saw you two hugging. I just wasn’t sure if that meant that…”

      

      “No, it doesn’t,” I cut in. “I don’t want him, Percy. I want you.”

      

      He smiles as he lifts his chin back up, stepping forward so he can hug

      me tightly. I sigh through the embrace, my feet leaving the ground

      long enough to feel weightless before we both float back down to

      earth again.

      

      “Hey, I want to tell you something, Percy.”

      

      “Yes, darling?”

      

      “I love you.”

      

      He doesn’t skip a single beat, his smile is broad and wide. “I love you

      too, Leah.”
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      Percy

      I don’t sleep. How the fuck could I?

      

      The woman I love and care about so deeply has her ex-boyfriend of

      ten years sleeping on the couch downstairs. How could it get worse?

      

      Oh yeah, he fucked the woman I was dating for four years in the back

      of a car.

      

      I don’t trust Ryan Jones further than I could throw him, and while

      I’m happy eventually he will go home and leave this place, I’m still

      stuck on what we told one another tonight. I love Leah Reese, and

      she loves me. It almost feels surreal, and I know she needs to sleep

      and get over this highly emotional night. I wish I could wake her up

      and talk to her until morning.

      

      Instead, I let her sleep peacefully in bed, getting up to stretch, maybe

      pee, and then head downstairs to make sure nothing is going on

      down there that I should know about. I’ll just poke my head around

      the corner and make sure he’s asleep on the couch, but first I head to

      the bathroom, finishing my business and hoping the toilet flushing

      doesn’t wake her up.

      

      When I stick my hands in the sink to wash them, something else

      comes into view. I pick up the little blue and white stick, my body

      going cold at the sight of two pink lines in the small window.

      

      When did she take this?

      

      My hands shake as I check the little window a second time, then a

      third.

      

      “This doesn’t make any sense…”

      

      I keep the test in hand, walking into the bedroom to see her sleeping.

      It’s like she doesn’t know, or she just didn’t want to tell me. Why

      wouldn’t she tell me about this? Even in the dark, I find her birth

      control packet, and when I see how far behind she is now, my gut

      tells me she wasn’t expecting this at all.

      

      And if she doesn’t know, she’s not going to believe it when I tell her.

      

      I tuck the test into my pocket for now, trying to wrap my head

      around this information as I head into the hall. When I peer around

      the corner, I’m surprised to see Ryan on the couch like he said, but

      he’s still sitting up, hands clasped firmly before him while he’s in

      deep thought.

      

      I kick my feet as I come down the stairs, seeing him sit up straighter

      at my arrival. Sitting down in the chair across from him, I can see the

      glint of sunlight in the distance. It shines just barely over the caution

      tape in the field, held up by posts that surround the tree Leah loves

      so much.

      

      Or better yet, loved.

      

      He gives me an exasperated look, one that reads worse than some

      simple hangover.

      

      “Hey, so… um…” he starts, speaking to his hands. “I’m sorry about

      last night. And thank you. I didn’t thank you for getting me out of the

      car. My seatbelt had locked, and I just wasn’t… I wasn’t in the right

      frame of mind.”

      

      “You’re welcome,” I sigh.

      

      It’s quite obvious that Ryan and I have never sat down to talk before.

      These unusual circumstances don’t seem to help things, either.

      

      “So, are you two really getting married?”

      

      I pause on that question. We were just saving face, but now I really

      do love her—and she’s carrying my child now. I should reply with

      something offhand about how I love her and avoid giving him a strict

      yes or no, but I can’t do that.

      

      Knowing everything I know now, and seeing how much she really

      does love and respect me, there’s only one answer.

      

      “Yeah, we are.”

      

      He nods solemnly. “Well, congratulations on that, Percy. You’re…

      you’re a lucky guy.”

      

      “I really am.”

      

      He brushes his hands down his face once more. “I used her bathroom

      a few hours ago, and I saw…”

      

      He doesn’t continue after his voice fades. My mind is already aware

      of what he’s going to say. I pull out the test in my pocket, turning it

      over in my hands slowly. It should freak me out or be a little gross

      that I’m handling this thing, but it has a cap on it.

      

      Besides, the woman I love is going to give birth to my child. I’m in for

      more gross things than just a little bit of pee on a stick.

      

      He looks at the stick tentatively before meeting my glare that’s set

      somewhere between his eyes at this point. “I guess you and her are

      really moving on, then.”

      

      “Something like that.”

      

      He wipes his face again, like the shock factor is going to wear off

      soon. I know that it’s not going to matter how many times he rubs his

      face. This is real. It’s real and unexpected; not to mention absolutely

      fucking terrifying, but I don’t mention that out loud.

      

      “How long have you known?”

      

      I shake my head. “Not long. I just found the test.”

      

      “Me too.”

      

      It’s a little daunting to know her ex-boyfriend knew a couple of hours

      before I did that Leah is pregnant, but it’s also strange to think we

      both know before her.

      

      She must not know yet because she wouldn’t just leave this in the

      sink for me to find. She would have told me. I know she would

      because she’s the most honest woman I’ve ever met. Why wouldn’t

      she?

      

      “Well, I’m happy for you both,” he says.

      

      “I can’t see why.”

      

      He just nods for a moment, my backlash of words not really fair.

      

      “Sorry about that,” I admit. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      

      “No, no. It’s okay. I can see now, after talking to Leah and knowing

      what I did to you wasn’t exactly right, but I’m sorry about it. I didn’t

      want to hurt her. I didn’t even think she wanted me anymore. It was

      like she shut down from the world and pushed me out into the same

      playing field as everyone else. I can admit I was rubbing it in her face

      about Farrah and I getting married a little bit, but that’s just because

      I thought she fell out of love with me when she pushed me away.”

      

      I lean forward with my elbows on my knees, still turning this positive

      stick over in my hands. “I’m so glad you misread the situation,” I

      admit. “She needed support. She has it now.”

      

      “Yeah, I know. You and she seem really close.”

      

      “We are. And I love her so much that I almost feel scared.”

      

      His brows raise. “Afraid of what?”

      

      I hold up the stick, and he eyes it carefully. “This. I love her so much,

      but I don’t know the first thing about this.”

      

      “You don’t have to worry about it. Leah is going to make a wonderful

      mother. She’s so caring and selfless. She never really talked about

      having kids before, but that was before she met you and everything

      else happened. I guess I shouldn’t talk about her and me anymore.

      It’s just weird. She’s getting married and having someone else’s

      child.”

      

      “Imagine how she felt when you came by to tell her you and Farrah

      were engaged.”

      

      He bows his head in defeat. “I feel horrible. I have for hours. And

      besides, I sobered up an hour ago and realized what that damn

      willow tree meant to her. I shouldn’t have come out this way. I

      shouldn’t have taken that from her.”

      

      “It’s okay,” I say.

      

      “No, it’s really not.”

      

      “I know that, but I’m trying to make you feel better.”

      

      He bites back a laugh, and we trade a knowing look. I may have seen

      Ryan Jones as a dickhead in the past—and I’ve thought about

      walking up to his porch a few times to give him a flustered, furious

      piece of my mind—but it’s not like I’ve ever considered doing that

      past the blip of my daydreams.

      

      “Well, do you think you could give me a ride?”

      

      I nod, my keys on the kitchen island. “Yeah. Let’s just be quick and

      quiet getting out of here. She needs some sleep. She was in shock last

      night. I’m surprised she fell back asleep.”

      

      “Yeah, I still feel bad about that,” he mutters.

      

      We walk outside, the sun just halfway over the horizon. Climbing

      into the car, I make it a point to drive while Ryan leans back in the

      passenger seat. There’s still a thin line of smoke coming from the

      burning stump. It’s chipping, and the afterburn on the remaining

      bark is bright red when we drive by it. The pregnancy test in my

      pocket feels like a brick, and I try to keep my eyes on the road, the

      remainder of Ryan’s car visible from the rearview mirror where it

      lays in a pathetic frame and nothing more.

      

      “Hey, what’s up there,” he mentions, pointing out the front window.

      

      “It’s a plant nursery,” I reply. “They grow flowers and plants and

      things.”

      

      Almost as though our minds are connected, I pull into the driveway.

      It’s still early in the morning, but I hope someone is here at the little

      farmhouse up front. When the owner comes outside, I’m a little

      surprised to know it’s an old teacher of ours. Her son was in our

      school and graduated in our class.

      

      “Boys, how can I help you today?” she asks, her voice still like that

      elementary school teacher that she was when we were growing up. “I

      recognize you. Percy and Ryan, right?”

      

      “Yes, ma’am,” we answer in unison.

      

      She nods with a hint of a grin now. “How can I help you on this fine

      morning?”

      

      I bite my tongue, looking to Ryan for a reply.

      

      He musters the courage like he’s about to read from the textbook to

      the whole class. “Well, I don’t know if you saw the fire trucks last

      night, but I did something really stupid. I was just hoping you could

      help me make it right.”

      

      “And do something nice for my fiancée,” I add.

      

      She nods, waving to us to the back where I can see a string of

      greenhouses and above-ground trees ready to buy. I’m not going to

      say that I like Ryan Jones. I’ll probably never be a good friend to him,

      but I’m okay with where we are now.

      

      And it’s not about my mistrust in him going for the woman I love.

      

      It’s knowing the woman I love would never go for him.

      

      That’s pretty special in my book.
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      Leah

      I wake up alone, in bed, wondering if Percy is back in the shop

      contemplating something to drink. I dare to check, hurrying

      downstairs to find the couch bare where I left Ryan. I can’t help but

      worry he and Percy are getting into it.

      

      No one would blame Percy for hating Ryan. He did kind of do him

      dirty, and it’s a shame that things ended between all four of us as

      they had. But it’s okay now. At least for Percy and me, it’s great.

      

      That doesn’t mean he won’t slip into old habits.

      

      I leap off the front porch and find Percy in the shop, but he’s not

      looking over a bottle of whiskey. Instead, he’s busy under the car I

      have to fix up for Ryan’s wedding. I notice some spare sheets of

      paper on the desk nearby, but I don’t worry about it, kneeling on the

      ground where I can better see Percy laying under the car. He’s

      covered in dust and dirt that I haven’t cleaned out of the body of the

      car yet.

      

      It’s been sitting in a field for so long, it’s started to turn into a field of

      its own.

      

      “What are you doing, Percy? Where is Ryan?”

      

      He brushes his hands out of the dirt and rolls back out of the car.

      When he sits up, I just stare at his lips and see how kissable they are.

      There’s nothing better than kissing this man, and I think he knows

      that, too.

      

      “What happened? And why are you under a car, Percy?”

      

      “You ask a lot of questions,” he says with a light laugh. “I want to

      show you something first, though.”

      

      Taking my hand, he helps me to a stand and get off these hard

      concrete floors. We walk to the edge of the shop, my heart in my belly

      at the sight of my willow tree still letting off a stream of smoke.

      

      “What are we looking at?”

      

      He takes my chin, ever so slightly, and pulls me to look a bit to the

      right. My eyes squint to see an odd new addition to the same field.

      It’s a short, thin tree with larger-than-life leaves that don’t quite fit

      the stick of a body.

      

      “What is that?”

      

      “It’s a willow tree,” he whispers.

      

      My lips pull into a grin, and I can’t help but smile at the sight.

      “Really? Where did you get that?”

      

      “I stopped by the nursery down the road when I was driving Ryan

      home this morning. He bought it in apology, and I planted it a few

      hours ago.”

      

      I don’t even know which part of that sentence to dissect first.

      

      Before I can even think to ask a question—one of a million buzzing

      through my head—Percy pulls me out into the field, and I follow him,

      hand-in-hand. He pulls me closer to the little tree, no taller than

      seven feet high, but still so thin as the wind lightly rocks the body of

      it sideways.

      

      The closer we come, the more I see a little blanket on the ground. I’m

      curious, but I stay silent, my stomach home to thousands of

      butterflies knocking into one another while we sit down on the

      blanket. The tree doesn’t shed much light, and the leaves are few and

      far between. But it’s close enough to normal for me.

      

      “I figured we could start new memories under this tree,” he says,

      pulling out a little box. My mouth is dry at the sight. Something

      about that little box is so telling, but I don’t want to assume anything.

      He flips the top open, displaying a stunning gold ring with a small,

      kaleidoscopic diamond in the middle. It’s simple, but it’s still so

      stunning. “Leah, I have to ask properly this time.”

      

      Looking up, I’m already in tears. I expected to cry this morning when

      I saw his half of the bed empty, but I wasn’t expecting it to be in this

      context.

      

      This is a much better situation than what I was fearing.

      

      “What are you doing?” I pant between tears. “Percy, we’re not

      actually… we are just pretending and…”

      

      “My love for you is real, darling. It’s not some fake setup anymore to

      me. It’s real. And as real as this diamond, as real as this tree, and as

      real as the world spins around us, I want you. Only you. Forever.”

      

      I can’t even agree or answer him, but I know he can tell my reply. I

      nod my head while I cry into my hand, and he takes the fake filler

      ring off my finger, switching it to the real one. I hold my hand to the

      sunlight overhead, seeing the colors glow with a yellow tint.

      

      “Yellow gold,” he says, like he can read my mind. “Your favorite

      color, right?”

      

      “Yeah, it is. How did you—”

      

      My parents didn’t leave me a lot, but my grandmother did. This is

      her band, actually. I didn’t know if it would fit, but it looks perfect.”

      

      I look at this man in awe, not sure if I believe what he’s saying or not.

      “Thank you, Percy. Th-thank you for everything. I love you.”

      

      “I love you, too.”

      

      Leaning forward, we meet for a sweet, calm kiss. I pull away to tidy

      my face up from the many tears, he stays grinning wide, something

      else in his hands I can’t make out.

      

      “I wanted to ask you something else, Leah.”

      

      “What is it?”

      

      “You were late on your birth control pills, and you took a test.

      Right?”

      

      My mind instantly goes haywire. “Oh, my gosh! I totally forgot about

      that, Percy. Everything that happened was so sudden. Ryan hit the

      tree, and I went to bed… I didn’t even get to see the—”

      

      He cuts me short, holding the test up for me to read.

      

      Clear as the sun is out, there are two lines on that test.

      

      “I’m pregnant.”

      

      “Yes, darling. You are.”

      

      I have to cover my mouth to keep from screaming. At first, I don’t

      know if it’s out of shock or fear, but in the end, I think it’s both.

      Besides, my heart is slamming so hard against my chest at the idea of

      having a family in the first place I forget to even congratulate Percy.

      

      He’s going to be a father, and how funny of him to find out before me

      that I’m going to be a mother!

      

      “This is crazy,” I breathe, reality suddenly crushing me under its

      heavyweight. “We haven’t been together that long, Percy. And… and

      this was all supposed to be pretend. What about your band, and what

      about my cars and—”

      

      “Hey, slow down, darling. Everything is going to work out. I

      promise.”

      

      I nod slowly, my hands raking through my hair. “Yeah, you’re right.

      I’m just worried, that’s all.”

      

      “I know that. I’m worried, too. But I love you, and we’re going to do

      everything we have to, alright? I will quit the band and help you do

      the cars while you're pregnant. I don’t want you working under those

      things again after your shoulder, and I will handle the bills around

      this place to help ease your stress. Just show me how to fix the cars,

      and I will.”

      

      I inch back from his outstretched arms, horrified. “What? No.”

      

      “No? Leah, you can’t work on those cars when you're in the later

      months of pregnancy. I wouldn’t even let you if I knew you could do

      it and not get hurt, but I don’t know that.”

      

      “No, I just mean,” I breathe, my voice no longer my own. “I don’t

      want you to quit the band.”

      

      He seems stunned by that remark. “Why not? I have to help you with

      the shop, and I can’t let you do that alone. I need to help bring in

      more money for us and the baby.”

      

      “We will figure it out, okay? You’re not quitting the band. I can find

      help in the shop. You have to pursue your dreams, Percy.”

      

      He hesitates for a long moment, but seeing that he probably doesn’t

      want to argue with me, he gives up pretty fast. He leans forward, his

      hands on my knees while I play with my new ring. It’s a tad bit big

      for my finger, but I’m okay with that. He was right. It does look

      perfect. He eyes the jewel closely with a grin.

      

      “She would have loved to meet you. I think she would like that you’re

      wearing her ring.”

      

      “Really? It’s stunning. I love it.”

      

      “And I love you,” he breathes against my lips. “I also ran into the city

      clerk in the town square.”

      

      “Yeah?”

      

      “She gave me some paperwork we can file and return to her this

      week.”

      

      “What kind of paperwork, exactly?”

      

      “A marriage license, Leah.”

      

      I can’t help but chuckle. “How were you so sure I’d say yes?”

      

      “Well, I love you, and I know you love me. Besides, knowing we were

      going to have a baby meant one of two options. Either we try this out

      for the long haul—and for real—or you and I part ways.”

      

      My stomach flips with just that thought alone. “I can’t lose you.”

      

      “And same for me,” he adds, moving beside me on the soft blanket. I

      sink into his side and chest, his arms looped around my sides so he

      can rub my stomach methodically.

      

      While I’m not showing, and it’s still so early to learn I’m pregnant, I

      can see this being a moment that neither of us will ever forget. It’s

      perfect, he’s perfect, and under our little willow tree, we will build the

      most perfect life imaginable.
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      Leah

      Three Months Later

      I thought walking a man through the process of fixing a car when he

      has no mechanical history in the slightest was a difficult task. It was

      even more difficult when I just wanted to dig my hands into the

      project myself to get it done perfectly, but I managed to hold back.

      

      That was difficult too.

      

      But now I’m facing the worst trial of all.

      

      Getting into this damn dress with my hips holding a few extra

      pounds that sink from my stomach. I’m showing a little bit already.

      The fear of people thinking I’m having several babies instead of one

      just by the gain of weight alone is already on my mind. Thankfully, I

      don’t struggle too long.

      

      Percy comes into the bedroom in his suit, his white bowtie perfect for

      the occasion. “Let me help you, darling.” He comes around me,

      tucking my hair to the side while he easily zips up the side of my

      dress. I grumble to myself, and he just laughs. “Oh, relax, darling. It’s

      okay to ask for help, right?”

      

      “Yeah, but I just wanted to remind myself I’m not totally useless.”

      

      “You’re not,” he laughs. “Now, let’s get going. The guys will be here

      soon, and we can have Reggie or Storm drive the classic car to the

      venue for us.”

      

      My lips purse in disagreement. “Wait, why can’t we?”

      

      He gives me a funny look like I said I’m from another planet.

      “Darling, we can’t drive Ryan and Farrah’s car to the wedding. I

      know he and I made up and everything, but it would be a bit tacky.

      Don’t you agree?”

      

      I shrug. “We worked on it. We should get to drive it.”

      

      He comes to my side in the mirror, kissing the top of my head while

      I’m in a pair of short heels. My ankles are swollen today, and I plan

      on kicking these shoes off when we find our table at the reception

      later. For now, I wear them. They match my emerald dress, the heels

      like silk with a small brooch-like jewel on top of them both.

      

      It matches the ensemble more with the yellow gold jewelry I have on,

      including the engagement ring I almost can’t wait to show off to

      everyone in town. Whether they realize I’m pregnant or not is one

      thing. I just want them to know how lucky I am now.

      

      Normally, I would have hidden in the back of the room at this

      wedding, but I’m okay with this situation now. It’s not even about

      saving face, it’s about proving that anyone can move on, anyone can

      find their fairytale, even after they thought they had Prince Charming

      to start with.

      

      Boy, was I wrong.

      

      Percy helps me down each step until we’re downstairs off the porch.

      Reggie opens the door to the van, and we climb into the back seat,

      the very back of the van stuffed with band equipment. Percy asks

      Reggie to do the honor of driving the classic car we rebuilt, and then

      he slides into the seat beside me. Storm is in the passenger seat while

      Julius drives.

      

      It’s a long, silent affair getting to town, and I’m riddled with nerves

      the closer we get.

      

      Stepping out, there’s a long white carpet that leads to the tent that

      hangs over the town square. It even has fake, clear windows, the

      inside almost as beautiful as the outside. There are tables dressed in

      flowers, and chairs tied in little bows tucked into the tables

      accordingly.

      

      Men in suits direct caterers to where they’ll set up, and they bring the

      guys to the little wood stage that overlooks a large, wooden dance

      floor. I sway back and forth by myself for a long minute, the band

      putting up their gear and getting ready for the big event.

      

      It’s an odd thing to be at my ex-boyfriend’s wedding. It’s not much

      weirder that I’m engaged to his bride’s ex-boyfriend, and that I’m

      pregnant with his child.

      

      I ignore those taboos and dance alone, holding myself, while they

      tune their instruments and practice a song. There’s a light tap on my

      shoulder that pulls my focus, and I turn to see Julius standing before

      me. He’s a large guy, with a face that never really shows a smile, but

      right now he grins as he looks over me.

      

      “I just wanted to tell you I think it’s great you and Percy are

      together,” he says in a forced exhale. “I wasn’t sure about this

      arrangement at first, but now I know you two are actually in love and

      have a real connection—I’m happy for you both.”

      

      I bite my bottom lip in glee. “Thank you, Julius. That’s so nice to

      hear.”

      

      “I did want to mention, though. I heard Ryan asking about you when

      we were unloading the van. I think he wants to talk to you.”

      

      My brows fold. “Huh, I wonder about what.”

      

      He shrugs, pointing to the part in the tent nearby. “I think he went

      that way if you want to find out. Percy is still trying to hook up the

      speakers, so it’s a good time to go and check out what Ryan wants.”

      

      I thank him once more and leave the dancefloor, heading out into the

      cold Rally winter air. I should have asked for Percy’s jacket, but I

      hurry down the sidewalk, leading to a stunning break in the

      buildings. It just used to be an empty lot out here with a trail that

      leads to a stream in the woods behind the main street.

      

      It’s always been so quaint and cute, and I have to hand it to Farrah.

      

      It’s perfect for a wedding.

      

      Someone whistles, and I jump, turning to see Ryan coming down the

      trail to meet me. He’s grinning ear to ear, wearing a navy suit with a

      navy tie. He looks better than he did on our prom night, and I’m

      almost a little surprised to see him clean up so nicely.

      

      “You look good,” he says, beating me to the punch.

      

      We look over the staff putting together hundreds of chairs against the

      backdrop of bare trees and a rushing, cold river. It’s a soothing sight,

      probably better in the summer, so I’m a little confused about the

      haste.

      

      “I heard you wanted to talk to me,” I say.

      

      He nods, watching the rushing waters below. “Yeah, I did. This whole

      situation got out of hand so fast, and I never saw any of this coming.

      I thought we were taking a break, you and me, and then I had a little

      fling with Farrah. And it turned into something way bigger than I

      thought it would.”

      

      “Yeah, I agree,” I admit, rubbing my stomach slowly. “It’s been a

      whirlwind for sure.”

      

      Ryan can’t keep his eyes off my belly. “I wish we had a second

      chance, you know?”

      

      I shake my head at once. “I don’t know that, Ryan. I don’t want that.

      I’m happy with Percy.”

      

      “Farrah told me some things about him. I just want to make sure

      you’re okay.”

      

      I swallow his words and try not to choke on them. “What do you

      mean, exactly?”

      

      “He has a drinking problem, right?”

      

      I roll my eyes. “Why did you ask me to talk to you, Ryan? What is this

      really about?”

      

      “Us,” he says, stepping closer. I instantly take a step back, confused

      about what he’s thinking. “You’re about an hour from getting

      married, Ryan. This isn’t the time to hit on your ex-girlfriend who is

      engaged and pregnant with another man’s child.”

      

      He shrugs it off like it’s a formality. “Yeah, but we still have time to

      make this right. Ever since that night, I hit that tree in your field, I’ve

      felt terrible. I’ve been growing as a better man, Leah. You can’t just

      let ten years go down the drain. We have an opportunity here to be

      together. I don’t have to sign the marriage license later. You and I

      can take the car you fixed, and we can leave together.”

      

      I almost think he’s joking, but like a brazen man with a shocking

      morality compass, he gets down on one knee while people are still

      setting up chairs for the ceremony of his wedding to Farrah.

      

      I want to pick him up myself, but instead, I blush in mortification.

      Turning away from this twisted scene, I storm off, only to feel his

      hand snatch at the back of my arm, pulling me back to face his paled

      features.

      

      “Please, Leah. Just listen to me.”

      

      I pull away, unsure what else to say at this moment other than to just

      scoff at him.

      

      “I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry for leaving you when you were down and

      for treating you like an afterthought. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Leah.

      I love you.”

      

      “I don’t love you, though,” I say, surprised I have to repeat this.

      

      “Please, Leah. You used to. We had it so good back then.”

      

      “And you left,” I remind him. “Not me. You moved on, so I moved on,

      too.”

      

      Granted, it wasn’t really conventional, but I found love anyway.

      

      “Please, just consider it. There’s still an hour where we can blow this

      place and leave together, okay? Everyone used to say we would end

      up together, remember? We can still do that. We can still have our

      happily ever after.”

      

      I shake my head, firm in my decision. “I’m going to have my happily

      ever after, Ryan. What you do is up to you now, but it’s not going to

      be with me. Not ever again.”

      

      As I turn, he adds in a cold, low voice, “I wish you nothing but

      happiness, Leah Reese. He’s a good guy. Better than me. You deserve

      a man like that, and I’m sorry to both of you for what I’ve done.”

      

      I leave him behind, glad he doesn’t try to catch up with me again. I

      feel sick now, my hands on my stomach as I hurry back into the

      reception hall and try to make sense of this whole mess. I’m happy

      Percy finds me first, pulling me to a seat nearby while concern laces

      his innocent, handsome features.

      

      “Are you okay, darling? You look like morning sickness is about to

      kick your ass.”

      

      “It might, but it’s not the baby’s fault,” I breathe.

      

      He comes to his knees, holding my face in his hands while I get

      through the light cramps that I chalk up to hunger and stress. I don’t

      even know how to tell him about the conversation we just had, but I

      know I’m not going to get to have it when I hear a loud shriek.

      

      Percy and I look at one another in pure confusion.

      

      “What was that?” I ask.

      

      He shakes his head, looking around while everyone in the large,

      warm tent seems to do the same. “I don’t know, darling. That was

      really, really weird. I think it was someone screaming.”

      

      “Yeah, I heard it, too,” Reggie says, jumping off the stage. “Like a

      woman walked in on her groom cheating or something.”

      

      We both give him a warning of a look, his smile too innocent and

      lighthearted to be mad at.

      

      “That bitch!”

      

      I cower slightly, somehow inclined to believe that whoever just yelled

      was referring to me. Percy reads my unease, something crossing his

      eyes that aren’t very confident in the fight that’s coming. He knows

      what it is, though, and neither of us is ready for it.

      

      “She is trying to take my husband! Where is she?”

      

      Farrah storms in, wearing half a white dress with a silk pink robe on

      like it’s a coat. Her hair is half straight, half curly, but at least her

      makeup is finished completely. Percy shoots the band a look, and

      they all come to our side; Reggie and Julius both standing in front of

      me while Storm and Percy stand like a wall in front of the rest of us,

      cutting Farrah off as she stomps over.

      

      I can’t see if she’s wearing any shoes, but she’s walking over with a

      heavy limp which leads me to believe she is only wearing one heel

      under that dress—which would be a little funny any other time but

      right now.

      

      “Let me by. I need to talk to this slut.”

      

      Percy doesn’t let that insult fly, but he’s calmer than I am. “Hey,

      don’t go around calling people names, Farrah. That’s not right. What

      is wrong?”

      

      “She’s trying to steal my man,” she says in a snooty tone with her

      chin jutted out. “I heard them talking. I overheard all of it. She was

      going to drive away with Ryan and live happily ever after.”

      

      I bark a laugh, everyone turning to give me a scolding look, like I

      should make myself unheard right now. Percy rolls his eyes because

      even he knows that her claim is ridiculous.

      

      “Listen, this is crazy,” Percy says. “She’s not going anywhere with

      Ryan. I think you should just go chill out and get ready for your

      wedding, Farrah.”

      

      She scoffs in his face. “Oh, like you care. You’re just here to watch me

      get married because you still love me, and she wants to steal my man.

      I know this is the truth. I know you’re just here to ruin everything,

      and I won’t let that happen!”

      

      Percy has to stop himself from laughing now. “Farrah, please. No one

      is after you and Ryan to not be together. You’re perfect for one

      another.”

      

      Her glossy lips purse at his words. “What do you mean by that?”

      

      “I mean go get married and leave my future wife alone.”

      

      “Only if she leaves my husband alone first!”

      

      “Trust me, she’s not going anywhere with Ryan,” Percy chuckles. “Go

      now and get dressed. I’m sure this will all blow over into nothing,

      and we can laugh about it later, okay?”

      

      For a minute, I’m proud of Percy. He’s standing his ground,

      unbothered by a woman who was so toxic to him. She will never

      understand the damage she did to him, her attitude driving him to

      drink and her abuse towards him reprehensible.

      

      I can’t even imagine what it would take to stand up to a woman like

      that, but here he is, doing it.

      

      And doing it well.

      

      She gives me a glaring look. “You just want what you can’t have.”

      

      I am more than willing to tell her the truth, but I know it wouldn’t

      make it through her pea-sized brain. She turns to walk away, and

      Percy thanks the guys for backing him up, coming back to me with a

      confused look on his face.

      

      “What the hell was that about?”

      

      “Ryan tried to get me to leave with him,” I say breathlessly. “Even got

      down on one knee. Some kind of last-ditch effort, I guess.”

      

      The old Percy would be upset and concerned overhearing that.

      Instead, he releases a short, funny smile.

      

      “Well, I’m glad you decided to stick around with me,” he jokes.

      

      I wave him off, laughing. “Oh, please. I couldn’t miss the wedding.

      There’s a great band playing at the reception. They have a hot lead

      singer.”

      

      His arm slides around my hip, his hand nearing my ass in a taunt. “I

      bet you could get his attention, darling. Only if you tried.”

      

      “Really? How so? Should I start with the fact that I’m engaged to him

      or the fact that I’m carrying his child?”

      

      He rubs his chin in false thought. “Both, I think. Yeah, that sounds

      good.”

      

      We both share a laugh, his lips nearing mine, when another ear-

      piercing scream riddles through town. I shrink into his side, holding

      my stomach while I sigh in exhaustion.

      

      “Will this day ever end?”

      

      He shrugs, looking to the opening of the tent where Farrah meets her

      many bridesmaids. “I don’t know. I guess we’re about to find out,

      though.”

      

      Farrah clutches her hips, screaming the words, “What do you mean

      he left?”

      

      The venue is silent now, and by the looks of the meltdown going

      down outside, I can assume that’s going to be a running theme today.
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      Leah

      Percy keeps an arm around me, watching alongside me as this

      wedding day slowly crumbles before our eyes.

      

      Ryan left. Farrah is about to start on a new rampage. I’m starving.

      

      There’s no winning for anyone right now.

      

      “What the hell does this mean?” Storm asks, coming up beside me

      while we watch the bride-to-be melt to the ground outside in the cold

      winter breeze. “No gig?”

      

      “I don’t think so,” Percy says.

      

      “Easy, guys. We shouldn’t all be standing here watching her have a

      tantrum,” Reggie says, biting back an outright chortle in his words.

      “We should go over there and laugh in her face after she just blamed

      Leah for hitting on Ryan.”

      

      “That’s not nice,” Percy mutters, his smile subdued but still visible.

      

      “Yeah, guys. Come on. This isn’t nice,” Julius adds. “We should take a

      plate of food and file back into the band. We can play in Fayetteville

      at that guy’s bar.”

      

      “No, no traveling gigs,” Percy reminds them.

      I feel bad about our earlier deal, but he is firm on keeping a promise.

      While Percy was worried about the shop and ready to give up being

      in the band, I refused to let that happen, so we settled in the middle.

      He can go out of town for gigs with the band when the baby arrives,

      and we’re back to normal. Until then, it’s local shows only, and he

      said the guys all agreed to that.

      

      “Don’t worry, we’re not going anywhere,” Storm breathes, assuring

      me they’re just nattering at the moment. “But this is serious. What

      are we going to do now? He left. No wedding, right?”

      

      “I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. “I hate to say it, but I feel bad

      for her.”

      

      We all watch Farrah through the worst day of her life, and while we

      can’t jump to conclusions on where Ryan is, we all know the truth.

      He just told me outside that we should leave together. Now I realize

      he was leaving with or without me.

      

      His mind was made up already.

      

      “Wonder if the governor is going to level our town with a nuke now

      that his princess of a daughter got her heart broken on her wedding

      day,” Reggie says.

      

      “He’d be doing us a favor,” Percy jokes.

      

      Now it’s my turn to give him a stern look.

      

      “Sorry, darling. You’re right, I shouldn’t be making light of this

      situation. It is sad. A woman ready to get married and ruin Ryan

      Jones’s life forever has to endure her wedding day alone. It’s sad; it

      really is.”

      

      I shake my head, forcing my lips to frown at this point. “Karma is a

      funny thing.”

      

      “Agreed,” the guys all say in different variations.

      

      When the tantrum is over, and her bridesmaids scoop her off the

      ground, a man in a suit with an earpiece comes marching into the

      tent. He stands nearly seven feet tall, wearing sunglasses on a cloudy

      day, and looking like he’s ready to escort the President onto Air Force

      One.

      

      “Listen up, staff,” he calls, looking between the paused caterers and

      the band. “The wedding has been canceled for the day. Feel free to

      take your time packing up, we have a permit to be here until this

      evening, so there is no rush in breaking down your supplies. Stop by

      the valet station for your check on the way out.”

      

      The guys moan and roll their eyes.

      

      Instead, Percy seems interested. He raises his hand and moves in

      closer to the security guard. They talk out of earshot, and I happily

      kick off my heels, sitting down to rub my stomach while I and my

      brewing baby think about what food we can talk Percy into getting us

      on the way home.

      

      Before I can pick between greasy bar food and a hearty burger, Percy

      comes rushing back up to me. He gets on his knee, a sight similar to

      Ryan’s last plea for love nearly thirty minutes ago.

      

      “What are you doing, Percy?”

      

      “Will you marry me?”

      

      I have to tame myself from looking confused. The sentiment is sweet,

      and his intentions are great, but it doesn’t make any sense. “What?

      Get married? You already proposed to me.”

      

      “Yeah, I did. And we signed the marriage documents to get our

      license, remember?”

      

      “I do. Where are you going with this, Percy?”

      

      “We should get married today.”

      

      I look around, the security guard looming nearby like he’s looking for

      a hard answer. “Okay, wait,” I breathe, my head in a daze. “What are

      you talking about, Percy? Get married, right now? Right here? This is

      Farrah and Ryan’s wedding. Isn’t that a little weird?”

      

      “Not really. It’s all paid for, darling. Someone should get married

      here today, and we have a marriage license. It should be us, right?”

      

      I still sit back, too stunned to speak for a while. “I don’t—it’s just a bit

      —”

      

      “Do it,” Julius calls.

      

      Soon, the other guys are chiming in and chanting the same thing. I

      even catch the caterers against the far side of the tent chanting as

      well, people still putting out vases of white roses on the tables

      because they haven’t heard the news yet.

      

      A wedding is going to happen here today, and maybe Percy is right.

      

      It should be us.

      

      “Are you sure?” I ask, whispering for only him to hear. I lean

      forward, staring deep into his golden eyes. “Having a child together

      and being engaged is one thing. Getting married is huge, Percy. Are

      we ready for that? It’s only been what, four or five months?”

      

      “Darling, I’ve never been more sure of anything in my whole life.”

      

      I stare at him, and see nothing but confidence. It’s more about

      making sure this is what he wants than anything else.

      

      I’ve known I want to marry Percy Elrod since he proposed to me the

      first time—the real-time.

      

      It’s hard to keep up with the times now, but I know one thing.

      

      I want to marry this man today.

      

      “One question,” I say.

      

      “What is it, darling?”

      

      Holding back a grin, I ask, “Does this mean we can keep the

      Chevelle?”
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        * * *

      

      There’s no music, only a third of the wedding guests have stayed for

      Percy and me, but it’s perfect. Farrah threw her hands up and left

      hours ago, and her dad paid everyone he needed to pay in his haste

      exit out of here before the press picks up that his daughter is now a

      scorned wannabe bride.

      

      The caterers and staff didn’t have to stay, but they did. And I’m so

      thankful for that. I’m not in white, and I guess that’s okay. My green

      dress working just fine for the already unconventional night. It’s cold

      outside, and I’m already having chills. But I’m warm at the thought

      of marrying the man I love.

      

      Ainsley is involved too, which makes me happy. Julius is now the

      best man, and Reggie is on my side of the aisle, holding a phone with

      Ainsley on the screen on a video call so she can be beside me in spirit,

      even hundreds of miles away.

      

      The only thing she asked me when I told her the good news is if I’ll be

      marrying a guy with an earring. And despite my prior apprehension

      about such a guy who is bold enough to wear jewelry like that, I

      happen to love Percy with all my heart—earring or not.

      

      I don’t want to hold a bouquet, but it’s a little sad to know my father

      isn’t here to be with me today. Everyone in town loved my dad, and

      they will probably still look at me pitifully if I walk down the aisle

      alone. But I’m okay with that.

      

      No more saving face.

      

      I turn, ready to get this started so I can marry the man I love, only to

      see a bold figure in the doorway of the reception tent. My eyes well

      with tears as a smile comes to my face.

      

      “Hey, kid. They said you might need someone to give you away,”

      Mike says, coming to meet me in a tight hug. “I figured it’s the least I

      can do.”

      

      I wipe my tears, knowing I’ll cry all night if they let me. “Thank you. I

      really appreciate it.”

      

      “Hey, don’t mention it, girl. Now, are you ready?”

      

      “I’m very ready.”

      

      Wiping my face once more, I try to keep what little makeup I have on

      from smearing. I’m barefoot, and my stomach is showing just enough

      for people to notice. So it’s not like I’m hiding the fact that I’m

      pregnant at this rate. In fact, they’ll see me walk down the aisle to a

      man that got me pregnant, a man that I wasn’t even supposed to fall

      in love with in the first place.

      

      A man who came up with this wild idea of saving some pride turned

      into the biggest support beam I could ever need, and then into a fully

      blossomed relationship that has changed my life—and heart—

      forever.

      

      Mike takes me down the aisle, my smile wider when I see Storm is

      going to officiate. I don’t know how these guys have managed to pull

      this off or why one-third of the town decided to stay and join in our

      celebration, but it all just proves how much everyone can feel our

      love.

      

      They believe in us, and I believe in us too.

      

      So, I stride with my chin up towards the man I adore, everything in

      my soul telling me this is the right thing to do. We will be man and

      wife, mother and father to a baby, and car mechanic and guitar

      player for as long as we both shall live.

      

      We just have to agree to that now, but it’s an easy answer.

      

      Being with Percy is as easy as saying I do.
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      Last week he was just my infuriatingly hot neighbor, now he’s my fake fiancé for the weekend.

      I spun a little white lie about having a fiancé, and now I have to find someone to cover for me.

      Damien is my irresistibly tempting neighbor next door and the last person I’d want to spend a weekend with.

      He’s stubborn, bossy, extremely attractive, and the only one I can find last minute who agrees to take on the role for a work retreat coming up.

      My career means everything, and I’m all in for that perfect image I’ve been crafting.

      This was just supposed to be fake… but we create more heat in this cabin together than the campfire outside.

      When I wake up next to him it feels like I belong in his arms.

      Lines are getting crossed, and choices need to be made.

      If the truth is exposed, will I risk my hard-earned status and the relationship I never thought I could have?

      

      Start reading Fake Fiancé Next Door: An Enemies-To-Lovers Romance Now!
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      Click This Link For A Freebee Just For You!
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      Secret Baby Daddy

      

      My ex just moved next door and there’s no way to avoid him possibly finding out about my two-year-old secret.

      When I first saw him, I didn’t know how fast I’d fall.

      The desire burning from his eyes is so intense and our chemistry is insane.

      A single touch or kiss from him makes my knees quiver, and I can hardly breathe.

      I tried to forget him, but now I see him almost every day.

      He left me for a lifestyle of yachts and supermodels.

      So he could easily leave again.

      I love and hate him at the same time, and need to keep my distance at all costs.

      But when he shows his soft and protective side, the walls inside me start to shatter.

      My baby girl deserves a stable life, and I won’t risk that for anyone.

      But now he’s questioning why the eyes staring back at him look so familiar.

      

      Get My Free Book Now!

      

      *You will also have personal access to my newsletter where I share some hot and awesome books that I think you’ll love!  Happy reading!*

      

      Want to see the rest of my books?

      Go Here!  Noelle Love
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