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          Ella

        

      

    
    
      Breathe.

      The word has become a mantra for me. While deep in my gut I know nothing is wrong, and that a bad dream or a sound outside likely is what woke me, I still sit up and peer around my darkened room. My heart hammers a familiar race, and my skin prickles with fear and anticipation. Holding my breath, I wait to hear something over the pounding of my heartbeats—a creak, a voice, a footstep … anything that will warrant my current state of anxiety.

      Several moments pass before I take a deep breath and release my comforter from the white-knuckle grip I had on it.

      Night is always the worst for my anxiety. Either because scientists are right and sunlight really does produce endorphins to suppress fears and anxiousness, or because there is nothing to contest the loud voices in my head.

      I look out the window, seeing the sky is at its darkest point, telling me morning won’t be far off. I don’t look at my alarm clock for the confirmation because it will only remind me of all the things I can accomplish before the day technically begins, and I need more sleep for a crucial presentation that will influence my career path in the morning.

      Settling back into my mountain of pillows, I fidget until I find a comfortable spot and attempt to clear my thoughts. The darkness, however, has other plans, bringing forth a rush of shadowed images and whispers of sounds. They tickle my senses and fears and have me halfway across my bedroom before I’m able to consider reasoning.

      I open my son’s bedroom door and our dog, Shakespeare, lifts her head as I tiptoe past her. Hayden is buried amid an army of stuffed animals, ones he shoves into my closet whenever he has a friend over. There are so many it takes me several minutes to clear a place for me to lie with him.

      The bed dips with my added weight, but Hayden only curls closer to me, providing me with the exact thing I am seeking—assurance. I am not looking for protection or company; I just need to reassure myself that the one who makes my heart beat is truly safe. That there weren’t traces of peanuts in anything he ate today, that someone didn’t climb up and crawl inside his second-story bedroom window, or that any of the other hundred things my imagination can conjure up within a split second happened. Softly, I kiss his forehead, and just like that, I’m able to breathe again.

      As expected, morning comes too soon. My eyelids are heavy, my neck is stiff, and I’m annoyed that once again I allowed my irrational fears to control my actions. The combination is making even talking on the phone to my best friend, Rachel, a task.

      “I need coffee to be poured intravenously today—or just straight caffeine. Think that exists?” I ask.

      Rachel laughs softly. “I think that’s called an energy drink. But I’m pretty sure what you need is sleep. Were you up all night working on your proposal for work? Are you sure you want that big account, Ella? I mean, you have so much going on.”

      I know my best friend isn’t trying to convince me to avoid the opportunity that could alter my career. She encourages and supports me more than anyone.

      Still, I construe her words as doubt. “I’m okay. I’m just not ready for it to be Monday.”

      “You and the rest of the world, babe.”

      My sleep-deprived mind is only looking for a little compassion, and while I know it’s my sensitivity making this conversation seem obnoxious, I don’t have the patience this morning to rationalize it all.

      “Patrick wants to take Hayden to baseball practice tonight.” Rachel groans at the mention of my ex. “Mind if I come by during it and look through your closet for something to wear this weekend? I don’t want to go to his practice and have it be like last time where Hayden struggled to know who to talk to or look at.”

      “Of course,” she says. “Wait! Don’t you have a date today? I forgot all about it!”

      I wish she would—maybe then I could get away with not going.

      “What are you going to wear?” she asks, her voice raised like we’re discussing something far more exciting than another first date.

      “Well, I have to dress for work since I have to be in the office today, so I’m wearing a pantsuit.”

      “Ella.” Rachel states my name with enough venom to make it sound like an obscenity. “You really need to stop having dates on your lunch break.”

      “Why? It works perfectly. This way I don’t have to arrange a babysitter, and it’s easy to cut them short if necessary. Besides, if he’s expecting a sundress and pearls, he needs to change his profile to seek out women who don’t work.”

      “Couldn’t you wear a skirt though? What about that hot gray pencil skirt with the slit up the back?”

      “I’m pretty sure you borrowed that hot skirt a few weeks ago.”

      Silence confirms she’s trying to remember. “When you come over tonight, we’ll find it. You should wear it on date two with this guy. I have a good feeling about him.”

      “You should. You’re the one who’s been talking to him.”

      “Someone has to make sure you’re optimizing your chances of finding a guy while on that dating website.”

      I choose to ignore her, tired of hearing this same line from her and my mom. “I have to go, but I’ll see you this afternoon.” I drop a juice box into Hayden’s lunch box and seal it shut with a pop.

      “Okay, text me after your date! I want to hear how it goes!”

      “I’ll try, but today’s kind of busy.”

      “You handle millions of dollars and dozens of clients. I’m sure you can find a way. Or, maybe you could try taking a break for once.”

      “I’ll message you,” I concede.

      She laughs triumphantly. “Kiss Hayden for me.”

      “I always do.”

      

      “Why do they always honk?” Hayden grumbles.

      I glance up into my rearview mirror at the train of cars behind us and then to my nine-year-old son in the backseat, and try to sound convincing when I tell him it’s only about safety. Because it’s not. It’s so not. Any parent, grandparent, guardian, or unsuspecting friend who has been coerced into dropping off a child at school knows that those people who honk are just late for work or in a hurry. Unfortunately, with that single blow, an entire chorus of car horns fills the air, adding to my already prickly mood.

      “Can we do a movie night tonight?” Hayden asks, his tone still verging on whiny.

      “Dude, it’s Monday. You’ve got baseball.” I wish my words didn’t make him look so defeated.

      My rosy-mom-glasses aside, Hayden is a decent player, and prior to a month ago, he loved the game. He won’t tell me what’s changed his opinion, and I hate that nearly as much as I do that something, or someone, is ruining it for him.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I turn to face him as the traffic in front of us remains at a standstill, “after practice we can go to dinner. Your pick.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “I know you aren’t now, but you will be after practice!” Neither excitement nor acceptance appear in Hayden’s bright blue eyes which are the same piercing shade of aquamarine as they were the day he was born. Four separate nurses assured me his eye color would change but my instincts told me differently. It wouldn’t have mattered, but sometimes, I really get a thrill out of proving people wrong, just like I did on that day amid a long labor. One that I faced alone just a month after graduating high school at eighteen. While my birthing plan had simply been to ensure he arrived safely, I was really opposed to the idea of a cesarean, so when the doctor mentioned it would likely happen, his disbelief unburied some hidden strength within me that allowed me to successfully give birth four hours later. With just a glance, the entire room fell in love with Hayden, laughing at his cone-shaped head and springy curls stuck to his scalp, his wide eyes that took in the entire room without a single sign of terror.

      Maybe Hayden knew he was being born into a broken home or that I barely knew how to take care of myself at the time. Perhaps the doctor and nurses were right and he was quiet and calm from exhaustion following a long labor, but Hayden was the happiest and most content newborn that night, barely crying, eager to latch, and even slept soundly beside me in his small clear crib at the hospital.

      The next day, I went home with a false sense of bravado. Although I had asked the nurses about every hiccup, deep breath, diaper, and the coloring of his skin, in those brief moments of packing up the car, I felt ready to be a mom.

      Hayden made me question it as he wailed the entire hour home and then several more times over the next two years when he wouldn’t sleep an entire night, barely ever surpassing the two-hour mark.

      Through sleep deprivation and eye masks for the heavy bags that shaded my young face, and more giggles and kisses than imaginable, I learned to navigate my way through being a single mom on a very low income. Somehow, I also managed to take courses at a community college. It took me seven years to gain my four-year degree, something I was intent on accomplishing regardless of how slow the pace I had to do it.

      I’m still learning to be a mom, and I still don’t get enough sleep, and I haven’t watched anything above a PG rating since I was eighteen. My house is often littered with laundry I have to sniff to see if it’s clean, and my fridge sometimes looks like a science experiment gone wrong. But I wouldn’t change a thing, not a single one.

      Beep!

      Except maybe school drop-off and pick-up lines. Those could use an overhaul.

      “Remember what a pack of polar bears is called?”

      “A celebration,” Hayden mumbles.

      “And how many polar bears do scientists believe are in the wild?”

      “It ranges between twenty and thirty thousand. Come on, Mom, I know this stuff.”

      I slowly release my foot from the brake to roll forward. “You do, and you’re going to do awesome on your report today.”

      He sighs, sounding less like my loving, sweet son with each inch that we roll closer to the doors of his grade school, and I hate it. It makes me want to call both of us in sick, stop by the pastry shop with the cheese danish Hayden loves so much, get into our jammies, and watch hours of the cartoons I can barely stand but gladly do just to get extra cuddles.

      I’m about to suggest we do it when he unfastens his seat belt and informs me I need to move up so he can get out.

      “Your dad will be at practice today, but if you need anything, call. Okay?”

      He mutters an agreement before swinging open the door and climbing out.

      His growing up elicits the most bittersweet feeling imaginable. I miss the days when I was his only hero. When everything I did was amazing and wonderful. But watching his personality and sense of humor develop and blossom gives me so much pride, and I’m grateful to see he’s beginning to trust and rely on himself more.

      Taking a long swig of my morning coffee, I watch as he approaches the school, his thumbs tucked into the straps of his backpack and his dishwater-blond hair cropped short so no one knows how curly it is. And, as he disappears through the doors, I feel the same pang that always hits with his absence.

      I pull away from the school as a car behind me impatiently honks, and while concerns of Hayden’s sour mood toward both school and baseball are filling my thoughts, I’m relieved to be out of the mile-long line, even if it is to head to work.

      The uneasiness doesn’t lessen when I step through the doors of Wild Waves, the marketing agency I work for; instead, it’s intensified as I begin mentally rehearsing my presentation that will kick off this morning.

      Idle conversations about the weekend and failed attempts at productivity are buzzing around me, making me wish I hadn’t refilled my coffee before coming in so I would have a valid excuse to leave for a few moments. How, after three years, I haven’t learned that nothing at Wild Waves is ever on time is my own shame.

      “Good morning, team!” Mr. Hakes stands at the front of the long conference table wearing a black pin-striped suit and bright blue polo shirt.

      We’re a successful marketing company, yet we’re in dire need of two makeovers here: one, our name, and the other, our boss’s wardrobe.

      “Ella, why don’t you get things kicked off with the Weile account?”

      There are few things I despise more than standing in front of people and trying to engage with them. If I weren’t able to work from home three days a week while receiving full benefits, three weeks of vacation, and complete flexibility when Hayden calls, I’d probably hate my job solely because of these moments. But I can’t because in addition to the previous perks, this job allows me to work just five miles from the house I can afford by working here, where my son has a yard and a dog to make up at least half of the American Dream.

      Gathering the packets I spent weeks perfecting, I stand and split the stack into two to be circulated around the room. Clarence watches me through narrowed eyes. He’s been working here for twenty years, and doesn’t attempt to mask his contempt for me being point of the largest account Wild Waves has recently garnered interest from. Pulling my shoulders back in attempt to deflect his silent oppositions of my role, ranging from being one of the youngest employees to the most inexperienced to not having received my degree from a prestigious Ivy League school like he did. While Clarence might choose to be oblivious of my talents, I know why I’ve been given this opportunity. I get shit done. Period.

      With my shoulders still squared, I smile. Confidence and warmth are essential traits for my position, but especially this morning when doubt is filling the room. I can’t appear too friendly though, or they won’t take me seriously, focus of any sign of hesitancy; yet, I also can’t come across too assertive or I will be seen as conceited, brash, and even more incompetent. It’s a fine line.

      I’ve learned not to wait for reciprocated smiles, rather begin my presentation and attempt to show them all the commitment and dedication I’ve poured into this project like all of my previous ones.

      As I continue speaking, many show signs of interest, intrigued with the new methods of marketing I’m proposing, and some of the older ones which have gone forgotten for years.

      Mr. Hakes claps as I conclude the question and answer period. “Well done, Ella.” He beams proudly. “This is the kind of creativity and ingenuity that sets us apart, leaving clients and competitors to believing we’re a bunch of suits in New York, rather than North Carolina.” As he laughs, others join. It’s not easy and genuine as much as out of obligation, but there has always been a sense of pride at Wild Waves where everyone was hand chosen by Mr. Hakes.

      “Let’s get out there and continue proving we’re the ones they’re all striving to be like.”

      The short walk to my small office feels entirely too long because I’m anxious to begin the next steps, which is creating the presentation for the client now that I have Mr. Hakes’ support.

      Before diving into things, I double-check my phone to ensure I don’t have any missed calls from the school—or from Patrick whose most consistent characteristic is his lack of follow-through. My relief with finding no updates ends abruptly by the harsh reminder from my alarm, telling me I need to leave for my date.

      I grab a manila folder from my briefcase and quickly scan over the profile belonging to the man I’m supposed to meet, stopping at the listed profession beneath his picture.

      “A dentist?” Disbelief sharpens my tone. “She knows how much I hate going to the dentist.”

      “Ella?”

      A strained smile pulls my lips higher than intended as I try to hide my surprise by my boss’s presence.

      Mr. Hakes is old enough to be my grandfather, yet has a charm that makes him seem timeless. Being mentored by him leaves a similar impression to when I first went to Disney World as a child: I forgot about expectations and who I was supposed to be, and my imagination began to wander freely, wonderfully. I attribute much of my professional success to his guidance and inspiration, especially when I know he took a risk by hiring me opposed to a more qualified candidate.

      Smiling kindly, he taps the packet of information I shared at the meeting with a strong hand that doesn’t reveal his age. “You did a really good job today. This might be your best work yet, and that’s saying a lot.”

      My smile climbs higher. “Well, that means a lot.”

      “You’ve got the dedication and talent to go places. Keep up the good work, Ella.”

      With a firm nod that means even more than the smile he gave me at the meeting—because it shows his confidence in me—he turns, leaving the strong scent of his aftershave in my office.

      I don’t have the time to consider the significance of his approval though, because I’m taking a final look at the face I’m going to be meeting.

      Finding Mr. Right and getting married is at the bottom of my priority list.

      The very bottom.

      Yet the closer my approach to thirty becomes, the more intent everyone around me has become to me finding him. Thus, for holidays and birthdays, rather than receiving something fun and indulgent, or even practical and possibly useless, my parents buy me subscriptions to online dating sites and speed-dating events. They even got me a ticket to a singles cruise once.

      I leave the file with my date’s information in the top drawer of my desk and head out into the early heat of a North Carolina spring day where I get into my car and make the short drive to the restaurant noted on my calendar.

      Before asking the hostess if my date has arrived, I stand near the doors and look around. I prefer to get my initial impressions out of the way so I can think clearly through the introductions.

      “Brandon. Brandon. Brandon,” I mutter, peering around the small café, looking for a match. “Are you Brandon? You’re certainly a liar if so.” I study the only dark-haired man sitting alone, noting that he’s at least ten years older than his picture. Upon starting online dating, I quickly learned that is not uncommon.

      “He might be, but I think you’re looking for me.”

      Startled, I turn around, my cheeks reddening as I come face-to-face with the man perfectly matching his picture.

      “Hi,” I croak. The hoarse unevenness of my voice makes me cringe and my cheeks to burn brighter.

      He chuckles, like he finds my nerves endearing, or maybe since he’s a dentist, he just enjoys inflicting discomfort. “You must be Ella.” His teeth are bright and perfectly square. It’s hard to look away from his grin to notice the rest of him.

      “It’s nice to meet you.” I offer my hand. Some first dates want to hug while others try to be European and kiss cheeks, and occasionally I’ll run across men who don’t know what to do, thus creating a strange and uncomfortable dance of limbs that requires a good ten minutes of recovery time where conversation becomes brutally uncomfortable and forced. I don’t have ten minutes to waste because I need to leave in forty minutes for work.

      “This place looks great,” I tell him.

      “Well, let’s get a table. Their food’s amazing.”

      I appreciate that he doesn’t try to touch me or offer his arm. It’s easier when those obligations aren’t presented and we’re allowed to see if there really could be any natural chemistry.

      The hostess seats us by a large window where Brandon makes the request to sit in the bench seat, offering me the chair. Within a second, I realize what appeared to be chivalrous was anything but as the sun blinds me and makes my blouse feel like a parka.

      Strike one.

      Our server approaches within seconds, used to the lunchtime rush with customers needing to get back to the office on time. We listen to the specials, and then Brandon asks for tonic water while I order an iced tea.

      “So, you’re in advertising. Is that right?”

      Keeping my eyes on the menu for a second, I question what date I am for Brandon as I replay his routine question that lacks any genuine interest. When I look up, he’s going through his cell phone.

      Strike two.

      “Yeah, I work at Wild Waves, over on Third.”

      “Yes,” he states automatically.

      My eyebrows rise with question. “Sorry?”

      “You said yeah, but it should be yes.” Slowly, he looks up from his phone, his lips tipped upward with hesitancy. “Sorry, old habit. I had this teacher in elementary school who drilled it into me to never say yeah.”

      I force another smile, feeling like it’s become a mandatory dress code for the day. “Good grammar is an excellent quality. Thankfully, I have really great editors who sound like they might have gone to school with you.”

      He laughs and the creases by his eyes reveal he’s older than I am. His age doesn’t bother me, but the fact that I should be interested in his past and the experiences that gained those lines does bother me. I should be asking questions about him to keep the conversation running smoothly and to give this a fair shot. Yet the idea of doing either is more painful than the shoes I mistakenly wore today.

      I take a deep breath and push the smile that I’ve been struggling to maintain firmly back into place. “How did you get into dentistry?”

      “My father’s a dentist, and so are my brother and my sister. I guess you could say we’re a family of dentists.”

      “I bet you guys have some nice Christmas cards.”

      His brow furrows. “Sorry?”

      “You know, with all your nice teeth.”

      Sadly, it’s not my worst attempt at grasping for conversation. Brandon’s rounded eyes tell me it’s nearing the top of his, however.

      “Here you are.” Our server breaks the strained awkwardness by delivering our drinks with a smile that exudes pity. It leaves me briefly wondering how apparent it is that I’m on a first date that seems to be heading in a direction that will have me insisting on paying my half to make it less formal.

      “Are you guys ready to order?”

      I glance back at the brief menu, considering what will be both fast and easy to eat while trying to hold a discussion.

      “You should order the mussels. They’re amazing,” Brandon says.

      “I was thinking of trying the manicotti.”

      “No, you definitely want the mussels over the manicotti.”

      “I don’t … actually … like seafood.”

      His eyebrows nearly get lost in his hairline, making me feel nearly guilty for my admission. “Then you haven’t had good seafood. Trust me, these will change your mind!”

      “I’m sure they’re delicious—”

      “You aren’t a vegetarian, are you?” Judgment is louder than his actual words, and for a few seconds I consider lying and saying I am. “You know, your body needs protein. It’s what our ancestors ate.”

      “You really think cavemen ate mussels?” I don’t think either of us can clearly decipher if I’m joking.

      “Really, you need to try these.”

      “Really, I won’t eat them.”

      “At all?”

      “I don’t like seafood.” This time, my words are punctuated with finality.

      “But maybe—”

      “I’ll have the manicotti with the roasted red pepper sauce,” I say, turning to the server.

      “I’ve never tried that. It might not be good. I’ve only tried their seafood.”

      My uniformed smile is becoming too tight and restrictive. “That’s all right. I’m willing to take the risk.”

      “You might hate it.”

      “I might love it.”

      “You really should try incorporating seafood into your diet. It’s so good for you.”

      “So are Brussels sprouts, but I can’t convince my taste buds to like them either.”

      He looks up, his lips set in a frown.

      Strike three.

      I sit through the rest of lunch with my eyes squinted due to the bright sun, likely ruining my makeup, but don’t complain. Instead, I work to avoid anything that will lead to a deeper conversation than the required yes or no answers.

      Hopefully out there somewhere is a woman who will inspire Brandon not to be so … him. But I have no interest in that role, so when the check finally arrives, I’m quick to pull out my credit card and instruct the server to charge me for my half.

      The rest of the afternoon passes quickly with updating statistics and numbers to ensure all the information due to be presented to the account owners in a few weeks is current and accurate. With Hayden at practice, the idea of staying late and getting some additional work done runs through my mind, but Rachel will only find my absence as another reason for me to consider taking a few steps back with my fast-paced career, so I pack up and head to her house.

      “Can I borrow those?” Rachel asks as I kick off my shoes.

      “What?”

      “Your shoes.”

      I glance back at the offending leather that has rubbed at least three raw spots on each of my feet. “I might give them to you.”

      “If you wore something besides flip-flops on the days you work from home, you might learn to love heels.”

      “I don’t want to be told what I should be eating, wearing, or trying.” I collapse on the couch, the unforgiving material of my work clothes constricting with the maneuvers they weren’t created to support.

      Rachel follows, lounging on the small love seat beside the couch I’m fully occupying. “Was he really that bad? I mean, some guys think it’s romantic to order for women.”

      My eyes widen with disbelief. I called her as promised and gave her a play-by-play of how badly the date had been. “That went out of style in the sixties along with Donna Reed!” I cry. “He was a dud. A dud minus in fact. Trust me.”

      “I don’t understand why you insist on paying when you hate the dates.” Rachel toys with the corner of a throw pillow.

      “I go Dutch,” I clarify. “And I do it because I want to make it clear I have no interest.”

      She giggles. “It probably makes them more interested.”

      “Thankfully, it hasn’t yet.”

      Rachel extends a jean-clad leg and softly kicks me. While her pants are likely as restrictive as mine, I’m jealous she’s wearing denim.

      “Any dates this weekend?” she asks.

      I sigh, working to remember the calendar I stared at in an attempt to memorize the rest of this week. “One.”

      “A good one?”

      “It’s another one you chose.”

      “The veterinarian?”

      I nod. “The one and only.”

      “Are you excited? He’s cute!” She looks toward the front window. “Speaking of cute, the new neighbor is really attractive. And did you see his friend? Maybe…”

      “No.” I swiftly shake my head. “Not a chance.”

      “Well, it looks like fate is saying otherwise.” Rachel stretches her neck in the direction of the front door.

      Turning, I see the men in question making their way toward Rachel’s porch. “I’m going to raid your closet! Tell me when they’re gone!” Not having the energy or patience to deal with more unwanted men, I disappear upstairs.
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      “You’re going to pony up and pay a renting company next time,” Justin warns, slamming another box into my chest.

      “Kristy and the captain will be thanking me. You’re out of shape.”

      His chin dips low, the sun highlighting how sweaty his hairline is. “She’ll probably hate you because I won’t be able to get off the couch tomorrow.”

      I should probably try to hide my smile from my best friend, but don’t. The captain has been nagging him to work on his cardio. In our line of work, being out of shape can kill a person. Maybe this dose of reality will help him realize it.

      A low whistle comes from my oldest friend who didn’t have a beer belly, or traces of gray hair when we met twenty-five years ago while in the same kindergarten class—and certainly not an obnoxious and overbearing wife who I can barely stand. “Is that your neighbor?”

      He isn’t giving a damn about me laughing at his weakened state—he’s distracted by the blonde getting out of her car in the driveway over. I don’t have to turn to know it’s her. I’d seen her when my realtor showed me the house and then again when it was being inspected. His distraction can’t be blamed; she’s beautiful with summer-kissed skin and legs that look invitingly toned, but the idea of dating my neighbor has placed a permanent black mark over her. You know those rules about not eating where you shit? It’s something along those exact same guidelines. Living beside your ex guarantees the chances of ugly retaliation when things end badly.

      “Are they roommates?”

      Justin’s question has my head turning like a well-laid trap. The blonde is there as expected, but beside her is a brunette I haven’t seen before, wearing clothes that tell me she works in some sort of office and a pair of heels any man would love to see worn with nothing but a smile. Her side profile is obscured by her short, dark hair that ends barely above her shoulders, making my hands itch with the desire to tuck it behind her ear so I can see her better.

      “We’re moving poker tournaments here.” Justin has moved closer, likely to get a better view. “Turn around,” he whispers my thought aloud. “Come on! Come on!”

      Look back! Look back! Spin around just a little!

      The brunette is on the very last step when she turns her head just enough that I catch her hair move and a glimpse of not one, but both eyes looking in my direction. I can’t tell the color from here, just that they’re wide and friendly. They, along with the laugh she’s sharing with her friend, are laser copied to the back of my eyelids.

      Score!

      “I think you might need a lot of help with unpacking.”

      I turn to Justin as the women disappear inside, my eyebrows rising, making my hat slide up. “Even you don’t like your wife.”

      “Don’t be an asshole, Coen.”

      Chuckling, I turn toward my new front door, wishing I would be willing to consider changing my rules about the proximity of how close I live to a girl I date.

      “What’s in this thing?” Justin drops the offending box several inches from the ground, emitting a loud thud as it connects with the tiled floor, the women forgotten.

      “What the hell, dude? You’re going to break whatever it is!”

      “You pack like Kristy and don’t balance the weight. You’re not supposed to pack all the heavy stuff in one box!”

      “This isn’t a production. I moved three blocks; it’s just about getting my shit moved so I don’t have to live with my eighty-year-old landlord.”

      “You’ve moved more than anyone I know. You should have this down to a fine science.”

      “I do. It’s called bringing you with me.” I wink.

      Justin’s eyes become slits as he glares at me. “This is the last time, asshole.”

      I hope it is. At thirty, I’ve moved more times than years I’ve been alive. I’m ready to finally unpack all these boxes and see what I actually own.

      “You going to do a barbecue so the station can come and see your first big-boy house?”

      “Stop looking for reasons for me to invite you over to gawk at my neighbors. You know my rules.”

      “You’re sticking to them?” He sounds incredulous, like I’m personally offending him.

      “Do you not remember the time I dated the girl who lived just a block away? She ruined my yard! Burned threats and obscenities in it that cost me my left nut to have fixed. Then she mutilated my mailbox and broke the living room windows.” I shake my head, trying to think of the other headaches she caused. “I was evicted from that house.”

      “I told you she was psycho that first night.” He did, but I’m not going to admit to recalling it.

      “Psycho doesn’t cover it.”

      “You remember that other one who went batshit crazy? The one who parked on the street so she could watch you?” Justin pauses for just a second, allowing the memories to flood my thoughts. “She lived twenty miles from you. It’s your taste in women you need to change, not your radius to where they live.”

      “Hilarious, especially when this comes from the guy who married the woman who legally changed her last name before you guys got married.”

      “Yeah, but Kristy’s just impatient. Once she gets her mind made up, she gets things done. You, on the other hand, find women who want to lock you in the basement and have ten babies,” he says as we make our way back out to the truck for another load.

      I laugh out loud, picturing the scene he’s just created. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It really doesn’t.” He laughs, but his attention isn’t on me—it’s on my neighbor’s house.

      “If they call the cops because you’re out here leering, you’re going to have to get a whole lot more than just ice cream to make up for those headlines,” I warn him.

      “I was just noticing her chimney looks like a hazard.”

      “You’re the worst liar.”

      He sets the box he had lifted back down. “We should offer to look at it.”

      “You’re out of your mind.” I refuse to put my own box down, hoping it will deter his need to flirt, though I know it won’t. The day I met Justin, he was outside of the girls’ restroom, offering to check them for millipedes. There’s no doubt someone would feel a millipede on them, but he had a system set up that allowed him access to lift every girl’s shirt or skirt up in school, and he hasn’t changed a bit.

      He moves swiftly, ignoring my objections as he adds his signature swagger to each step.

      If I hadn’t bought this house with the intention of living here for the next sixty years, I’d watch from beside my truck with a five spot in favor of them slamming the door in his face. Instead, I’m racing to keep up with him before he can ring the doorbell and deliver a ridiculous version of the knight-in-sooted-armor routine he loves to use.

      I’m breathing heavily when his pudgy fist raps against the front door, and have to suck in my next breath so as to not appear like I really did just sprint across the front yard when the door opens wide.

      The blonde appears, her hair curled in waves over her shoulder. Her light blue eyes are wide and bright with the surprise of seeing us, but her lips are twisted into a smile that reveals she isn’t that surprised. “Hi! You guys must be the new neighbors?” She looks between us twice before settling her attention on me.

      Justin slaps my shoulder—hard enough that if my stance wasn’t spread so wide from taking the stairs two at a time, I’d probably have stumbled forward. Likely that was his plan. Insurance in case they had known to already call and service their chimney or didn’t believe the sales pitch he’s about to spout. “This is Coen, and he is indeed your new neighbor. I’m his friend, his best friend, Justin. I’m just helping him get moved and settled.”

      With raised eyebrows, I watch his feigned sincerity, coming across as a gentleman, though he’s only a marginal one, forced into the role by his wife.

      Her growing smile reveals she’s buying it. “Well, aren’t you sweet?” She brings a hand to her chest, exposing her southern roots. “I’m Rachel. It’s so nice to meet y’all.”

      “We just wanted to stop by and introduce ourselves, and offer some neighborly assistance. You see, we’re actually firefighters.” Justin pauses—creating an intermission where he awaits the accolades we often receive. She fills the break with the expected look of admiration and then proceeds to tell us how grateful she is for all of our services. He thanks her in return and then continues his plan of attack. “We were just noticing that your chimney looks like it might be in need of an inspection, and wanted to extend our services and ensure it won’t be a problem for you ladies.”

      Rachel’s eyes grow wide. “Does it look dangerous?”

      “It’s tough to say without getting on your roof and taking a closer look. Do you have a ladder that can extend up there?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve never been on the roof. Clumsy me, I’d probably fall off and break my neck!” She giggles. I’ll admit it’s charming.

      Justin’s already pulling his wallet free from his back pocket. “Just call this number on Sunday.  Coen will be on shift then and can come out and inspect it for you.”

      “You guys would make time to do that?”

      “Absolutely. Keeping citizens safe is our top priority.”

      There’s not a fat chance in hell dispatch would ever send the call through, and Justin knows it—that’s why he’s scribbling my cell phone number on the back of the card.

      “Or, we’ll be around. Getting more loads of things from Coen’s old place. If you’re around later, we could come by once we have one of his ladders.”

      “You guys have been working so hard!” She steps back into her house. “I can’t believe I’ve been so rude! Why don’t you come in and have some sweet tea and take a little break?”

      Her southern accent is like honey, making the invitation hard to turn down, but I don’t have to consider it because Justin has already accepted and is halfway into her house.

      “Ella!” Rachel calls.

      “Are they gone?” The words sound like they’re yelled from somewhere upstairs.

      Rachel’s eyes round.

      “I can’t believe they came over! What excuse did they try?” Her voice gets louder as she approaches us.

      Once again, I’m considering what I would be doing, or in this case saying, if they weren’t my neighbors. The silent dialogue directed at Justin’s expense has me smirking. It’s almost too good to not say aloud, but Rachel’s discomfort is evident with her reddened cheeks and loud coughs she’s faking in attempt to cover what has already been said.

      “Do you know what happened to those black capris you wore last week? I was going to wear them Friday…” The brunette appears in the kitchen with a dozen dresses thrown over her arm. Her eyes are as wide as her friend’s, allowing me to see that they’re also blue, nearly as light as Rachel’s but a more vibrant hue that reminds me of the blue found at the base of a flame. It’s the shade that is hardest to see and the most dangerous because it’s the thin wall surrounding the most intense heat. And just like a flame, her eyes are mesmerizing, causing me to stare blankly as she stumbles over words that are likely an apology.

      “…Ella,” she says, extending her hand and forcing me out of my stupor.

      “Coen.” Her hand is freezing as it slides into mine, but she only holds it a moment before slipping it free, her eyes never focusing on me as she moves to Justin and shakes his hand.

      “Good news, the new neighbor’s a firefighter,” Rachel tells Ella, her smile stretched wider in an attempt to further apologize as she reaches for glasses and pulls a pitcher of tea from the fridge.

      Ella blinks in rapid succession, then draws her shoulders back. It’s as though she’s just heard we’re male strippers or vandals. She looks to Rachel and nods once. It’s a tight jerking motion that makes her unease even more apparent. “That’s great. If you decide to barbecue again this summer, you’ll just need to yell next door.”

      Rachel’s laugh isn’t the same honey sweet sound it had been, but it is close, making it clear something has transpired. Rachel hands out glasses with another warm smile. “I nearly burned down my patio last summer.” She giggles again.

      If I wasn’t so distracted by the way Ella refuses to look at Justin or myself, I might be interested to hear the story Rachel is sharing.

      “Yeah, you have to be careful when it gets windy outside, especially with how low your overhang is.” Justin doesn’t miss a beat, catching me up to speed and holding the conversation for both of us.

      “Do you guys get lots of calls for fires when barbecue season begins?” Rachel asks.

      “Here and there, but fall is worse. Candles are one of the leading causes of fires. And Christmas trees always bring a rush of calls, but all in all we receive far more calls for medical assistance than fires. Accidents, allergies, things like that,” Justin explains.

      “We know all about food allergies,” Rachel says with a shudder as she looks to Ella. “Don’t we?”

      Ella gives a tight-lipped smile in response.

      “Food allergy?” I ask.

      “My son, actually.” She swallows, and those captivating blue eyes meet mine with a silent challenge. “He’s allergic to peanuts.”

      She looks too young to have a son. When I don’t balk or frown at the mention of her having a child, she diverts her attention once again, focusing instead on the glass Rachel has placed before her.

      “Peanut allergies can be rough,” Justin sympathizes.

      “They’re in so many things!” Rachel agrees. “Halloween is terrible.”

      Ella pushes away from the counter she had settled against, her arm still buried beneath numerous articles of clothing. “I’m so sorry to be rude, but I have to get going.”

      “No, that’s … us too,” I say.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a few more trips to make.” Justin drains the rest of his tea. “But please remember to give us a call. Especially since there’s a kid living here.”

      “Oh, no,” Ella says, shaking her head. “I don’t live here.”

      I feel Justin’s eyes on me like laser beams, rejoicing that my own rules may not be applicable to her any longer with this piece of information.

      “Yeah, Ella and her son, Hayden, live down on the other side of the neighborhood.”

      Ella looks startled with the information Rachel has shared with us.

      “Well then we’ll likely be seeing both of you around.” Justin places his glass in the sink and turns with a smile. “Thank you so much for the hospitality. It was a pleasure to meet you both.”

      “Oh, anytime. If you need anything, please feel welcome to just holler. And I’ll be sure to call you about the chimney.”

      “The tea was really great.” Depositing my glass next to Justin’s, I want to kick myself.

      Really great? Who says that?

      We head down the short hallway to the front door with both women behind us.

      “Thank you again for coming by,” Rachel says. “I’m so glad you guys noticed my chimney. I never even thought about it.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” I say.

      “But,” Justin’s rounded eyes move from me to Rachel, “we’ll be sure to check it out and make certain it’s safe.”

      Rachel and Ella return his smile with different variances of authenticity.

      Taking the last stair off the porch, I turn and stare at her long enough that she’s forced to acknowledge me. “Nice to meet you.” I want to say her name. I want to say her name so badly my throat refuses to suck in a breath without saying it.

      She cocks her head to the side and forces another smile. “It was nice meeting you too.”  While her features remain aloof, there’s a warmth in her tone that convinces me she’s working harder to dislike us than she is at hiding her emotions.
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      “Hayden, I’m leaving!” I yell up the stairs.

      “Bye, Mom!”

      I look to Rachel with a grim smile. “I don’t like that he’s getting too cool for good-bye hugs.”

      “He’s just watching a movie.”

      “That didn’t stop him a year ago.”

      She smiles, but her eyes are taunting me. “You’re going to be late. You need to get going.”

      Her reminder leaves me sighing. “Think he’ll appreciate or hate a couple of Metallica references?”

      “No sabotaging!” She pushes my shoulders toward the door.

      “His name is Lars. He has to expect it.”

      Rachel rolls her eyes. “You can make one. But only one, and it’s just to see if he has a good sense of humor.”

      “And his taste in music.”

      “He saves animals for a living. That cancels out a possibly bad taste in music.”

      Halfway through the doorway, I turn on my heel. “Are you preparing me for something I didn’t notice?”

      Her shrug gives her away.

      “Tell me I’m going to like you after this date.”

      “He’s really sweet. Really sweet.” She stresses the word, making my lack of desire for going on another date drop below disinterest straight into abhorrence. “He just gets a little emotional sometimes.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “He’s not emotionally damaged, just … sensitive.”

      “Rachel!”

      “Just give him a chance.”

      Sighing, I stomp down her porch stairs, wearing the black heels my best friend convinced me to pair with my black-and-white polka-dot dress. One of the worst things about dating is deciding what to wear. But I’ll admit, the more dates I go on, the less I care.

      “Don’t let Hayden talk you into staying up past eight this time,” I warn her with one final look.

      “Enjoy your date!” she says, shoving me and ignoring my concern because we both know she will.

      Without any excuses left, I make my way down the short walk to the driveway and get in my car.

      The restaurant’s parking lot is full, another disadvantage that comes with going on dates on weekends. However, they also represent large crowds which provide distractions and high noise levels which are sometimes the best excuses for little conversation, and on a few occasions have even led to ending dates early.

      People are congregated outside, enjoying the warm evening as they wait for their tables, drawing attention to the biggest draw of dating on the weekends: the waiting.

      I pull open a large glass door, and the scent of Italian food is nearly as overwhelming as the noise. Joining the line of patrons to get on the list for a table, I resent how difficult it’s become to make reservations when going out to eat.

      “Ella?”

      Turning, I come face-to-face with my date. “Lars.”

      His smile makes mine grow wider. Dark green eyes are thinly veiled by even darker eyelashes and thick-rimmed glasses that give him an attractively nerdy vibe. His dirty-blond hair is casually styled, and his narrow build appears wider because of the width of his shoulders, but confirmed with the hollowness of his cheekbones.

      “I came early in case it was busy and got us on the list so we wouldn’t have to wait for an hour,” he explains.

      It gives him bonus points right off the bat.

      “I hope you haven’t been here long.”

      His green eyes brighten as his smile stretches. “The clinic closes at noon on Fridays, so I had the time.”

      “I really admire your choice of work.”

      His lips grow thin as his smile turns almost grim. “Really, it chose me. It was my calling.”

      Rachel’s warning that he can be sensitive has my mind working overtime, considering safe subjects.

      “Do you have any furry or scaled family members?” Lars asks, turning my thoughts in a one-eighty.

      “Furry, yes. A dog named Shakespeare. She’s half golden retriever, half mutt.”

      His eyebrows leap over the frame of his glasses. “I think you might have to explain the joke.”

      “Joke?”

      His cheeks stain red with discomfort, and his shoulders draw forward. “Her name. You thought she was a boy originally?”

      “Oh.” I try to make my tone friendly. “Not a joke, just an open mind.” With eyes remaining on my date, I continue, “Many believe Shakespeare was a woman.” My shrug is intended to express I don’t have a strong opinion over the matter so we can simply discard the topic.

      “Women weren’t allowed to attend schools at that time.”

      “But many were tutored.”

      He stares at me, calculating his next words. I’m struggling to know if I’m glad or offended by his unspoken thoughts when his name is called by the hostess.

      Wine or one of their pretty fruit drinks would likely dull my need to keep trying to read his expressions and make me care less about his opinions regarding history during the English Renaissance, but I also fear it might make him seem far more interesting than he actually is, so I opt for lemonade.

      “So why are you single?”

      My eyebrows shoot up my forehead. Aside from my mother, no one has ever asked me this question, and even she adds more tact. “Why are you single?” I think I was trying to sound less defensive, but I’ve failed miserably, and he makes that clear when he sits back farther in his chair.

      “Divorced,” he finally says.

      Generally, when someone reveals they’re divorced, it’s followed by an expletive: sadly, thankfully, finally, etcetera. But Lars doesn’t tag anything on; he just sits across from me either waiting for me to comment or explain my own reasons for being single.

      Taking a deep breath, I fight my lips into another smile. “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say. “I’ve never been divorced, but I imagine it’s quite difficult.”

      “So you’ve never been married?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Do you want to get married?”

      Society often has this misconception that all women want to get married pronto and have a zillion babies. I don’t know where this notion came from. Perhaps the same people who lied and said chocolate causes acne. Eating more chocolate as a teenager would not have given me more zits, and while I have known women ready to find Mr. Right Now, more often than not it is men who seem ready to lift their legs and claim ownership. Lars, however, might be different. He really doesn’t seem to be the possessive type. I’m struggling to know what type exactly he is, making my answer much harder.

      “I don’t know.” Seems much safer than not to you.

      “Loving someone can be very difficult.” Lars reaches for his water glass with a trembling hand.

      I remain silent, uncertain where he’s taking this.

      Lars looks up, his eyes glossy from tears, revealing he isn’t fit to be going out tonight either. I wonder if he has a pushy parent or friend who forced him to be on the dating site or if he thinks this will help him heal faster.

      “So are you from North Carolina?” I ask, already knowing he isn’t.

      Lars shakes his head. “The New England area, actually.”

      “Really? Where about?”

      “Southern Maine.” His deep set frown reveals he’s homesick.

      “I spent a summer in Maine when I was a kid. It was gorgeous.”

      His eyes light up. “Nowhere is better. It’s the most beautiful place on earth.”

      His expression teeters between nostalgia and anger, once again making me uncomfortable and issuing his first strike that really should have been given after his comment about Shakespeare.

      I stare at my menu and consider safe subjects to discuss with him that will bury this side of aggression I’m seeing as well as his tears. A few months ago, I would have been damning my mom by this point, but currently she’s barely a thought as I work to maneuver myself out of yet another awkward date.

      When the waiter comes to take our drink orders, we’re ready to place our meal order as well due to the extra time allotted by the tense moment.

      “You obviously have a deep love for animals,” I say. “What kind of pets do you have?”

      His smile returns, and for a second I’m caught off guard by his harmless appeal. He reminds me of a young boy playing dress up, even down to how his sport coat doesn’t fit him quite right and the sharpness of his shoulders.

      “I have four dogs, two parrots, six guinea pigs, a parakeet, five cats, and three rabbits.”

      “And a partridge in a pear tree?”

      He stares at me, and then cracks a smile. “Oh, you’re joking.”

      I nod, and against Rachel’s wishes, I give him a second strike for lacking a sense of humor.
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      “Why have I been hauling this shit around for so many years?” I kick the box and reach for my beer to drown the feeling of defeat. I thought unpacking was going to be like a prolonged Christmas where I would find timeless treasures and exciting memorabilia that would take me on journeys down memory lane. So far all I’ve come across is stuff that’s going to fill my garbage bin for the next nine consecutive weeks.

      A rapid knock at the front door has me moving swiftly. On the other side is Rachel, her eyes wide with terror for half a second before she clutches my arms.

      “Do you have an EpiPen?”

      “What?”

      “An EpiPen. I can’t find mine, and Hayden didn’t bring his backpack, and he’s having an allergic reaction, and he’s not…”

      I don’t hear the rest, because I’m already ripping open the door of my truck and grabbing the medical kit kept beneath the seat. It takes me twenty steps to pass through her front door, and I count each of them just like I have for every other emergency I’ve responded to. Something about knowing what number is next helps balance me for the unexpected.

      It takes mere seconds to locate my EpiPen and inject the small boy with swollen lips, puffy eyes, and blotchy skin, while delivering a quiet apology for the sting that is going to save his life. Lowering my ear to his mouth, I listen carefully while resting a hand on his chest. His breathing is too strained, prompting me to pull out my cell phone and place a call directly to the station.

      “Rachel.” I speak clearly, my voice raised to ensure she can hear me, but calm in an attempt to not scare the little guy. “A man named Drake is going to answer. I need you to talk to him and tell him what happened.”

      Shaking hands reach for the phone I’ve set beside me so I can aid Hayden. “All right, buddy, everything’s going to be okay. Remember to stay calm, and try taking deep breaths. I’m going to help you out. Breathe deeply, okay?”

      His blue eyes are wild as he attempts to take everything in. Fear has already set in, and unfortunately, it’s nearly as bad as him consuming more peanuts. I tilt his chin skyward and suck in a deep breath before blowing the air into his mouth.

      Rachel needs to get out of here and compose herself because her tears and pleas are only freaking the little boy out more, but I also need to make sure she’s telling the station the right information.

      I’m still administering most of his oxygen when the sirens pierce the night air that seemed to fall silent the second I stepped out my front door. Rachel is back in the kitchen, her cries only marginally quieter. Still, I’m grateful she’s here because it allows me to remain in place while she answers the door.

      “What do we have, DeLuca?” Drake’s familiar voice calls from the doorway.

      “Get oxygen and some steroids.”

      “On it.”

      Drake drops a hand on my shoulder and shoves me to the side to let me know he’s at my side, ready to relieve me with a far more effective method. With well-practiced hands, he places an oxygen mask over the boy’s mouth and nose and calmly explains his actions. Drake is paramedic-trained like me, and while he’s had half a dozen complaints filed against him for his lack of bedside manner, he’s great with kids.

      “Hayden, my name’s Coen. Sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier.” I set a hand on his shoulder. “This here’s my friend Drake.”

      Hayden’s eyes are still wide with fear. I can’t blame him. Being stripped of oxygen is horrifying.

      “I met your mom yesterday, and she told me you’re allergic to peanuts. We’re going to give you some medicine that will help you feel better, okay?”

      His jaw flexes with a nearly invisible trace of fear, one neither Drake nor I mention. I’m not allowed to assist now that the team is here since I’m not on duty and they’re able to take care of him, but I remain by his side as Chester comes to his other side as support in case Hayden moves or tries fighting off the shot. While many believe fire is our biggest threat, it’s actually blood. We’re the first responders, and when nearly two thirds of our calls are medical which include drug addicts passed out in gutters and hookers who drink their weight in cheap booze to erase the demons they chase each night, we have to be really careful to not catch ourselves with a syringe if a patient starts going crazy.

      Hayden grits his teeth but doesn’t move an inch as Drake injects him. While it’s a relief to not see him have to be held down, it’s almost more heartbreaking because I know he’s had to endure this before.

      I’m impressed to hear the sirens of an ambulance. Sometimes it can take twenty minutes for them to arrive once we’re on a scene.

      “DeLuca, are you attracting trouble?” I look up and spot Maggie, a paramedic I have worked closely with on multiple occasions.

      She doesn’t wait for a response, just moves to Drake’s side to receive the report.

      Once they have Hayden loaded onto the stretcher, Rachel reminds me of her presence as she appears at my side, her face tear-stained and shoulders rounded. I drop back, my thoughts of riding in the ambulance slowly disappearing in the breeze that is slight enough I feel almost nostalgic about the idea.

      “He’s going to be fine,” I tell her.

      She wipes at her damp cheeks with the back of her hand as she nods. “I can ride with him, right? They show that in the movies.”

      My smile is gentle. “Yeah. It will help him to have you there.”

      She cries harder. “It was some granola bar. I didn’t even know he had it. I don’t know where he even found it.”

      Rachel doesn’t know me, therefore I’m certain my hand on her back offers little comfort, but I’ve never dealt well with tears.

      “We got another call. It’s stupid day, apparently.” Drake stops at my side, lacking the white helmet he wears on a fire call that signifies him as a battalion chief. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Thanks for making it out so quickly.”

      He’s halfway to his truck when he looks over his shoulder in acknowledgment. “I have a feeling this will be the easiest call of the night.”

      Both emergency vehicles drive away, their lights and sirens blaring.

      I stand in the driveway, adrenaline waning far slower than my desire to return to the plethora of boxes filling my house until I can’t see or hear the trucks anymore. This is the first time that I’ve been on the other side of an emergency in so many years. Having the shoe be on the other foot is uncomfortable and leaves me restless. After a call, I’m used to relying on my brothers to find the humor and good in situations as we drive back to the station or to the next call, and that need is so potent now as Hayden’s sad eyes fill my thoughts.

      A white car speeds up the road and into the driveway. If I hadn’t been on my way to my own house, I might be road kill right now. Obscenities and accusations are pushing and shoving their way to the front of the line forming on my tongue, and then a familiar dark head appears over the top of the car that’s still running.

      She leaves her door open and dashes for the house.

      “He’s okay,” I call, moving toward her.

      Ella’s head whips around; her blue eyes are bright as they quickly dance over me. In them is the same fear that had been present in her son’s eyes, and it sends another shot of adrenaline through me. “How do you know? Did she take him to the hospital? Where are they?”

      “The ambulance left just a few minutes ago.”

      She’s nearly to her car when she turns to face me, her eyes still bright. “Do you know which hospital they went to?”

      “I’ll take you,” I say, realizing her driving is the largest risk for the town.

      “I don’t need you to drive me. I need you to tell me where they took my son.”

      “You can’t drive in your condition.”

      “My condition?” she shrieks. “You’re about to see what kind of condition I’m in when some asshole keeps me from getting to my kid.” She doesn’t just look mad—she’s furious, and I’m the asshole keeping her from her kid, apparently.

      “I want to help you get to him, but you’re understandably upset—”

      “I’m not waiting for a cab,” Ella says, cutting me off.

      “Turn off your car. We can take my truck.”

      She wants to argue. She wants to say no. She wants to get to Hayden more though because after two beats her shoulders fall and she stalks toward my truck.

      “Where are you going?” she demands when I don’t follow.

      “To turn off your car.” Freeing her keys from the ignition, I hold them between us and rattle them as proof before I grab her purse from the floorboard and shut the door.

      Ella is already buckled in the passenger seat of my truck, her legs bouncing in unison to a level of frustration I can understand and have experienced on numerous occasions when it seems like we’ll never get to a call fast enough. But in this case, I know Hayden is safe. I would have insisted for myself or Drake to have ridden in the ambulance if he wasn’t. I also know how hard it is to consider even logic once you’ve amped yourself up as high as she has.

      The light to get on the main road turns red well before we approach and her foot drums an impatient beat on the floorboard.

      “He’s doing fine. The fire department gave him some extra steroids after the epinephrine and had oxygen on him.”

      She gasps. “He had to have a shot of steroids?” Her high-pitched tone tells me I’ve failed miserably at attempting to console her. “Which station responded?”

      I have to do a double take, curious as to why she would ask that question. “I called my station directly,” I tell her. “Why?”

      She tries to shrug, but her muscles are so tightly wound they barely move. “Just curious.”

      I don’t know her, but I know she’s lying. The dull tone of her voice, the attempt to appear uninterested, and the fact that it was even brought up all confirm the fact.

      “I hope he doesn’t have to stay overnight. He hates being in the hospital.”

      “I’m sure they won’t admit him. He’ll probably spend a few hours in the ER and be sent home.”

      “I should have been there. I can’t believe this happened.” Ella drops her forehead into her palm like it weighs too much for her neck muscles to support any longer. “How did he even get peanuts?”

      Words are struggling to connect let alone any that make sense, leading me to one of our catch phrases from the station. “I’m sure it was just an accident.”

      Her head whips toward me, and before she unleashes the fury that single sentence has triggered, the hairs on my arms rise. “When it can kill him, there can’t be accidents.”

      I’m caught off guard, waiting because I was anticipating so much more.

      “That’s it?” I ask when she remains silent, her gaze focused on the darkened highway.

      Her stare is as heavy as it was before but lacks the underlying anger. I turn to face her, my brows raised. “You looked like you were ready to go Hulk on me. You want to unleash the fury? It might be better to get it out before we hit the hospital.”

      She turns, this time her movements slow and more pronounced. “I just need you to drive faster.”
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      My phone rings again. I know it’s Rachel. Guilt has had her calling me on the hour since I texted her to let her know they were discharging us.

      With a deep breath, I silence the ringer. Exhaustion has even my hair feeling like it weighs too much tonight. There’s no way I can listen to her apologize more and fret over how the incident of Hayden’s allergic reaction occurred.

      I know it was an accident.

      My heart knows it was an accident.

      Even my gut knows it was an accident.

      Still, watching the tears run down Hayden’s face as they put an IV into his arm, and listening to his fears from the evening, has made it really hard for me to accept that the accident happened. So I text her.

      
        
        Me: Sorry. Hayden’s asleep, and I decided to lie down with him.

        

      

      I don’t have to fib and say he asked me to sleep next to him. She knows how I worry about him on nights that aren’t spent in the ER until after 10 p.m.

      She sends me another apology along with wishes for a good night’s sleep, though we both know they won’t be granted.

      Hours pass too slowly. Ones filled with my hand on Hayden’s chest, counting his breaths, and of making notes and plans for the Weile account, and doing more research to ensure I know every minute detail of cars and how Weile intends to set themselves apart with using another new form of alternative energy that won’t use carbon fuels until my eyes blur and burn.

      I groan with objection when the blue walls of Hayden’s room begin to lighten. While I knew I wouldn’t get much sleep, I was hoping to catch a few intermittent hours to ensure I wouldn’t be in zombie mode, but sleep has been a myth tonight. Burying my face into a pillow and squeezing my eyes tightly shut, I wait for exhaustion to carry me to sleep, knowing that just a mere hour will help.

      It feels as though my eyes have just closed when Hayden shifts and sits up, wide awake. “Hey, Mom.” He rubs his eyes, his voice chipper.

      “Morning, baby. How are you feeling?” I sound like a giant frog with a cold.

      “Good.” He sits up farther. “My arm’s kind of sore, but other than that, I feel good.” His reassurance makes my sleepless night easier to take when he proclaims he’s hungry for pancakes.

      I’m grateful it’s Saturday. There was no way I would be comfortable with him out of my sight when he could still experience possible side effects from his allergic reaction. I should be feeling at ease. Hayden is okay. I’m now ahead with work from being up most of the night. We have the entire weekend together. Still, I can’t settle the restlessness that’s festering in my mind and stomach.

      “Blueberry?” I ask.

      “And whipped cream?”

      “You cancel out the fruit when you put that stuff on it.”

      “Aunt Rachel says pancakes are essentially mini fried cakes anyways.”

      “Is that supposed to help your argument?” I raise my eyebrows at his balanced expression. “’Cause it’s not.”

      He drops his shoulders, and his lips follow suit, along with his distinct eyes. “Please?” he begs.

      “I might even have some bacon left.” I relent, pulling the blankets free with a single swoop. There wasn’t a chance I was going to say no to the whipped cream even without the puppy dog eyes. Not this morning, at least.

      Shakespeare and Hayden cuddle under a large fleece blanket on the couch while I free the coffee grounds from the freezer so I can make what will likely be my first of a half dozen cups of coffee. The scent alone has my mind and muscles relaxing, and it furthers when Hayden giggles loudly at the cartoon. Even Shakespeare appreciates his laugh, her nose digging into the crook of his neck, knowing it will prolong the sound.

      I slot the first round of bacon onto a pile of paper towels while the pancake batter rests, waiting for a hot griddle to create the scents of vanilla and blueberries to join the aromas, when the doorbell rings. Guilt swims through my belly as I head to answer it, knowing I should have texted Rachel before cooking breakfast.

      An apology is already spewing from my mouth as I pull open the door but ends mid-sentence at the sight of Rachel’s new neighbor wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and sweat-dampened white T-shirt that clings to his chest, revealing defined planes of muscles. His name completely eludes me as I stare at him, wondering why he’s here and how to prevent Hayden from seeing him. After all, it seems like really bad parenting advice to admit I got into a car with someone whose name I can’t remember.

      His brown eyes are wide, moving from my graphic tee, to my face and though I don’t know him—not a single thing other than where he lives and his occupation—I know his eyes are reflecting humor though his lips are relaxed. “I just wanted to come by and make sure everything went all right last night.”

      Was his voice this deep yesterday?

      His raised brow makes me blink back thoughts. “Yeah. Yes.” I shake my head for correcting myself, and take a controlled breath. “He slept well and seems to be back to his old self.”

      And because my life serves as the headlining joke of some greater power, my smoke alarm blares from the kitchen, sending the fireman on my doorstep into action without delay or question.

      “You don’t have to … it’s just burnt bacon!” I call, following him into the house.

      Shakespeare circles him, barking loudly at the stranger while jumping on him, her ninety pounds nearly knocking him off balance as he reaches for the offending smoke alarm.

      “Shakespeare!” My voice is lost in the chaos. “Shakespeare!” I yell loudly to distract her for a second, allowing Hayden to grab Shakespeare’s collar and pull her back.

      It takes me a full three seconds to realize the wailing of the alarm has stopped and Rachel’s neighbor is staring at me, likely realizing I was gawking as his shirt stretched across his broad muscles while he reached for the smoke detector and removed the battery.

      “Coen?” Hayden’s small voice has us both turning. My son sounds in awe of this man, and he’s too young to be idolizing Coen for his abs or quick call to action.

      “Hey, little man. I just came by to check on you. See how you’re feelin’.”

      I hate that I like everything about this way too much. From the way Coen is looking at Hayden with earnest attention to his voice being compassionate and warm to the fact that he just called him “little man” when Hayden’s own father never uses terms of endearment.

      “I feel great.” Hayden smiles his shy grin that makes my heart grow warm and my lips involuntarily curl. “Thanks to you.”

      My smile becomes a gape. I blink rapidly, as if clearing my vision will help me understand what my son just said. “Thanks to you?” I repeat.

      “Didn’t Aunt Rachel tell you? Coen came over to help me last night.”

      Thoughts are ricocheting off the previous ones so quickly not one registers. I’d assumed she had helped him. When she called to tell me they were taking him to the hospital, never had the idea that her neighbor—whom I barely know—had come over to administer help. Feelings of betrayal, confusion, anger, sadness—even hurt are wrapping around each of the thoughts still working to be understood, making them even more difficult to decipher. “Yeah. Yeah, I just…” Had no idea! “…total brainfart.” The words leave me before I can stop them, and my cheeks redden, already regretting that I said the word “fart” in front of the man who not only has abs I could climb like a ladder visible through his damp shirt but saved my son.

      “Want to stay for breakfast? Mom’s making blueberry pancakes with whipped cream.”

      Please say no.

      Please say yes.

      No! Say no.

      Or … maybe say yes...

      Coen looks at me, eyes narrowed with skepticism as though hearing my internal debate. Forcing a smile to feign comfort with the idea of him staying brings forth the dating vibe. This is in no way a date. Not even remotely.

      “I should probably go.” He bends to pat Shakespeare on the flank. “We should check out the rest of your smoke alarms though. It’s always a good idea to ensure they’re all working.”

      “You can’t say no to my mom’s pancakes. She makes blueberry syrup to go on top of them. They’re amazing. Don’t ask her to make any kind of meat, though, because it’s always burnt. But everything else she makes is amazing!”

      “I don’t burn all the meat!”

      “The bacon.” Hayden raises an eyebrow, looking from the scorched bits dumped on a separate plate to cool before throwing away to me and then to Coen, his grin growing with each pass. If his attempt at an inside joke wasn’t at my expense, this would be absolutely adorable, worthy of warming my heart and preventing me from nagging him to do the homework assignments he likely wasn’t able to do yesterday.

      “I’m pretty sure I deserve the blame for that one,” Coen says with a smirk that almost makes me believe he knows what I’m thinking.

      “She would’ve burnt it anyways.” Hayden shrugs.  “The last of the pancakes and bacon both,” he adds.

      “Hey!” I object.

      Hayden glances at me, a smirk spread wide across his face. I like it too much to give him a lesson on being respectful or polite, especially since he’s right. His grin grows into an even wider smile, and he turns to Coen. “Can I help you check them?”

      “Absolutely.” Coen’s confirmation has Hayden beaming.

      Hayden leads Coen through the house, showing him where each smoke detector is located.

      “Great news, they all work!” Hayden announces as they return to the kitchen.

      “I heard.” I’m sure the entire neighborhood did. I’m a little surprised no one called or sent the fire department over.

      “I talked Coen into staying too!”

      A wave rolls in my belly at the thought of eating while sitting across from him. It’s ridiculous, really. I have never been shy when it comes to eating, and I already know he has no interest in me. And just as importantly, I have no interest in him. Therefore, my sloppy ponytail and Disney Princess shirt should not be awkward, but for some reason, there’s an itch that feels far too similar to embarrassment currently taking place in every nerve ending in my body.

      It doesn’t improve when his dark brown eyes meet mine, a patience and kindness present that makes time slow to a stop, allowing me to memorize more than just the warm color and wide almond shape, but also the way my heart seems to both leap and flutter when his focus is solely on me.

      It also doesn’t improve between bites of breakfast while he makes promises to Hayden about playing baseball with him or when he looks at me, delivering smiles that are each more impressive than the last. Or when he laughs at Hayden’s jokes, and listens to him tell us about his morning cartoon.

      But it does get worse as we remain seated around the table though we finished eating nearly thirty minutes ago. “Why don’t you guys come over today? We can play some baseball, and get you feeling ready for your game this week.”

      Hayden’s eyes are wide as saucers as he turns to me. “Can we, Mom?”

      Coen stands, easing the obligation as he reaches for my cleared dishes.

      “You don’t need to worry about those,” I say, also standing.

      His gaze settles on me. “You fed me breakfast. This is the least I can do.”

      Except he’s already done so much more. He saved my son.

      

      “Do you think we can go over later and play baseball like he said, Mom?” Hayden asks after Coen has helped clear the table and left. My son’s face is bright with a smile that stretches from ear to ear. It’s contagious and hopeful and at the same time horrifying because I know how easy it is for people to overpromise and underdeliver, and sadly, so does my son.

      “We’ll see.” I don’t add that he probably only said it to be nice and out of obligation.

      “Come on, Mom. You can visit with Aunt Rachel while I go over.”

      “Aunt Rachel is at work,” I tell him, reaching for my laptop.

      “I’ll do all my homework.”

      I look up from my background of Hayden from three years ago. His blue eyes are impossibly wide as they unfairly plead with me. Sighing, I look back to my computer and open the documents I need to gain some perspective and reason.

      “He said he can teach me how to throw a curveball.” Hayden’s voice is quieter, softer, but the hope is louder than it had been.

      I glance at the sticky note sitting on our fridge with Coen’s cell phone number scribbled across it. “Start working on your homework, and I’ll text him and see what his schedule looks like.”

      Hayden practically leaps from the couch, radiating excitement and a new found level of energy as he races up to his bedroom to collect his backpack.

      “If you hurt my son, I will hurt your pretty, curveball-throwing, lifesaving, pancake-eating ass, Coen DeLuca,” I grumble, walking into the kitchen and entering his number into my phone. I can’t message him yet, because I doubt he’s even made it home, but vow to once I go through the new emails I’ve received.

      

      “Do you have everything?” I ask for the third time. The previous times I asked were both followed by Hayden dropping his bag and racing up the stairs to get something else.

      He nods.

      “You’re sure?” I ask. “You have your mitt, your bat, some balls, your helmet?”

      “I don’t need my helmet, Mom. We’re just throwing the ball around his yard.”

      “If you miss, it could hit you.”

      “I’m not wearing my helmet.”

      “Will you at least bring it?”

      “No.” Hayden shakes his head. “If I do, you’ll make me wear it.”

      He’s so right.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Can we drive so we can get there faster?”

      I was really hoping to walk so I could clear my head from work, but with Hayden’s duffel and my laptop bag in tow, I decide he’s right and grab my keys from the small table that sits by our front door.

      The drive is too fast. My emotions are still too heightened by the stresses of work and the lasting ones from Hayden’s allergic reaction. I attempt to pocket all the loose ends of my fears and thoughts that have been swirling around in my head and paste a smile on my face as I turn to Hayden. “Ready?”

      “Think he might let me come over again?” he asks, adding another fear to my web of thoughts. I pray Coen doesn’t disappoint my son or act like a raging lunatic if he does something wrong.

      Reaching forward, I run my hand from his forehead to his chin, cupping his small face, appreciating each special and unique detail that make up my perfectly imperfect son. “We’ll see, baby. For now, let’s go have some fun.”

      Hayden grins, then leans forward and kisses my cheek, leaving a wet outline of his lips on my skin. “Love you, Mom.”

      “I love you more,” I assure him.

      “I love you most.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ask. “Well, I love you the mostest.”

      “’Mostest’ isn’t a word,” he reminds me.

      “In any other context, you’re right. But for this one, it definitely is.”

      Hayden smiles as he shakes his head at me, his increasingly literal mind not willing to accept my excuse but his heart not wanting to break tradition keeping him from arguing further.

      The front door of Coen’s house opens. His tall frame fills the space, cueing us both to opening our car doors. Getting out, I look to Rachel’s house, and a small pang of guilt dances with the creeping sensation of anger. It feels so weird to be parked in the driveway beside my best friend’s. It feels even stranger to feel so hurt by her.

      “Hey, guys!” Coen calls, bringing my attention back to him as he dismounts the porch and begins walking toward us. “Glad you found the place okay,” he says, winking.

      “You live right next to Aunt Rachel,” Hayden informs him with a smile.

      “How convenient!” Coen’s smile isn’t one that displays sarcasm or mock shock. It’s genuine and kind and so warm that I find myself smiling back at him with matching enthusiasm.

      “Well, are you ready to play some ball?” Coen asks Hayden, though his attention is once more on me.
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      Ella isn’t just smirking.

      Ella isn’t just smiling.

      Ella is beaming.

      Ella is beaming at me.

      My chest feels tight and enlarged at the same time. I want to tell her to keep smiling and never stop because it’s so beautiful but fear if I dare make her aware that she’s showing such pure and undiluted happiness, it may cause me to never see it again, and that would be a travesty. One I’m not willing to risk.

      I turn to Hayden and find him with a nearly matching expression and lift my hand for a high five which he delivers with a shout.

      “Let’s do this!” I call, taking Hayden’s bag from him. “There are still some boxes lying around, so you guys have to kind of watch your step, but let’s go through the house.” I hold a hand up to signal for them to climb the steps.

      “How are things going with the new house?” Ella asks as she places a hand on Hayden’s back and follows him up the stairs.

      “I’ve decided I’m never moving again,” I tell her, opening the front door for them. “Unless I hit the lottery and can pay other people to pack, move, and then unpack everything I own.”

      She laughs, and I crane my neck, needing to see her expression as the beautiful sound flows from her lips. She’s looking to Hayden as he laughs along, though his was delayed, confirming he’s only laughing because his mom is. I want to give him another high five for being a good kid.

      “Your TV is huge!” Hayden cries.

      I’m already regretting having invited them inside. Ella is likely comparing my house to a college dorm room as they step into my living room which gives them a clear view of the kegerator and pool table that serve as my dining room furniture, and the oversized brown leather couches that have never seen a pillow or whatever in the hell those fancy blankets are called that people work tirelessly at making messy and unchoreographed. If I want a blanket while watching TV, I pull one off my bed and use it. I’m sure she also wouldn’t be impressed to know that I’ve never hung a curtain or owned a bedroom set. My bed sits on the metal rails it was sold on, and my mother bought my bedding, but I definitely shouldn’t tell her that.

      I shake my head to dispel thoughts of my mother, my bedroom, and Ella co-mingling, and hear Hayden excitedly point out all of my gaming equipment, and feel the blood drain from my face. Ella may not be impressed about multiple aspects of my house, but she is going to think I’m a complete child now that she sees that one of the few things I’ve actually unpacked is all of my gaming shit and surround sound equipment.

      “This place is awesome!” Hayden continues. “You have all the best games! Mom, do you see how many games he has?” If she hadn’t, she has now.

      “It’s too nice outside to be in here. Let’s go get warmed up!” I open the French doors that lead to my backyard to prompt them to stop staring at the stuff that is likely having Ella comparing me to her own child and go back outside where I can hopefully prove some of my manhood back.

      Ella goes to the sideline of the yard and sits on the grass with her back against the wooden fence. My yard is comprised of fifty percent weeds and fifty percent grass at this point, and there isn’t a deck or chairs or anything else to help prove that I’m an adult ready to live on my own yet. However, she doesn’t hesitate to pull out her computer and prop it on her legs.

      “Sorry about the rough conditions,” I tell her. “I’m really hoping to get a lot of work done to the yard so it’s ready for summer.”

      “That’s okay,” she says. “It’s a nice, big space. And you got lucky, you have a level yard. Few houses in this development have flat yards.” Ella leans her head back to look up at me. “What are you thinking of doing back here? Maybe I can steal some of your ideas. I’ve lived in my house for five years and have only managed to get it fenced.”

      I was expecting her to laugh or call me on a bluff after witnessing my house, but her blue eyes are wide as she patiently stares at me. “I want to put a big deck all the way across so I can access it from the back door or the master bedroom.” I nod in the direction of the door off my bedroom. “And create a railing that has bench seats all the way around and then stairs down the middle. Over here,” I point toward the far end of my yard, “I’m going to put some pavers down and have a patio set up for grilling, and build a big in-ground fire pit and seating over there.” I turn, facing the far end of the yard, farthest from my room. “And then get some landscaping done and lay new grass.”

      “Your backyard is definitely going to beat mine now until forever.” Ella chuckles, then looks across the expanse of my yard and back to me. “But I think that sounds really awesome.”

      “Will you be able to teach me to pitch like Roger Clemens?” Hayden asks, causing me to tear my attention from memorizing his mother’s carefree expression.

      “Depends,” I say. “Can you teach me to hit like Babe Ruth?”

      “I thought you were going to teach me?” he asks.

      “What?” I drag out the syllables, feigning shock.

      “I had to do all my homework to come over here. You really do know what you’re doing, right?” Hayden’s eyes grow round with caution, looking me over like my knowledge of the sport will be apparent.

      “Depends,” I tell him.

      “On what?”

      “Are you a good listener?”

      He nods.

      “Sorry. Is that a yes?”

      He nods with more vigor, and his smile begins to break through.

      “I can’t hear you?” Leaning closer to him, I place a hand behind my ear.

      “Yes!” he yells.

      I smile. “Great, ’cause I like to talk.” With a wink, I turn and gather one of the five new baseballs I picked up after leaving their house this morning. I hadn’t known if they would actually come but had hoped they would. Being around them for breakfast was a nice change of pace. I didn’t feel like I had to be anyone special or compete with anyone to say the funniest thing or defend myself about why I was in the newspaper again.

      In fact, for most of the time I was there, I was able to sit back and watch Ella and Hayden interact. I learned that Hayden loves baseball, and when he talks too fast, he begins to stutter. And I learned that Ella eats one thing on her plate entirely before moving on to the next, and that when someone speaks, she gives them her full attention, even when it was Hayden telling her about what had happened in the cartoon while she finished cooking. Every detail she listened to carefully. I knew because she’d clarified several points with him.

      Tossing the ball into the air, I acclimate myself to its size and weight. “Do you know what’s special about a fastball?” I ask, noticing that Ella has moved her focus from her computer to us.

      Hayden shakes his head. “It’s really fast?”

      I nod. “It is fast, and when you throw it, the ball spins from the bottom to top.” I slowly move the ball with my hands to give him a visualization. “We call this backspin. But a curveball goes the opposite way. When you pitch a curveball, your ball is going to rotate from top to bottom so that the leverage is on the front of the ball rather than the back.

      “The key to a really great curveball is your grip.” I hold the ball to show him exactly where his fingers need to be. “See how my index finger isn’t touching the ball? I’m going to use it to point to exactly where I want my ball to go. And see how my middle finger is along the bottom seam while my thumb covers the back seam here?” I point out the details with my left hand. “When I throw the ball, my middle finger is going to lead my hand, and my index finger is going to direct the ball. Are you ready for it?”

      Hayden nods with more enthusiasm as his thoughts of this being worth doing his homework fade into the afternoon heat.

      I show him my grip again and then jog back several feet to create some space. I play baseball all the time with the guys at the station, but I’ve never thrown a ball around with a kid, and it makes me really nervous as I weigh the ball in my palm and consider the damage it could do if my aim isn’t accurate or I throw it too hard.

      “Ready?” I ask again, ensuring his focus is solely on me.

      “Ready!” he sings.

      I wind the ball back, and as I step forward with my weight and release the ball, I cringe. I shouldn’t have thrown the ball. I should have just had him throw it.

      This was a mistake.

      What am I doing?

      He’s going to break something!

      Hayden catches the ball in his mitt, his smile stretched so wide I can’t help but cheer not just for him, but for successfully playing catch for the first time in twenty years.

      I look over, hearing the same laughter that had demanded my attention only a few moments ago, and see Ella with her face reflecting the sunlight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day I’m at the fire station. The daily newspaper sits on my bed with a permanent marker mustache, unibrow, and horns completing a picture of me.

      I murmur a dozen profanities followed by a deep sigh.

      “You know, I think we’re out of rocky road,” Peters says with a laugh.

      “This doesn’t count,” I exclaim. “This is a profile picture. No news stations were even there last night, and I wasn’t on duty.”

      “Probie will take care of the heads if you get rocky road and buttered pecan.”

      I don’t hesitate to accept the offer, though I think it’s a bunch of bullshit. “Deal.” Ten bucks to avoid cleaning a bathroom that ten guys and the public uses makes this a steal. Peters laughs, likely happier about giving Probie another task than getting his way. I’m pretty certain that the years Peters spent in the role as the newest member of a squad must have really sucked, because while the rest of us sling jokes and enjoy playing the occasional prank on whoever is our current probie, he often takes it so far one of us has to intervene.

      “Lance is cooking pulled pork tonight,” he says, peeling off his T-shirt to replace it with a navy blue one that has our station number, four, inside of our badge on his left shoulder. “You think we should get potato salad or coleslaw to go with it?”

      “Do you want me to help pick out your clothes or give you some hair advice next? Maybe share some waxing tips or paint your nails?”

      Peters winds his fist back. I don’t move to avoid his blow to the stomach, knowing I deserve it. With the contact, I laugh to hide my wince because even though Peters is on the shorter side, and we tease him relentlessly for his small hands, he can wind it up and deliver a pretty solid hit. “My vote’s for potato salad.”

      “Mine too,” Gaines says as he drops a duffel onto his bed. “Cabbage makes me gassy.”

      “Air makes you gassy, Gaines.” Peters isn’t lying, and the fact makes all three of us laugh.

      Once the captain wraps up our shift meeting, informing us what occurred with the previous shift, complete with another copy of the paper that has my picture plastered across the front page from last night’s incident with Hayden, and details our designated posts for the next twenty-four hours, we dive into our chores. Since my bathroom duty had been passed on to Probie, I move outside to help clean the trucks. It’s my favorite task, and with the weather turning nice, I’m glad to be outside before the humidity makes it uncomfortable.

      “Looks like you missed a spot.” Kane licks his thumb and rubs it against the shiny red paint, creating a gross film over the cleaned area.

      Frowning, I grab a cloth and wipe it clean again. We become part of a brotherhood when the commissioner reads our names and pins us with our official badges, but there are a few of my brothers in blue who I can barely tolerate. Kane often walks that line with a toe pointed toward the side that has me avoiding and ignoring him.

      “Did you like that portrait I drew of you?” Lance asks as he slides into the seat next to mine. Lance is our senior on shift. Retirement is less than a year away for him, and I don’t think anyone can tell if he’s growing anxious because of all the free time or fearing the fact—him included. Personally, I’m not ready for him to go. There are men on the squad like Gaines who have been on duty for over twenty years but refuse to take a leadership role, and then there are people like Lance who avoid conflict and confrontation and naturally take charge of situations. In addition to providing sanity at the station, Lance is the best cook we have and a wealth of knowledge, having completed more trainings than nearly all of us combined, and having responded to thousands of calls.

      “You didn’t get the eyebrow right.”

      “Eyebrow!” Lance slaps his knee and barks a laugh that makes his eyes close because it’s entirely genuine. It’s another thing about him I’ll miss.

      “Yeah, you drew it so it only hits the middle of my forehead. This thing nearly goes to my hairline. Give me some credit.”

      “You aren’t nearly as pretty as everyone thinks,” Muppet says with a grin that makes my teeth clench. Kane annoys me, but Muppet is the epitome of annoying, nosy, and useless, and that’s putting it mildly. Usually when I think of how to describe the man, I feel a little guilty because even for my Italian background, the words are colorful.
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      “He came by your house?”

      I stop emptying the dishwasher, shifting my phone to the other ear, and focus on Rachel. Not on her words, but her tone. “Yeah, but it was just to check on Hayden,” I assure her. I don’t know why we’re even talking about Coen, or how he came up. Between me avoiding her to manage my feelings toward the situation, and her being busy with moving her store’s location, I haven’t spoken to her all weekend.

      “How’d he know where you live?”

      Is that defensiveness I hear?

      “I have no idea,” I admit, my thoughts too focused on why my best friend seems upset rather than wondering how he did find our house.

      “So he just came to say hi?”

      It’s envy.

      “No, no. Nothing like that. He just stopped by to see how Hayden was feeling, and while he was here I burned some bacon and set off the smoke alarms. Did you know you’re supposed to check your smoke alarms every week?” I resume emptying the dishwasher, placing the glasses into the cupboard as I share my newly learned fact.

      “What?”

      “Yes. Every. Week.”

      “Why?”

      “In case the batteries go out.”

      “But they start beeping when the batteries start dying.”

      “That’s what I said!” I cry, placing the final clean dish away and closing the dishwasher.

      “Was that all that happened?” Rachel’s tone has returned to nearly solemn, wiping clear the smile that had been forming on my face.

      “Yes. Just a Good Samaritan call.” Images of Coen filter through my mind like a collage, running in the order of the hours we spent together. His smile had grown by the time he offered to grill us dinner. I’d been reluctant, but Hayden agreed before I could consider making an excuse.

      “He likes you,” Rachel says, interrupting my mental recounts.

      Slumping to the couch, I kick my feet up onto the coffee table. “He’s a firefighter, Rach,” I remind her because that alone is enough to keep me away from any guy regardless of what he looks like, or if he can teach my son how to throw a curveball or check to make sure we’re safe, or even grill the best burger of my life and be attentive enough to get me a refill before my drink was half gone.

      Right?

      I shake my head swiftly and focus on the reality of the situation. “Plus, did you see his face when he first heard I had a son?” I ask, knowing she had. It was impossible to miss Coen’s rounded eyes. “He has zero interest.”

      “He didn’t make a face. You just expect everyone to make one so you imagined it.” Rachel’s rolling her eyes. I can hear it in her tone.

      Did I make it up? I work to recall the moment, but can only remember how quick and genuine his smile had been. How warm his palm had been against mine. How sincere he seemed.

      “Do you?”

      “Do I what?” I ask, sitting up to once again attempt to clear my thoughts.

      “Have interest in him.”

      I balk. “No!” I cry. “I don’t even know anything about him other than he’s a fireman. And you know that’s three strikes on its own,” I remind her.

      “Are you sure? I mean, maybe he could…”

      “Are you interested in him?” I cut her search off.

      There’s a long pause. “I … No. Maybe? …I don’t know.”

      “All I hear are lies.”

      “Ella!” she cries, and her tone reveals I’m right. She does have feelings for him. “I don’t like him. My divorce hasn’t even been final for a year. I’m not supposed to be dating yet.”

      “Says who?” I ask.

      “The entire South.”

      My laughter grows. “Well, I’m pretty sure you know where I stand on what everyone else thinks.”

      “Sure you’re a single mom, but you have a prestigious job, and live in a house with a wraparound porch and a rose garden. And you have hanging baskets with ferns that you water and prune. In addition to all of that, you cook dinner every night, bake homemade cakes, are a member of the PTA, and you go to baseball games each week. You, Ella, are the epitome of what a Southern belle is supposed to be.”

      “I also got pregnant at seventeen, swear, refuse to get dressed or wear makeup on the days I work from home, and the cakes I bake are from a boxed mix, topped with store-bought frosting. And while I attend the baseball games, I still don’t know when I’m supposed to cheer other than when a ball is hit. I have to watch the other parents to know when I’m supposed to clap or start one of their ridiculous chants.”

      “You chant?”

      “Stop.” I clasp a hand to my forehead, laughing because saying it out loud sounds so silly.

      “You can’t tell me you chant and not do one for me.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “And you’re being mean.”

      It feels good to laugh with my best friend and share this banter. Some of the tension that had seemingly quadrupled in the past forty-eight hours releases, and I sit down because it almost makes me light-headed to feel the significance. Rachel isn’t just my best friend—she’s my only friend. I moved here with a background about myself that even after nine years, I haven’t been able to shake. I’ve never had the gumption to ask Rachel if she ever believed what she heard about me, or even if she still does. I prefer living in ignorance.

      “What are your plans for next weekend? The devil is taking Hayden, right?”

      “You have to stop calling him that. One day, Hayden’s going to hear you,” I tell Rachel, grabbing a magazine, filled with pages of summertime recipes from the table and flipping it open.

      “Good. Then maybe we can pull the entire sheet off so he can see the whole picture.”

      My attention shifts to the conversation. “It’s better this way. Kids are supposed to love and be loved by both of their parents.”

      “When their parents are both good people, absolutely.”

      I don’t know why I’m arguing with Rachel. A part of me feels resentful for having to defend Patrick. After all, it’s me who has been wronged by him. It is me who experiences anxiety attacks when my son is gone for entire weekends. It’s me who this town looks down upon.

      “Hayden deserves to have a father though.” And that alone is the reason I will continue to defend my ex.

      “Ella, you have to start hating him in order to get over him,” Rachel says. “It’s the only way.”

      “I am over him,” I reply automatically.

      She doesn’t argue. We both know I’m not. When you give your heart away, there’s no way to fully get it back. Pieces will be left behind, lies will drill holes, deceit will cause cracks, and the feeling of being unwanted will create a doubt your heart was ever whole. The only time I’ve ever felt as though my heart was entirely full was years ago when I thought a man loved and adored me more than anything or anyone. It’s a feeling I have missed for the past nine years—and one I find myself briefly waiting to experience on every blind date I go on. There have been moments where I’ve even wondered if I was possibly experiencing a small bit of it while out on a date. A private smile or a prolonged glance or finding something special in common like a shared love for French espresso have all had me believing and hoping I could feel that fullness I once felt. It was almost cruel to experience those dates at all because it didn’t feel fair to my feelings, let alone my heart.

      “You’re a better person than me,” Rachel says. “If I were you, I’d be keying his car and finding all sorts of creative ways to make his life miserable.”

      “No you wouldn’t.”

      She laughs. “I’d at least look for ideas on the internet to make myself feel better.”

      “I can imagine getting all sorts of strange texts from you.” I laugh. “I bet you’d even have organized folders for each subject of torture. Ways to destroy his car. Methods to ruin his house. Best rumors to spread about him. Ways to cause him endless diarrhea.”

      “You know it,” Rachel says.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do next weekend.” I draw the conversation back to her original question. “Maybe paint the sunroom. I think it has the personality to be green or maybe yellow. What do you think?”

      “I don’t think walls have personalities,” she teases. “But if they did, I would say it would be a blue room.”

      “I feel like every room in my house is either blue or beige.”

      “That’s your fault for having a son.”

      “Want to come and paint with me?”

      “I can’t,” she says. “I’m leaving for Miami on Friday, remember? But why don’t you come with me?” Rachel’s voice rises. “You could come for just a night and we can hit the town, drink too much, eat carbs, stay up late, skinny-dip in the ocean…”

      “That sounds fun, but I can’t. If Hayden needs to come home or there’s a problem, I need to be here.”

      “Just one night,” she begs. “It would be so much fun!”

      “Maybe the next time he’s at his dad’s we can do the same here in town.”

      “Where are we going to go skinny-dipping?”

      “I have a sprinkler,” I say, smiling hugely.

      “Ella!” Rachel cries, giving me the response I had been hoping for. “Fine. I’m going to watch TV and then go to bed. You go work for the next eight hours so you can wake up and go back to work again.”

      “Ha ha ha,” I say dryly. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Ella?”

      “Yeah?” I ask, sweeping a pile of crumbs off the coffee table and into my palm.

      “I’m really sorry about Hayden. I swear it will never, ever, ever happen again.”

      “I know it wasn’t on purpose, and I’m not mad at you. You know how anxious I get when something like this happens.”

      “I do. And I’m really sorry that I was the one who caused it. I hope the devil doesn’t freak out on you when you tell him.”

      “It’ll be okay,” I lie. My ex—whom Rachel is referring to as the devil—will freak out. I dread having the discussion with him, yet strangely appreciate that he will be upset because it shows he cares.

      “If you need me to kick him in the nuts, or look up some methods of torture, just say the word.”

      “Word,” I tease.

      “What do you think of trying to sell him on Craigslist?”

      “Aside from that tiny detail of human trafficking being illegal, how would we ever get him to go anywhere?”

      “Ella!” Rachel shrieks, warning me that her idea has snowballed. “We can make an ad for him. A handyman ad.” She pauses, and I know she’s already working through the details. “Imagine it! Him, Mr. I-can’t-do-anything-except-lift-my-finger-to call-someone-to-hire, being called for random jobs?”

      “He’d hate that,” I say with a laugh, tossing the crumbs into the garbage can in the kitchen, unable to sit in one spot for any length of time.

      “Exactly.” She draws out the single word as we both think far too long about it. “He wouldn’t actually go, but just having him get a bunch of random calls to help with jobs he can’t do would be hilarious.”

      “I’ll see how big of an asshole he acts like when I drop him off on Friday and let you know. Until then, the light is red.”

      “Ella!” Rachel cries. “You have to be proactive. You know my dad’s favorite line that a good defense is a great offense.”

      “I think you have that one backward, but regardless, I’m not going to do anything now. I haven’t heard from him or his perfect Stepford wife in weeks. There’s no need to go looking for a fight, especially with this new project I have going for work.”

      “Okay. Well, if you get tired and lonely from staring at numbers too long, give me a call again, and we can look over some of your new dating matches.”

      “You added veterinarians to my blacklist, right?” I add before she can hang up.

      “No! Ella, your blacklist is so long it could likely reach the sun. You need to stop finding what you don’t like and start focusing on what you like so we can work on that list.”

      I slump my shoulders in defeat and reach for my fridge in hopes that a thick slab of chocolate cake will magically appear.

      “You know Patrick’s not for you. He doesn’t deserve you and never did.” Her words crash against the pretty dreams I keep locked in my subconscious of my ex, Hayden, and me all together, happy and right, making my lack of cake, or any sort of dessert, even more disappointing. It surprises me to hear her use my ex’s name since she never does. Even when she goes with me to pick up or drop off Hayden and she comes face to face with him, she calls him anything but his name or doesn’t address him at all.

      “I just felt like he understood me. Like he knew what made me who I am and what I wanted and needed and feared.”

      “Master manipulators have a way of making themselves look like gods. It’s part of their spell.”

      “Do you ever wonder if we just hate him because he didn’t choose to love me back?”

      “Ella!” Rachel’s voice turns to steel, cold and harsh. “Honestly, I hate talking about him with you more than anything. I find myself getting so irrationally angry. I want to shake you and force you to remember every horrible thing that asshole did just so you’ll stop worshipping the selfish, worthless … self-absorbed … manipulating jackass that he is.” Rachel breathes loudly, worked up.

      “I’m not trying to cause a fight. I’m over him. I am. Sometimes it’s just harder.”

      “Harder than what?”

      “Other nights.”

      “That’s not over him, Ella.”

      “I don’t cry anymore. I don’t hate him anymore. I don’t even look him up on social media anymore.”

      “God, you know how to be a masochist.”

      “You’re right. I need to get out there. Maybe I won’t find my husband with online dating, but at least this will allow me to realize what I want.”

      “Not just what you want, but what you deserve,” Rachel corrects me.

      Deserve.

      The word floats through my mind again and again, making me question the existence of nearly everything in my life. I have the greatest, sweetest, and most intelligent son on this earth and a job that makes me feel accomplished and happy and a house I can comfortably furnish. Maybe I’ve met my quota of what I deserve.

      “Go log in. We’ll make a top-ten list and set up some dates!”

      While I’m feeling discouraged with my realization that I’ve likely met my allowance of the universe’s infinite tally system of what I deserve, the need to be over my ex once and for all has me doing exactly what Rachel told me to. Sitting at my dining room table, I open my laptop and log in to the dating site to see I have multiple alerts and click on my inbox.

      “Is that a…” I click on the first message, and my eyes widen with shock. “Someone sent me a dick pic!” My words border on being a shout, and I have to be silent for a few seconds to ensure I didn’t wake Hayden.

      “You get those a lot.” Rachel’s tone is completely impassive.

      I switch my cell phone to my other ear again. “You don’t set me up with any of them, do you?” I whisper-shout. Shocked that she’s so blasé about this.

      “Not yet. I’m waiting though for you to tell me when you just need a—”

      “No,” I say, cutting her off. “Not a chance.”

      Rachel’s laughter fills my ear as I look to the next message.

      “I thought you said you added age limits?” I ask.

      “I did.”

      “Then why is Grandpa interested in taking me out to the buffet?”

      Rachel laughs again, louder this time as I shake my head and delete another message.

      “Number three looks nice,” she says as I scroll through his pictures.

      “Isn’t it weird though that he obviously was in these with someone else? Like, did he just cut his ex-girlfriend out?”

      “Don’t get too hung up on that, because you’ll see it a lot.”

      “I guess that’s better than guys with millions of selfies, right?”

      “Look at you finding the silver lining!” Rachel says. “Now what do you think about number three?”

      “He seems fine.”

      “We aren’t looking for fine here, babe. Let’s delete and move on.”

      “Rach, what do you think of number nine?”

      “Outdoorsyman?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You might have to go camping,” she warns. “And fishing.”

      “Hayden would love that.” I continue going through his pictures. “And he has a dog.”

      “Don’t get too caught up by that either. Lots of people have dogs.”

      “I thought we were supposed to be looking for silver linings?”

      “Touché,” Rachel says.

      “He owns a construction company,” I read aloud. “And has kids.”

      “He owns a boat!” Rachel cries. “Maybe he has friends.”

      “I have a good feeling about this guy.” I scroll through his pictures again, finding his golden hair and light blue eyes even more attractive than I had with the first pass. “He has kind eyes.”

      “He does, doesn’t he? And he’s clearly motivated if he owns his own company.”

      “Anyone can own their own company,” I tell her.

      “Silver. Lining.” She enunciates both words, making me laugh.

      “Okay, so how do I set up a date?”

      “Easy. Since he’s already shown interest in you, all you have to do now is reply.”

      “His message is so vague! All he said was hi. What do I say?”

      “Just think of it as an interview for a date.”

      “That doesn’t help,” I tell her.

      “Start with hello.”

      “I can’t just send hello to him.”

      “Why not? He did.”

      “Because then I’m allowing him to lead the conversation.”

      “You could start with ‘hi, my name’s Ella, and I’m a control freak,’ if you’d like. It might be more accurate.”

      “I’m going to ask him about his dog,” I say, ignoring her.

      “Ella,” Rachel says my name in the whiniest of voices, one that only she can achieve.

      “It’s a safe, mutual topic,” I explain. “Conversation is supposed to start on middle ground and segue into other topics, and if it does and feels comfortable, I think I’ll ask him out.”

      I wait for Rachel to disagree and argue about my intention.

      “You should have been doing this a while ago,” she admits. “I just ask a series of questions to make sure they don’t sound like psychos and then ask them out.”

      “Do they think they’re talking to me when you do that?”

      “Do you think they’d think it was normal if they knew it was your mother and me doing it?”

      “My mother helps you?”

      “She loves it.”

      “She’s seen the dick pics?” I ask, horrified.

      “She’s even asked me if I think some of them are real.”

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “It’s good for her.”

      “But really bad for our relationship. I can’t believe she’s been pushing online dating when she’s seen what people send.”

      “She’s been suggesting speed dating a lot lately.”

      “I’m mortified,” I admit, my cheeks heated with the fact.

      “Why? Your mother’s been married for over thirty years. I’m sure she’s seen the one-eyed snake a time or two. After all, you are here.”

      “Stop!” I cry. “Stop. Stop. Stop.”

      Rachel laughs, enjoying my discomfort. “Maybe it helps her—”

      “I will hang up on you,” I warn.

      “You’re such a baby. It’s just sex.”

      “It’s my mother! Talking to you about a guy’s weenis is much different than knowing my mother is looking at them.”

      Rachel’s laughter grows again. “Weenis. God, I forgot about that word.”

      Smiling, I minimize Outdoorsyman and look through the rest of my messages.

      “After this, I’ll give you the info so you can log on to the other site. You need to be on your phone though. It’s kind of fun. You get to swipe if you like someone.”

      “Baby steps,” I warn her.

      “You’re diving in, babe,” she counters.

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to belly flop on my first attempt.”

      “You won’t,” she assures me. “If you apply even a small fraction of the effort you do toward your work, you’ll find someone. Then you’ll finally learn what a good, strong, healthy relationship is.”

      A bitter part of me wants to remind her that she is a recent divorcée, but I know that’s my ego talking and manage to swallow the words before I click on the next message. “Number thirteen is hot, but does the man own a shirt?”

      “Oh, let me look!”

      We’re silent for a few minutes, each scrolling through the same images. “You should message him. Eye candy is never a bad thing.”

      “We haven’t even read his profile.”

      “You’re the one that’s going through their pictures first,” Rachel teases. “What did his message say?”

      Although she can see it as easily as I can, I close the pictures so I can read it to her. “Hey, Ella. You probably get this a lot, but you’re really hot. I don’t do relationships, but if you’re interested in hooking up, message me.” Reading the message a second time to myself makes it even more baffling. I shake my head and release a humorless laugh. “That’s it. I’m telling my mom I want a cat for my next birthday. I’m done.”
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      Sometimes I wish I had applied for fire stations that were way out in the boondocks. Somewhere I can’t see my nearest neighbor without getting into my truck and driving for thirty minutes. Suburbia really isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be. People mow their lawns before the sun has even decided if it’s going to shine, and too many sit on their front porches waiting for any poor bastard to pass by so they can ask a million questions about their day and the weather. And there are dogs barking, kids yelling, parents yelling, couples yelling—there’s a lot of yelling, and the cars … dear God, the cars. But the worst part of living in a neighborhood is people can knock on my door without warning any damn time they please.

      Taking a deep breath, I kick another box, which is filled with more crap from my childhood. Things that at some point I either thought would hold sentimental value or was just too lazy to sort and throw away at the time, likely the latter. The person on the other side of the door knocks three more times before I make it downstairs to answer it, my patience running low.

      “Hi!” Rachel is on the other side with a smile so wide it feels like it’s challenging my current frown. She thrusts a basket with a large blue bow tied around the handle into my chest, diverting my attention. It’s filled with muffins, bagels, cupcakes, cookies, and loaves of bread. “I didn’t know what you like, so I went with a little of everything.”

      I look up from the basket to Rachel and shake my head with confusion.

      “For Friday night…” she begins, her smile faltering. “For saving Hayden.”

      The memory of her appearing at my doorway flashes. Her bright eyes that are so carefully made over now were smudged and dark from tears, and her skin was blotchy and red. She clearly doesn’t wear a lot of makeup, because hers was definitely worn off that night, and even with worry and guilt etched across her features, she was still beautiful.

      My smile is easy, an expression and reaction I have been known for since I was young. Mostly it’s sincere. I like to be happy. I like to smile. I like when my smile makes others smile. I even like when it makes a pessimist frown deeper. Rachel’s reaction is to smile her toothy grin again, the one that reveals the thin strip of metal behind her bottom teeth from previous orthodontics. “Thank you. I really appreciate the gesture, but you really didn’t have to. I was just doing my job.”

      “I didn’t call the fire department; I went to my neighbor’s. You weren’t doing your job.”

      “What do you do for work?” I ask.

      “I own a small boutique with my mom and sister.”

      “And do you ever go an entire day without doing something for your store?”

      Her eyebrows dive low and then spring high. “No, I guess I don’t.”

      I shrug. “Me either.”

      “Still, what you did was huge. I can’t thank you enough, really. Hayden is … well, I love him. He’s like my nephew. I still can’t believe things got as bad as they did.”

      “You did the right thing by getting me, but next time, you should call it in first.” I don’t have to voice the rest, that if I hadn’t been home, she would have wasted precious time. I can tell by her pursed lips she’s already realizing her error.

      “Well, it’s a thank you and also a prelude to asking you to take a look at my chimney. I’ve been worried about it since Justin mentioned it.”

      Spring here in North Carolina is unpredictable. We range from eighty to snow in the span of two days, but it’s been too warm to warrant a fire. I had hoped the chimney “issue” would be dropped. One of the warning signs that a woman might be interested is when they bring up a topic that was previously discussed. It’s supposed to create the façade of a past and bring familiarity and comfort—things I want to avoid.

      “Yeah, sure. I’d be glad to take a look for you.” Rather than inviting her inside, I set the large basket on a dining room chair that I had been standing on to hang a picture of my grandparents and join her on my porch. “My ladders are in my garage.”

      Rachel follows me to where I enter my pin number and waits while I retrieve my tallest ladder so I can access her roof.

      We cross my yard and her driveway in silence. My southern roots are waging war against my Yankee side which is suggesting I tell her this is a waste of my time and that I have better things to be doing.

      “I can’t believe you just climbed up there so quickly! If I were to try that, I’d have been shakin’ like a leaf.”

      “Not with some practice you wouldn’t,” I assure her.

      I set to work, inspecting and testing each detail carefully and with precision. If there’s one thing firemen are good at, it’s safety. Not always with ourselves. After all, anyone willing to go in and fight with what many consider the devil has to be crazy, right? At least that’s what my mother says.

      The chimney is fine, as I assumed it would be. I have Justin to thank for slicing my thumb open on an exposed nail, but aside from that small issue, I climb down from the roof and face Rachel. “It looks great up there. Your chimney is in perfect condition. You probably want to have it serviced and cleaned before winter, but you’ve got plenty of time. And if we get a one-off chilly night and you want to start a fire, you’ll be perfectly safe using it.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks. This question was once the bane of my existence. When someone orders food at a restaurant, they don’t ask the chef if they’re sure they won’t get salmonella poisoning. They don’t ask a pilot if they’re sure they will safely get them to their destination. But for some reason, the question is often directed toward firefighters, and I have to remind myself it’s because we’re easily accessible, as well as responsible for their safety. A plane is a few-hour trip; a meal at a restaurant is an hour long affair—sometimes less; I’m responsible for their homes. Their families. Their pets. Their lives.

      “Absolutely,” I assure her. “You won’t have any problems. However, I’ll make sure Justin goes in to get an eye exam so he stops scaring people.”

      She flashes a nervous grin that grows into a full smile as she laughs. “Well, thank you so much for climbing up there and making sure it was safe.”

      I nod. “Anytime.”

      Rachel’s smile returns, but this time it’s laced with something I recognize, and has me quickly moving to my ladder so I can fold it up. “You probably want to mark it on your calendar or something to have it cleaned. I would do it in early October before they get flooded with calls. And thanks for the basket. You really didn’t need to do that. I hope you have a nice night,” I say, hoping to end the conversation and cut off the possibility of additional exchanges, or an invitation for drinks or dinner, or whatever it is I recognized in the way she took a step closer to me and laughed when I hadn’t said anything funny.

      I tip my chin in her direction and then carry my aluminum ladder back to my house, where I re-hang it on the wall, and notice a lone baseball resting against the back tire of my truck. I scoop it off the ground, knowing from it still being a bright white shade that it’s one of the balls I bought for Hayden.

      Grabbing my phone from my back pocket, I quickly type out a text to Ella. We had exchanged numbers after I made it really awkward by reminding her that she was single and therefore could reach out to me if she ever needed anything. She had looked at me with raised eyebrows, and I’d expected her to laugh in my face for a second before she slid a pad of sticky notes and a pen toward me. She didn’t give me hers. I didn’t receive it until she texted me, asking if I was sure about teaching Hayden how to pitch a curveball.

      
        
        Me: Is Hayden feeling ready for his game on Thursday?

        

      

      I wander inside and pull open my fridge to get a bottle of water, all the while holding my phone tightly in my palm, waiting for a response I’m not sure I’ll receive.

      My phone beeps within seconds, making me stand taller.

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: …Maybe? I think so … I hope so…

        

      

      I laugh.

      
        
        Me: He’ll do great.

        

      

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: That’s what I keep telling him, but he’s nervous. We’ve been practicing the curve though. He’s determined to master it.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Does he want some help?

        

      

      I should be taking a nap or getting ready for an early night. We received non-stop calls last night, and I was dragging when I got home. Likely, that’s how I managed to catch myself on that damn nail. The thought brings my attention to my thumb to see where the blood has dried around the wound still in need of cleaning. It’s difficult for me to focus on washing it or pay attention to see if I should put some glue in the cut because I’m staring at my phone, waiting again.

      Was I too forward?

      Is she in the same role I was moments ago, preparing to make an excuse or planning not to make one at all?

      Shit.

      I begin typing, erasing, and rewriting several words before a new text comes in from her, and I delete the entire thing I was preparing to send.

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel obligated.

        

      

      I sigh with relief and rest both of my elbows on the granite counter as I balance my phone between my fingers while trying to think of a casual response.

      
        
        Me: I wouldn’t have offered if I wasn’t sure. It’s a great excuse for me to play more of the game I love. I can be over in fifteen, does that work for you?

        

      

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: Sounds great.

        

      

      I finish my water and head to my master bathroom where I keep another pack of medical supplies. The cut is going to be sore, but I have to get a tetanus booster every couple of years, and since that’s the biggest worry with a wound like this, I simply squeeze some antiseptic on it and wrap it with a small bandage.

      It would be faster to drive, but if I do, I’ll be there sooner than the fifteen-minute window I established, and that would likely confuse me more than her, so I set off on foot with my bag of baseball gear swung over my shoulder.

      When I arrive at Ella’s house, I’m five minutes late. I hate being late to anything, but it beats having arrived ten minutes early. The glass storm door is closed, but the metal door is open, revealing the short hallway that leads into the formal living room. It looks like a home: friendly and tastefully decorated with pictures of Hayden alone and together with Ella, lining the walls and various surfaces.

      I knew Ella was single as soon as I met her. Or at least had a good assumption she was. Aside from her not wearing a ring on her finger, the more obvious reason was the way her friend had continued to glance in her direction, looking for cues and reactions to see if Ella was interested in either of us. She wasn’t. Not at all and that was obvious from her yelling down the stairs in hopes that we’d left. It’s difficult to gauge her age, but I’m guessing she has to be at least twenty-eight since she has a nine-year-old son.

      On multiple occasions I’ve found myself lost in thought, considering her past, but last night between calls, I found it difficult to fall asleep as I lay in my double bed at the station and wondered who would have left her as a single mom or if it had been her choice, and all the reasons why.

      Shakespeare charges toward the door, barking like a maniac as she continuously loses traction on the wood floors, sliding forward. Then Ella appears, and I watch her look of concern morph into relief and then something else, something I enjoy far too much. Her smile is warm like her house, and though this is the first time I’ve seen her wear this expression, it feels familiar to me.

      She orders Shakespeare back and waves for me to come in as she holds the dog by her collar.

      “Shakespeare,” Ella says the command again, and though she gives it a valiant effort, I knew on Saturday that the dog believes she is the alpha in the family, which only makes her more protective of both Ella and Hayden.

      “It’s just me, girl,” I say gently as I squat to her level.

      Shakespeare’s tail swishes so hard it nearly knocks one of the pictures I had been looking at from the front stoop to the floor. I catch it with one hand, but quickly lose my balance as Shakespeare leans into me.

      Shakespeare is bathing me with kisses, and I’m trying to fight back my laughter so I don’t get her tongue in my mouth when Hayden rounds the corner at full speed and lies beside me on the floor with his arms raised to ruffle the dog’s fur. He’s laughing freely, enjoying the moment. I’m certain that if it was just me, Shakespeare would be done and have moved on, but she prolongs the moment for Hayden’s benefit—and likely Ella’s too.

      “She likes you,” Hayden says, rolling to his knees and standing up.

      I pat Shakespeare’s head with a grin still stretching my face. “Yeah, well, dogs aren’t usually too hard to make friends with.” Giving her another rub, I look over to Hayden. “You ready to get a little more practice in?”

      He nods, smiling so wide it shows off two gaps from missing teeth.

      “Is the Tooth Fairy a frequent flier here?” I ask.

      His smile manages to grow even wider before he opens his mouth to show me all of his teeth. “Got five bucks for this one,” he says, pointing to the bottom gap, “even though I lost it at practice and couldn’t find the tooth.”

      “Wow. The Tooth Fairy is a lot more generous these days,” I say, grabbing my bag from where it had dropped to the floor. “I used to get fifty cents.”

      “Inflation,” Hayden says. “Or at least, that’s what my mom says.”

      Chuckling, I look to Ella and see her eyebrows raised with shared humor. “That makes me feel old.”

      She closes her eyes and nods twice before looking at me with those brilliant blue eyes. “Me too,” she says. “Me too.”

      “Think I’ll be ready to throw a curveball for the game on Thursday?”

      “Definitely.”
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          Ella

        

      

    
    
      Numbers are swimming in my head. Costs, percentages, losses, gains, potentials, revenues, and monies. This is the part of my job I like the least, yet am often most praised for. It’s my anxiety that wakes me up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat from fears of doing something horribly wrong and being fired that have led me to quadruple-check everything I put out that has any type of figures associated with it.

      Days like today where I’m completing the financial side of the proposal are ones I loathe. I wish so much that I could handle the creative aspects of marketing and leave this to some mathematician genius who doesn’t struggle with anxiety and break out into a sweat each time they’re asked about figures. But unfortunately, that isn’t how my job works. Instead, I am responsible for each intricate part of the process, and for the next several days I will be drinking my own weight in coffee as I attempt to ensure that this proposal—which could be the largest game changer of my career thus far—is completed.

      I slide my chair back from my desk with the intention of getting a fresh refill of coffee when my phone vibrates, indicating an alert. I flip it on, hoping to see a message from Rachel … or maybe something from Coen again. Monday night when he came over, I grilled chicken which I made a point not to burn, along with some vegetables and cornbread that was coated with honey. We don’t know each other well enough to warrant the ease between us, yet that’s exactly how the night had been—comfortable, and he stopped by again last night with a bag of snacks that were all peanut-free and a pep talk which he gave to Hayden while practicing some more pitches.

      The dating site indicates a message.

      
        
        From: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Re: Hello

        

      

      
        
        Glad to hear back from you. My dog’s name is Earl, and he’s a hound/unknown/ruler of the world … or so he thinks. I try to let him believe this and not further damage what’s left of his manhood.   But joking aside, he’s just turned ten, and has begun to slow down. We share a love for sleeping under the stars and swimming in the lake.

        

      

      Sitting back in my chair, I consider how to respond. I hate when people don’t ask their own questions. It makes it feel even more like an interview, like Rachel had mentioned, rather than a conversation.

      I consider writing him off and just selecting someone else to respond to since there were several new messages in my inbox this morning that I haven’t taken the time to look through. Then I remember my resolution to get over Patrick and hit reply.

      
        
        From: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        To: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Furry Friends

        

      

      
        
        Earl sounds like a great companion.

        

      

      “Though he has the name of an eighty-year-old man and probably stinks from sleeping outside and swimming in the lakes…” I mutter to myself.

      
        
        I have a dog too. She’s a mutt/golden retriever and has extra sass. Are you from North Carolina?

        

      

      Feeling accomplished on a personal level, I stare at my double monitors, and the numbers on the graph I had been idly staring at begin making sense, so much that I forget about the coffee and don’t pause when I get more notifications that I know are only messages and nothing from Hayden.

      My stomach grumbles, reminding me that I forgot to break for lunch. I’ve spent the entire day creating a single chart. Massaging my temples, I glance at the time and see it’s already past 2 PM. With Hayden’s game this afternoon, I’ll need to leave in just forty minutes, making the chance of grabbing something to eat impossible. Most days, I enjoy my job and am always grateful for the flexibility and all it gives me, but my co-workers are constantly watching me, judging me for each of my actions, including when I leave early. So while it’s Thursday and I’ve already put in more than forty hours, I remain seated at my desk.

      I go through my emails, which have gone neglected today, but still have an additional fifteen minutes. Pulling up the dating site, my inbox reminds me of the new messages. Ignoring the ones from men I don’t know, I click on Outdoorsyman’s to see his reply.

      

      
        
        From: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Is this the Vatican?

        

      

      
        
        I’m not. I’m actually from Iowa of all places. This probably doesn’t come as a huge surprise to you, does it? I don’t think anyone living in North Carolina is actually from here. I’m beginning to believe this is like the Vatican, and babies aren’t born here. I moved here shortly after college, when my parents announced they were moving here to avoid harsh winters. I didn’t think I would stay. I still don’t, but my father and I opened a business together, and for now I’m happy and so I’m here.

        I know I have a dog named Earl and I’m from Iowa AND call myself Outdoorsyman, but I promise you I’m normal. At least, as normal as they come.

        

      

      I discover a private smile is curving my lips in the small mirror kept on my desk for days I eat my lunch while working and need to ensure I don’t have anything stuck in my teeth. He seems funny. Charming. He loves his family. He loves his dog.

      Thoughts of filing emails or other busy work I really should be doing are out the window as I reach for my phone to text Rachel about my exchange with Outdoorsyman.

      Within seconds, she replies.

      
        
        Rachel: He sounds a little weird.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Maybe a little, but I find it a bit endearing when so many people are trying to be the same.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel:  You’ve always liked weird.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Which is why you’re my bestie.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I’m flipping you off right now. You know that, right?

        

      

      
        
        Me: But you’re laughing!

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: So what are you going to say to him?

        

      

      
        
        Me: I don’t know. The only thing that bothers me is how he provides information to me but never asks any questions.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Maybe he’s just used to this being the preliminaries?

        

      

      
        
        Me: Maybe … but that would be a negative in my opinion. I don’t want to date a serial dater.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Pot, meet Kettle.

        

      

      
        
        Me: I’m not a serial dater!

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: You’ve gone on thirty-two dates in three months.

        

      

      I sit back in my seat, shocked to see that number.

      
        
        Me: omg. OMG. Oh my God. OH MY GOD. I AM a serial dater.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: But it’s okay because you’re supposed to be keeping your standards high. Maybe that’s what he’s doing too.

        

      

      
        
        Me: But if that’s the case, shouldn’t he be asking me questions?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: You’d think so.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: But you’re going to reply to him, right?

        

      

      
        
        Me: I think so. But what do I ask him now?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Maybe you should meet.

        

      

      
        
        Me: I don’t know if I’m ready for date number thirty-three.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I should never have pointed that out to you.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Yes. You definitely should have.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Let me know what you end up saying to him. Give Hayden a good-luck kiss from me!

        

      

      I’ve effectively wasted fifteen minutes, and since it will take me another ten to save everything, close out, and pack, I begin the process.

      On the way to the park where Hayden’s baseball game will be held, I wonder about Outdoorsyman. Questioning what kind of music he likes, if he’s an aggressive driver, if he knows how to cook or do his own laundry. Things I haven’t spent much time considering about a guy in a very long time. In fact, not since Patrick. I haven’t even met him, and I get caught wondering if this could be fate.

      Parking, I glance at my reflection in the rearview mirror. I wore my glasses today because working on spreadsheets all day dries out my eyes too much to wear contacts, and my dark hair could really use another pass with the straightening iron thanks to the high humidity, but Hayden won’t notice either, nor care. The fact has me getting out of my car and heading toward the field.

      The bleachers are already filling up with parents as I take my seat on the bottom bench and find Hayden among his teammates doing warm-up drills. Other parents greet one another, sharing jokes and stories of school and their jobs. At times it feels isolating to sit here and wait for the game to begin, but today I’m not worried about how they work to sit as far from me as possible because my thoughts are consumed with how I’ve managed to go out on so many dates and not like any one of them. Maybe my standards are too high. Maybe I haven’t given some a fair shot. Perhaps I should be trying harder to be more accepting.

      I’m considering each of my dates and how I could have changed my outlook or the conversations that took place when a shoulder brushes mine. Normally this wouldn’t warrant more than a friendly smile to let the other person know there are no hard feelings, but in this small town where people avoid me like patient zero, it has me turning my head to see who has dared to sit so close.

      He’s smiling, but it isn’t his usual friendly grin, and his hands are shoved into the pockets of his jeans even though it’s ridiculously hot outside today. Another T-shirt is stretched across his broad shoulders; this one is bright red and has the name of a ski town in Utah across it, one I only vaguely know of from a family trip when I was twelve.

      “Is this weird?” he asks, and once again I’m caught off guard by the deep rumble of his voice. “I have to admit it feels a little strange to be here, but yesterday Hayden asked me if I’d come, and he’s got one of those faces that you just can’t say no to. I hope if I’m ever pulled over for speeding again, he’s in the car with me. There’s no way I’d get a ticket with his big ol’ puppy eyes.”

      I stare at Coen, still struggling to realize he really is beside me. My mouth feels dry and my palms itch as I attempt to divert my attention from his biceps or bright eyes or his mouth, or any other part of him, because it’s so strange to have him here. “I think you just made things a lot stranger by telling me you’re hoping my son is in your car if you get pulled over for speeding.”

      Coen laughs heartily, looking amused rather than embarrassed, once again reminding me he isn’t a parent. “Don’t worry. I know all the officers in town, and they won’t pull me over.” He leans closer and winks.

      I’m pretty sure he’s expecting me to laugh or maybe to swoon, I really can’t tell. And it draws me to my conclusion that regardless of how many times I look back on my dates and consider what I could or should have changed, it may just not be possible for me because I am the worst flirter in North Carolina … or possibly the entire continent. Or worse—the world.

      “I’m scaring you, aren’t I?” Coen asks. “I’m sorry. I’m just in a strange place today, and being here feels a little weird, like I mentioned, and when I’m uncomfortable, I fall back on sarcasm. My mother tells me that’s why I’m thirty and single.” He pauses as though considering the possibility and then shrugs. “She might be right. But that’s beside the point because I picked up some…” He reaches between his feet and lifts a bag that I’m not sure how I missed, especially with the heat pronouncing the scents of grease and fried chicken. “Bojangles,” he says.

      I’m praying he’s going to offer me some because if he starts eating it beside me, I may end up digging through my car in search of an old, squished granola bar or strawless juice box.

      Coen scoots closer to me so his thigh presses against mine, then he rips the bag open like it’s a present and lays it on his jean-clad thigh. My stomach begins to ache I’m so hungry, and then I see the fries with extra Cajun seasoning, and my stomach loudly grumbles its plea to be fed.

      “Dig in,” Coen says, pushing his leg even further against mine.

      It smells like heaven, but I keep my hands in my lap.

      “Come on,” he says.

      Swallowing, I look to him. “Thanks, but I couldn’t.”

      “I got extra for you and Hayden. I had hoped he could eat something before the game started, but it looks like that isn’t going to happen.” He looks up to where the boys are still doing their warm-up drills. “Maybe next time.”

      Next time?

      “Seriously,” he says, breaking me from my thoughts. “Dig in.”

      “Thank you.” Mentally I go on to tell him how I missed lunch and am incredibly grateful he brought food, but my thoughts are distracted by the sight of chicken strips, fries, and the warm biscuits they’re famous for. I don’t know what I want to dive into first, but apparently my stomach does because I grab a biscuit and take two bites before Coen hands me a packet of honey and a napkin. Barely slowing down to thank him, I tear the biscuit in half and douse it with a fine layer of honey, providing me the sweet and savory I was desperately in need of.

      Coen eats while watching the boys for several long minutes, allowing me to finish my biscuit and a chicken strip before he turns to look at me. “Hayden’s one of the best players out there. Why’s he so nervous?”

      “He’s a people pleaser,” I explain. “He never wants to let anyone down.”

      Coen looks at me, and for the first time, I pay attention to the details of his eyes, and notice how light they are in the middle, as though gold is woven into his irises which are surrounded by a much deeper hue of brown, capitalizing on the many hazel shades.

      “Hayden gets a lot of great qualities from you.” His voice is somber as if to convey his honesty. It warms a special place in my heart, one that people don’t get near when they congratulate me on a job well done at work, or a good meal or even volunteering at Hayden’s school. No, this spot is reserved solely for comments like this one that make me feel like I’ve done something right as a mom. That I am worth being Hayden’s parent, and that while he makes me the best version of myself that I can be, maybe I am helping him find his best self too. His thoughtful comment makes it difficult for me to maintain eye contact with him, not used to the praise. Shifting my eyes to the field, I catch Hayden’s arm waving in our direction. I smile and wave back to him. I’d like to blow him a kiss since I can’t go give him a hug or kiss, but the time for that being acceptable ended about three years ago, much to my dismay.

      Hayden’s wave becomes bigger, wider when he sees Coen is beside me. I can’t help but laugh because it’s so outside of his Mr. Cool façade that he often portrays in front of his teammates and friends.

      “I think he’s excited you’re here,” I tell Coen, glancing over to steal a fry.

      My hand freezes midair, noticing Coen’s matching expression of excitement as he waves both his arms in a windmill motion to ensure Hayden sees him. That same spot in my heart that warmed when Coen complimented me doesn’t just heat up, it expands. Somehow growing bigger and stronger like it does when I watch Hayden do something driven by kindness and courage.

      Coen’s arms drop to his sides and he turns to me, his smile still enormously wide, which triggers my own smile to broaden.
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      Ella watches the game with every bit of her enthusiasm. I know because the times I’ve glanced over at her, Ella’s eyes are glued to the field except for the times when a kid does something that warrants a laugh, like when two boys collided trying to reach the same ground ball or when the pitcher from the opposing team began to hold himself and jumped up and down before announcing he had to use the restroom. On those too-rare occasions, Ella’s lips curled into a slow smile, and she turned to face me, and when she did, I grinned, and her lips would tip higher so those bright blue eyes of hers became even more like the inside of the fire where it teases you into believing it’s warm and inviting and beautiful, and before you understand the magnification, you’re mesmerized.

      “Hey!”

      When Ella’s head snaps, so does mine to see whose caught her attention, and I see Rachel approaching us, carrying a small bag. She’s walking funny because she has heels on that she’s clearly trying not to get dirty, and her clothes make her look like she’s ready to go to a night club rather than sit in this crazy heat that has me sweating so badly, I don’t doubt I’ll leave a puddle behind.

      “Hey,” Ella greets her, standing up so she can wrap her arms around her friend. “I didn’t think you were coming. You didn’t mention it.”

      “I didn’t think I could, but the store has been slow today, and my mom offered to stay.”

      “Coen!” she cries. “I didn’t even see you there!” Rachel wraps her arms around my neck and has to bend to do so because I’m still sitting, watching the game. “What are you doing here?” She glances to Ella, and then her focus is back on me.

      I extend an arm to the field. “I’ve been helping Hayden with his pitching and wanted to cheer him on.”

      Rachel looks back at Ella. I can tell it’s making Ella uncomfortable because her cheeks flush in the heat before she tilts her head to the side, as though pleading with her friend to understand or maybe to drop it—or maybe something else entirely.

      “Hayden’s really excited for him to be here. You should have seen him before the game started,” Ella explains.

      “I bet he was,” Rachel says, her voice edging toward defensive.

      “I’m so glad you were able to come!” Ella says, reaching forward and taking Rachel’s hand and squeezing it. “Hayden will be ecstatic!”

      Rachel smiles and I don’t know her well enough to tell if it’s genuine, but somehow I do know by Ella’s reaction that she isn’t sure either. She takes her seat beside me again, and I notice that our thighs no longer touch as she sits so close to the edge she must be half-cheeking it. Rachel sits on my other side, her short black shorts riding high on her tanned and toned thighs. I feel like I should explain to her now that I have rules against dating anyone that lives within fifteen miles of me. Perhaps then it would clear the air and make everything seem more normal and comfortable. Then again, it could make them both see me as a conceited asshole and never want to spend any time with me again.

      “I brought some cupcakes from that new shop in town. You want to try one?”

      I look over to Rachel with my eyebrows raised, not certain I heard her correctly since I was watching Hayden make his way to the pitcher’s mound. Before she can respond, I’m on my feet, cheering Hayden for throwing a solid pitch right over home plate and delivering a perfect strike that the ump announces.

      “Two more, Hayden! Two more! You’ve got this!” I yell, clapping my hands as anticipation races through my veins. It’s so much harder to watch a sport than to be out there participating, especially when sitting this close.

      Hayden looks up at the stands, and while it’s tough to tell if he can see me clearly, or is even looking at me or his mom, I nod a couple of times in an attempt to encourage him. He puts the ball in his mitt and takes a step back.

      “Throw a curve,” I murmur under my breath, knowing it will be the unexpected key for him to get another strike. “Throw a curve, buddy. You can do it.”

      Hayden winds up and lets the ball fly. It again goes over home plate without meeting the bat, and though it wasn’t a curveball, I’m cheering again, yelling my praise to this kid that I barely even know.

      “One more!” I yell.

      “Go, Hayden!” Ella calls from where she’s standing beside me. She’s jumping up and down on her toes, unable to remain still with all the anticipation of this moment. “You can do it!”

      Hayden pulls back again, looking far older than he is with his cool and calm demeanor. He delivers another strike, and I can’t hear any of the other reactions because I’m jumping up and down yelling, and Ella is jumping up and down yelling, and Rachel is jumping up and down yelling, and we’re celebrating Hayden’s win because it is just that: his win.

      “Wow!” Rachel says once we’ve sat back down and another batter steps up to the plate. “That definitely deserves a cupcake.”

      “That was awesome,” I agree, keeping my focus on the field. Hayden was so excited to learn the curveball that I was expecting to see him throw it. But his fast pitch is so strong I bet he’s easily the best in his league.

      “…chocolate, and lemon meringue, and strawberries ‘n cream…” Rachel continues from beside me.

      When I’m at the station and one of the guys won’t stop yapping, I’ll flip him the bird or tell him to shut it so I can focus, but a thin veil of sensibility and manners has me tearing my attention from Hayden to look to where Rachel is digging through her bag of cupcakes. She realizes I’m looking at her and smiles. “What would you like, Coen?”

      “I’m good, actually,” I tell her, returning my attention to where Hayden’s preparing his next pitch. “Maybe after the game.”

      “Ella?” Rachel asks.

      I glance to my left and see that Ella keeps her eyes trained on the field. “Yeah?”

      “Do you want a cupcake?”

      Hayden pitches, and the kid at bat swings. The top of the wooden bat connects with the ball, and I know from the sound that it’s going to fly up and be a foul ball. I’m already on my feet with my arms raised high in the air when the ump announces the fact.

      Ella and I scream in chorus while the rest of the stand cheers, but still Hayden’s face remains stoic.

      “When’s he going to smile?” I ask, rubbing my palms on my thighs before I reach for another chicken strip.

      “That’s his game face,” Rachel explains, looking over to me. “Hayden’s a perfectionist, like his mom.” She looks to Ella, who looks nearly pained as she smiles at her friend.

      “He just got two outs,” I say as the third batter steps up to the plate. When she doesn’t reply, I look to her, feeling her stare.

      “You really don’t know Ella very well,” Rachel says, and with a smirk, averts her attention to the field.

      I don’t know what implication was meant by that, but for some reason it becomes an itch that I want so badly to scratch, causing me to completely miss Hayden’s first strike. I don’t allow it to further occupy my attention though, because I fully plan to discuss this game with Hayden later and be able to discuss every player and every hit and every single strike he pitches.

      Hayden’s team is clearly better, and for a while I find myself rooting for the other team just so they don’t walk out of here feeling like they’ve embarrassed themselves. Hayden’s a solid player on both offense and defense, and while I admire the kid for asking me to help him, I still don’t fully understand why when he’s noticeably one of their strongest players.

      “You did it!” I cry as Hayden approaches us with his head about to hang.

      He looks up at me and gives a dimmed version of his smile. “Thanks for coming out to our game,” Hayden says. “Sorry I didn’t throw a curveball.”

      “Buddy, you threw some awesome pitches today. You have nothing to apologize for. We’ll keep practicing so you’re confident and ready. There’s no need to rush it.”

      He shrugs but his shoulders are slumped, and I can tell he’s bothered. I look to Ella for help. His team just beat the pants off the other team. He should be thrilled, at least midlevel happy, not solemn and depressed.

      Ella isn’t looking at me, though. She’s looking at Hayden, and painted across her face are the same hues of sadness and disappointment. Furrowing my brow, I think of what Rachel said about me really not knowing Ella. I don’t. I’ve only met her a couple of times. Things about her may feel familiar, but in all reality, she is a complete stranger to me.

      When Ella offers for us to all go out for pizza to celebrate the win, I have to decline because I already have an obligation to go see Justin. I paste the largest smile I can muster on my face and tell Hayden what a great job he did.

      He mumbles a thank you and then turns and gets into Ella’s car.

      “Sorry,” Ella says quietly. “He’s really excited you came, even though he’s not showing it very well.” Her gaze is on the backseat of her car where Hayden sits.

      “Did you want a cupcake to go?” Rachel asks from behind Ella before I can ask why Hayden is visibly upset.

      “No. Thanks though,” I tell her and then dip my chin. “I’ll see you guys around. Have a good night.”

      The drive to Justin’s seems longer as I consider why both Ella and Hayden were bothered. Ella was excited the whole game, cheering Hayden on, all the while wearing a smile that showed pride and excitement.

      When I arrive, he’s on the front porch. “Hey, man. Get in here. You’re late.”

      “You’re in trouble again?” I ask as he turns to look behind us.

      “No. I’m not in trouble. Kristy isn’t my mother.”

      “What are you in trouble for? Didn’t take out the garbage? Played too many video games again? Not enough bedroom action?”

      “I wish I got in trouble for not enough bedroom action. Sometimes I feel like I live the life of a monk.” He opens the door, waiting for me to go in first.

      “Hi, Coen! How are you?” Kristy breezes into the room, her eyes narrowed with calculation. I give all of my married friends a hard time about being tied down, but Justin deserves every scoff, insult, and joke because his wife drives me to madness every time I’m around her. She’s likely not a terrible person, she just has this way about her that makes me feel like my skin is being peeled.

      “Same ol’, same ol’. You know me.”

      “I do, and I heard you now live in the same neighborhood as Ella Chapman.”

      My chin tilts at the sight of her eyes focusing on me with an intention that has Justin shuffling us toward the kitchen that isn’t emitting a single trace of the dinner I was invited over for. “Yup.” I pop the P with satisfaction and accept the cold bottle of beer Justin passes to me.

      “So, have you spoken to her?”

      “Did you see who the Hawks traded?” Justin asks, earning a glare from his wife.

      “Aren’t you a nosey little thing?” Using my keychain, I remove the bottle cap and take a long swig. “What do you have against Ella, Kristy?” There’s little point in trying to avoid this. I know she’ll redirect every conversation back to it until she uncovers whatever it is she’s looking for, though I’d prefer to talk about sports, things at the station, the last movie I watched—anything but Ella with Kristy.

      “Oh, nothing,” she lies.

      Shrugging, I turn my attention back to Justin. I’m not going to play her ridiculous games.

      “Isn’t she weird though?” Kristy continues instantly.

      “Weird?” Knitting my eyebrows together like my beer has turned, I stare at her for a second, working to process the word. Ella is a bit different. Stubborn. Sensitive to things I don’t think most even notice. But she’s also hilarious, genuine, and intriguing. Weird isn’t a word that I’d use to describe her though, especially not with the negative connotation I can tell Kristy is implying.

      “You know…” She lifts her hands. “Just the way she is with her son and things. And you know why she moved here right? It was to steal Patrick from Lindsay.”

      Drawing my head back, I look at Kristy with narrowed eyes, trying to make sense of the shit she’s spouting. “Patrick Webb?”

      “The one and only.” Kristy’s eyebrows rise as her lips curl in satisfaction. I’ve clearly exposed way more shock than intended.

      “What are you talking about?” The question bursts through my lips before sense can stop them.

      “She moved here to try and seduce him and get him to leave his wife.”

      A sharp twinge pierces the back of my scalp and shoots down through my arm. It’s caused from a back injury that transformed into a neck injury when I didn’t give it adequate time to heal, that Ella and all things surrounding her apparently have a direct pressure point to.

      Why do I feel both defensive and anxious to learn more? How is this even possible?

      “And I’ve heard she’s a raging alcoholic.”

      Kristy knows she’s caught my attention. My sensitivity to alcohol and those that abuse it isn’t a secret to anyone. “Alcoholic?” We both note the surprise that coats the single word.

      “Apparently, she’s been banned from several local bars because she can’t control herself.”

      Jutting my chin forward, I stare at her for several long seconds, praying her look of sincerity and concern transforms into malice or something that will help dislodge this as a possibility.

      “Seriously, Coen. I don’t understand how no one told you about her. She’s bad news. You don’t want to be around her.”

      I barely participate in the conversation that occurs while we wait for our takeout to arrive. Nothing is making sense, and my mind is struggling to comprehend whether Ella is who she appears to be or who Kristy, and apparently the town, believes she is.

      When dinner is finished, I head to Ella’s. I know it isn’t my business to confront her and I don’t know her well enough to do so, but I have to know.

      It’s already after 9 PM. I really should have called, or maybe sent a text, but I know if I do that now, it will give her the opportunity to either avoid me or I will talk myself out of this and possibly always wonder if Hayden lives with an alcoholic.

      I stand on her doorstep and knock. The window into her house shows there’s a light on in the family room, so I know she’s awake. Ella’s head pops around the wall, her short hair pulled back at her neck. Even with her glasses on, I can tell she’s squinting, working to recognize me. I wave as if that will help her place me, but she doesn’t until she’s halfway to the door. Her shoulders fall, and a smile replaces her frown that had been created by concern.

      “Hey,” she says, opening the door.

      She’s wearing a pair of pajama shorts and an oversized sweatshirt and socks, and with her glasses on and her hair pulled back, she looks like she could pass for being in college, maybe even high school.

      “Sorry, are your parents home?” I ask.

      “Shut up,” she mumbles, tucking a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear and taking a step back to invite me inside.

      “Seriously though, how old are you?”

      She eyes me, tilting her chin and narrowing her eyes like she does when she’s debating how to respond. “How old do you think I am?”

      “I may not look very bright, but I do know better than to answer that question.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks. “’Cause you did just ask me how old I am and I’m pretty certain there’s a golden rule about asking a woman that question.”

      “Golden rule?”

      “Unspoken rule. Common sense…”

      “I’m thirty,” I volunteer.

      “Twenty-seven,” she says.

      “I bet you still get carded.”

      “I bet you don’t.” Ella smiles as I cry out with feigned offense at her insult.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I ask.

      “Making a mess of my living room.” Ella’s shoulders sag with her response. She leads me into the family room where the built-in shelves that line each side of her fireplace are sitting bare, the contents scattered around her living room.

      “You prefer that just-robbed look?”

      “I was rearranging some things,” she says.

      “Why? It looked good before.” I look around, realizing it wasn’t just those shelves she cleared. The couches have been moved, and the bookshelf on the far wall has been cleared. “If you were bored, you should have come over. I have lots of stuff that needs organized.”

      She laughs. “That’s because you just moved. I was just tired of looking at the same stuff.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I’m tired of looking at boxes and random crap in my house since moving, but I can’t think of a time that I’ve gotten tired of looking at things when they’ve been put away.”

      Ella laughs, but it’s too high, and her eyes flit across the space, revealing it isn’t genuine but out of nerves. “Sometimes I just need change,” she admits.

      “What else do you get tired of?” I ask.

      The same nervous laugh clears her lips before she licks them. “Everything … I guess…” She scoffs, shocked she just admitted this to me. “I mean, don’t you ever just get tired of people and things?”

      I chuckle. “You get tired of people too?”

      One brow goes up as she nods while releasing a deep breath. “I’m so difficult. You’ll learn this quickly, so I may as well tell you.” She flashes a smile that is so honest and genuine it knocks me off balance and rids every sarcastic remark I’d been thinking. “I once stopped eating waffles for three years because I was so tired of eating them,” she admits. “Sometimes I feel like if I had the opportunity to do that with some of my co-workers, I may not see them again for a decade…” This time both of her brows go up, and her head tilts with thought before she purses her lips. “Or maybe ever.” She looks at me as she admits this, and for some reason the level of honesty she’s sharing makes me like her even more. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Rachel. She’s the sister I never had, but sometimes I even need breaks from her.” She shrugs again. “It’s no one’s fault. It’s just how I’m wired, I guess. I’ve always been fairly independent, and then after Hayden was born, I was forced to be. Now I’m probably too independent. It used to drive my ex absolutely crazy.” Her gaze sweeps to the floor, making me question if she meant to bring up the topic or if it’s painful for her to.

      “Being independent is a good thing,” I tell her. “And like you said, you’ve had to be. I can’t imagine what it takes to be a single parent. You probably fear nothing.”

      Her blue eyes are narrowed with hesitancy as they meet mine, but she smiles, and I know it’s simply to appease me. “The opposite actually. I fear way more now that I’m a mom because I know what I could lose.”

      Everything she says dislodges a piece of what Kristy had said.

      “So really, you just got tired of looking at things as they were and decided to rip the room apart?”

      She lifts a shoulder and scrunches her nose. “Since I’m already showing you all my sides of crazy, I might as well tell you that I can be an anxious mess.”

      When I take too long to reply, she continues, “I mean, I’m not like a danger to my health or Hayden’s, or anything like that. I just get stressed out.”

      “Why are you so stressed?” My words are cut and dry, and I can tell as soon as they leave my mouth she wasn’t expecting them.

      “Hayden’s at his dad’s tonight,” she explains. “This is his weekend, and he asked for an extra day because he didn’t take him earlier this week for one of his days. When he’s gone,” she looks away with her eyes stretched, “Hayden, I mean … when he’s gone, I feel like I’m losing a year of my life because my heart beats so hard and so fast.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She shrugs. “Me either,” she admits. “But when he’s away, especially at his dad’s, I just worry.”

      My brows delve lower as I consider her words. “What do you think will go wrong?”

      “Everything. Things that I know are completely unreasonable. I know there’s no chance most of them would or even could ever happen, but I can’t stop.”

      “Give me an example.”

      “Like when I hear they’re going to the mall. I know how his dad is with him. He thinks he’ll learn if he gets lost, and all I can think is that a child molester will find him, or an axe murderer, or some woman who will hide him up in a turret where I’ll never see him again.” She looks at me, her cheeks flaming red, and she diverts her eyes. “I told you it’s crazy.”

      “And those are just a fraction of your fears?”

      A hard laugh breaks through her lips. “A very small fraction. Those three can expand into a million more on their own, not to mention the dozens of other fears, like how he could roll out of his bed that’s way too close to his nightstand and too high at his dad’s, or the fact that they don’t lock their doors at night, or that he’ll stop breathing in the middle of the night, or that he’ll have a nightmare and will be awake and alone all night because his dad won’t talk to him. He just tells him to toughen up and get over things.”

      “Do you only feel this way when he’s gone?”

      Ella quickly shakes her head. “No, but it’s definitely the worst.”

      “What do you do when you start to feel overwhelmed?”

      “Lose a few years of life, remember?” Her smile feels like a hoax, but it remains across her face, and for some god-forsaken reason, I find myself doing the same, though my cheeks protest the gesture.

      “But what do you do to cope?”

      Her eyes round as she looks from me to the mess surrounding us and then back to me. “This.”

      “You rearrange your house?”

      She shrugs. “Pretty much. I might be the only person you’ve ever met that has rearranged not only their sock drawer, but also their junk drawer, wrapping closet, and laundry room.”

      “Wrapping closet?”

      “You know, where the gift wrap and bags are all kept.”

      “You have a closet devoted to wrapping gifts?”

      She gives me a leveling stare, but I swear I see the spark of a smile light up in her eyes. And just like that light in a fire, it spreads so fast I’m caught grinning back at her. “Leave my OCD tendencies alone,” she warns.

      “Okay, so let’s try this: the next time your thoughts have you wanting to rip out another already organized room or drawer,” I give her a pointed look, my grin broadening, “or closet apart, come over and I’ll teach you to play pool.”

      “I’m terrible at pool.”

      “Well, if this happens as often as you make it sound, you might turn into a pro within no time.” I blurt the words faster than I can process them, and my smile shrinks, fearing I may have insulted her.

      Ella shakes her head with a small grin tickling the corners of her lips. “I would be,” she admits. “But then I’d be at your house every other weekend and sometimes up to two nights per week.”

      “He gets to see him that often?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Not only is the word vague, but her reaction is as well as she bends to pick up several picture frames that she moves to the shelves and begins to set up. As she carefully selects the right spot for each item, it suddenly feels like I’m being intrusive, like this is her therapy and I’m taking away whatever she gets out of it.

      “Are you from here?” she asks suddenly, her back still turned to me. “You don’t have an accent.”

      “I was born here,” I tell her. “But moved away when I was in middle school to DC.”

      “Really?” Ella turns, a frame still cradled in her hands as she looks to me. “What made you return?”

      “My job.” I watch her cross to the bookcase and add the frame there. “Firefighting positions can be tough to find. There isn’t a lot of turnover, and I was young and didn’t have any family that had been in the profession, so when I wanted to begin training and doing more outside of the standard job, I had to rely on people who had known me way back when and hoped I had made a good impression on them.”

      “You really think that helped you?”

      “I know it did,” I tell her. “This isn’t the smallest town, but when I was a kid it was, and a lot of people remember things. If I’d been caught stealing gum or something stupid, there’s no way they would’ve considered me.”

      “I can see that,” Ella says. “This town definitely does seem to be stuck in some of their ways and beliefs.”

      Something between a laugh and a scoff leaves me because I doubt she has any clue since she wasn’t here twenty years ago when it really was. “What about you? You don’t have much of a Southern drawl yourself.”

      Ella looks over her shoulder at me from where she’s adding novels that are larger than her head to the bookcase, a smile spread across her face making it difficult for me to recall how cold she had been the first time I met her. “What if I told you I was born and raised here?”

      “Here?” I ask, confusion marring my brow. “As in here in Silverdale?”

      She laughs. “No, but not too far. About four hours northeast of here.”

      “What brought you here?” I swallow, waiting to see if any of what Kristy told me was reality.

      “It’s complicated,” she tells me, moving her gaze back to another pile of books. “But it was the right decision at the time.”

      “Is it still?”

      She looks at me, and those blue eyes of hers turn calculating.

      “I mean, do you still like living here?”

      Ella’s eyebrows both rise, and she sighs deeply. “Honestly, I’m not sure that I’ve ever liked it here. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Rachel is great, my job is amazing, Hayden has a really awesome teacher, but it’s just never felt like home.”

      “Have you considered moving?”

      “That gets tricky with custody and visitation rights. I don’t want Hayden to ever feel like he has to choose between me and his dad, and I certainly never want to be the one that forces him to decide.”

      “Did Hayden handle the divorce well?”

      She doesn’t look at me. Keeping her focus on the next row of books, she simply shrugs. “We were never married, but he’s handled growing up with us apart well.”

      “But he lives here in town?”

      Her shoulders square and her blue eyes narrow, revealing the nerve I’ve struck before she nods.

      I want to ask more. Push her into revealing the answers that have stockpiled in my mind. She hasn’t moved. Not an inch since I asked about him being local. And that has me backpedaling, searching for something that will bring us back to solid ground.

      “What do you do for work?” I ask, realizing she’s never far from either her computer or phone.

      Her shoulders slowly relax, and she lowers her gaze, returning to the task of sorting and organizing her books. “I work for a marketing firm.”

      She doesn’t explain anything further, making me chuckle quietly. Ella draws her attention back to me, this time confusion has her eyes narrowing.

      “You’re different than most people, you know that?”

      “Because I work in marketing?” Her voice rises with question.

      “You’re just honest about things. And most people, when you ask them what they do for a living, give you their full title and a list of all their responsibilities as if that somehow makes them more important or superior. You’re just like, ‘eh, I work for a marketing company.’ You probably own the damn thing and I don’t even realize it because you’re so offhand about it.”

      Ella grins, and it’s as warm and satisfying as the heat of a flame. “I’m borderline neurotic. It’s easy to make fun of myself.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”
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      My smile fades, but I look to Coen with intrigue, waiting to hear what he’s curious about and equally afraid he’s going to ask me more questions about my ex, causing me to wonder what he already knows. Or thinks he knows.

      “Why did Hayden look so sad after his game?”

      Pressing my lips into a firm line, I look over the array of frames I just set up. In each one, Hayden’s bright and vibrant smile both fuels and fights the guilt I feel from not knowing. “I don’t know,” I admit. “But, Rachel’s right. He’s a perfectionist, and sadly he does get that from me. I think he was upset with himself that he didn’t throw a curveball…” My words drift off, not wanting to mention my assumption that it was also because Patrick didn’t show up as he had promised, because then I’d be bringing up the exact subject I’m working to avoid.

      “You mean he cleans out his sock drawer every other weekend too?”

      Releasing a laugh, I shake my head. “No, but he does struggle with wanting to take on too much and be the very best at it.”

      “Is that what you want? To be the best at things?”

      The impulse to say yes dissolves on my tongue as I consider what drives me into the late hours of the night and prevents me from ever sleeping more than five consecutive hours. “Is it ridiculous that I don’t know why?” I don’t try to patch the unease with a laugh or smile, because that wouldn’t be honest, and for some reason, it’s easy for me to reveal myself and all of my imperfections and shortcomings along with some of these realizations that Coen’s eliciting.

      He shakes his head. “Not at all. But I’ve got to tell you, if you want to continue perfecting your grilling skills, I will offer up my assistance in supplying and eating. And for a bonus, I’ll make sure you don’t burn it or your house down.”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “That wasn’t me,” I say. “That’s Rachel. She’s the one that didn’t consider the overhang on her deck.”

      “That’s right,” Coen says, snapping his fingers. “She seems nice.”

      “She’s great,” I say it too fast to make it sound genuine, so I take a deep breath and smile. “Truly, she’s the best. Honestly, if you’re interested in going on a date with her, she’s—”

      Coen’s shaking his head so fast it makes me dizzy to watch him. “No. No. No.” He raises a hand and then smiles when he realizes I’m staring at him, likely seeing my discomfort for having just humiliated my best friend. “I’m sure she’s great. The thing is I would never date my neighbor. I actually have a rule against it.”

      “A rule?” My tone is teasing, and it isn’t just because I’m grateful he doesn’t seem to latch onto the possibility that Rachel’s interested in him. “You really have a rule for not dating someone who lives near you?”

      “You don’t?” he asks.

      I shake my head and purse my lips while considering what my hard limits are for dating. “I think I’d be more concerned about them living too far away. After all, credit cards really don’t give that great of miles. Let’s be honest.”

      Coen laughs, and it’s deep and comforting and soothing. “I don’t want to date someone in Argentina, just someone that can’t spy on me from their bedroom window.”

      I stare at him with mock disapproval. “You’re digging yourself into a hole,” I warn him. “I really don’t think Rachel is the type of woman to spy on you from her bedroom window, and really, why are you so worried about being spied on? Shouldn’t that be the more important matter at hand?”

      Coen throws his head back and puts both hands over his face as he laughs before scrubbing his hands over his eyes and cheeks and then over his clean-shaven chin. “Come on. You know!”

      “No,” I say, my cheeks aching because they’ve been stretched into a smile that somehow continues widening. “I don’t know.”

      His face dips, and I wonder if I’ve embarrassed him, or if he’s realizing how ridiculous he sounds, or if it’s merely a private laugh filled with old jokes and stories that I hope to hear. “I dated this one girl who lived really close to me, and she used to drive by my place all the time to see if I was really at work or lying to her.”

      “So, clearly there were trust issues.”

      Coen’s eyes grow round. “She was crazy!” he cries.

      “All I hear you saying is that you cultivated those trust issues.”

      He shakes his head, this time slower while laughing. “She would ask me questions about my yard, and about who was over at my house, and things she’d see from parking outside of my house and watching me.”

      My smile is replaced with a frown. “Maybe you should have invited her inside. She probably would have asked fewer questions that way.”

      Coen’s eyes shine with laughter, and a subtle scar on his cheek becomes more prominent as he fights back another laugh.

      “That is creepy, though,” I admit. “My parents and Rachel have signed me up for different dating things over the years.” I shake my head and think of all the horribly executed and terrible matches I’ve endured. “I might need to adopt your rule.”

      “But you’ve got a system now, right? Like you know what you want and don’t want and can just be like bam, bam, bam. Yes, no, no, yes, no chance in hell.”

      I’m pretty sure I just giggled, a reaction that generally only Hayden knows how to achieve. “I’m getting better at it.”

      With raised eyebrows, he looks at me closely. “Better? Come on. Share your rules with me. I’ll help you discover the right algorithm.”

      “Okay.” I take a seat on my couch so I can focus my attention on what I’ve discovered and learned.

      Coen follows me, sitting beside me on the couch, his thigh once again close enough it grazes mine. “Who have you blacklisted?”

      “Firefighters.” My answer is automatic and unrehearsed, one I’ve lived by for so many years it’s like my one true anthem.

      Coen’s eyebrows rise and then fall just as quickly in an attempt to hide his surprise.

      “No offense or anything. I mean, obviously you aren’t interested in me, being that I’m your neighbor.”

      “Exactly,” he says. “My one rule, your one rule.”

      “Exactly,” I repeat his word. “Plus, I have a son and often self-medicate with Ben and Jerry’s ice cream.”

      Coen smiles again, but this time it isn’t as bright or as broad, and I wonder if things have just become better or worse between us.

      “What else?” he asks.

      “Nothing in particular. I try to go into each date with an open mind, and depending on how things go, I kind of have this three-strikes rule.”

      “Like baseball?”

      “Yeah, except I only let them play for one inning. So by strike three, I’m out. Done. Finito.”

      “How do they get strikes?”

      “Different things,” I tell him. “Like if they call me by the wrong name, or ask me the same question, or if they don’t like kids, or are trying to make a waitress jealous by taking me to eat while she’s working … you know, the basics.”

      He laughs. “What kind of dates have you been on?”

      “I once went on a date where the guy showed up with his mother in the car.” When Coen balks, I nod solemnly. “She didn’t feel it was appropriate for me to be out with her impressionable son since I had gotten pregnant as a teenager and might be a bad influence.”

      Coen’s eyes grow, humor making him want to laugh but shock and sympathy preventing him from doing so.

      I shrug to show him it was nothing, and then try out a laugh that feels appropriate for the situation. It doesn’t quite fit, but it’s better than having him feel sorry for me.

      “I once went on a date with a woman who made me Skype with her family. I thought that was bad.”

      “It was,” I tell him.

      “So do you date a lot?” Coen asks, earning another shrug from me.

      “More than I realized, apparently.”

      He looks at me for a couple of seconds then one side of his lips tip upward, revealing a new expression that begs to be interpreted as calm and relaxed, yet somehow makes me feel anything but. “What does that mean?”

      “Okay, so this is going to make me sound totally ridiculous,” I warn him.

      His smile stretches to both corners. “Go on.”

      “So my mom and Rachel set up an online dating profile for me, and I told them I wanted nothing to do with it. Well, then my mom played this guilt trip on me because she paid a ridiculous amount to be able to see every guy that showed interest in me, and didn’t just set me up with one site, but several. She and Rachel have been going through all of these guys, and they have been my preliminary screening process and setting me up with their favorites.”

      Coen pulls his neck back. “So you aren’t even deciding who to date?”

      “I told you it sounded bad.”

      “Ella, you’re letting your mother decide who to date, and you’re surprised you aren’t liking them? Really?”

      “My mother and my best friend.” The words don’t sound even slightly convincing or logical. I roll my eyes before huffing with defeat. “But I signed in yesterday and decided I’m going to give it a valiant effort.”

      His brown and golden eyes focus on me, going over my features with such attention that I feel more exposed to him than if I were standing here naked. “What changed your mind?”

      While telling buried truths to Coen has been cathartic and even easy, Patrick is a subject best left alone for so many reasons, and there’s no way I’m going to tell him he’s thoroughly confused my emotions. “I even found someone that seems pretty normal,” I say instead.

      “But what?”

      My brow knits with confusion. “’But what,’ what?”

      “You have a ‘but’ in there.”

      “I don’t,” I say.

      He smiles, his eyes taunting me, calling me a liar.

      “I don’t!” I cry.

      “Yes, you do. I can see it in your face.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to know when I have a reservation.”

      “But…” He extends a hand to me, waiting for me to fill in the blank space.

      My shoulders droop. “It’s nothing. Really.”

      Still he stares and me and waits silently.

      I sigh deeply, annoyed with him for not letting me end on a win. “I’m sure it’s nothing, but,” I exaggerate the word for his benefit. “it bothers me a little because he answers the questions I ask, but he never asks any of his own.”

      “Most guys would think they had found a unicorn in the reverse situation.”

      I chuckle. “I’m sure it’s nothing, it just seems weird. Like is he not as invested in the process? Does he only care about what I look like? You know?”

      “Not as invested in the process?” He’s teasing me, and sadly it’s working. “You mean you think he has someone else going through the preliminary process?”

      “I didn’t want to sign up for online dating! I don’t even want to get married.”

      “Ever?” he asks.

      I spend too much time thinking about his question. I should give an automatic response to him, one of the rehearsed ones I’ve been using since I became pregnant at seventeen. “It scares me to bring men around Hayden,” I explain. “Between worrying that they could be child molesters or abusers, I feel like I already don’t trust them, and then fearing they won’t be accepting of him or love him like he is their own—it all gets to me. It becomes this weight because if anyone deserves to be loved fully and completely, it’s my son.”

      As if on cue, Shakespeare raises her head and barks once before settling back down.

      “I don’t trust people to drive my truck, I can’t imagine how difficult it is to trust someone with your child.”

      “It’s impossible.”

      Coen attempts to grasp the magnitude of my fears and doesn’t ask me anymore questions. Instead, he picks up a stack of books I hadn’t yet decided on a space for and begins placing them on the bookshelf on the right side of the TV in no particular order of author, size, or even genre. “I can see my mother trying to set up an online dating profile for me. The fact that I’m thirty, single, and Catholic sends her to mass daily.”

      Coen has this way of talking that makes me laugh harder than I can explain, even to myself. The way he enunciates certain words, and pauses at the right moments, and his word choice and flow, they all make him a storyteller, and I feel confident as he continues that I could listen to him list off the ingredients of dish soap, and I’d be laughing and enjoying myself.

      “Are you an only child too?” I ask.

      “Oh, God. No. If I were, I would be that guy with my mom going on dates with me. No, we’re Italian, except for my German name, which my dad still refuses to acknowledge me by.”

      “What?” I cry, laughing harder.

      Coen nods. “Seriously. He calls me Junior, though his name’s Marco.”

      My side hurts because I’m laughing so hard, and Coen’s smile grows. “People will be like, ‘How’s Coen doing?’ and he’ll be all, ‘Junior’s great.’ But he always has to replace my name with Junior if they use it.”

      “So how many siblings do you have?”

      He releases a breath through his teeth and shakes his head. “Too many.”

      I place a hand over the stitch in my stomach.

      “There are six of us.”

      “Six?” My laughter stops, but my cheeks are still in the same U-shape.

      “Four sisters and one brother,” he says. “Thankfully there are three of us who aren’t married, so my mom,” he pauses, “she has to split her time praying and plotting between us.”

      “So what you’re telling me is that you’ve gone on plenty of dates scheduled by your mother too.”

      “Guilty.” With his index finger, he reaches up and scratches his temple. “But usually my blind dates happen at the family dinner table, so…” A silent laugh makes his smile grow. “I’m the one who people are talking about when sharing their worst dates.”

      We’re both rolling with laughter, and I don’t even care that he just placed my classics next to my favorite paranormal books that he’d likely tease me for if he was paying attention to their titles.

      Seconds before the short hand falls on the two, I climb into bed, my lips still in a permanent smile, my cheeks still aching, and my living room still not finished because Coen and I had continued sharing stories of our childhoods and our jobs, and families, and while some simply made the time pass too quickly, others left me distracted, absorbed by his words and the stories he painted with them. There were also times, we both chose to stop talking because something we were sharing warranted the time and respect.

      I ensure my phone is to the highest ring volume and place it on my nightstand before falling asleep.

      Mornings without Hayden home always make me feel like I’m missing twenty steps. My entire routine revolves around him, and when Patrick takes him, I find myself packing an extra sandwich I won’t eat, and wondering if Hayden brought all his gear for baseball, and talking to Shakespeare because there’s no one else in the house.

      On days like today when I don’t have to go into the office, it’s even stranger because I have nothing to hurry up for. Nothing that forces me to put on a bra or change out of my pajamas so I don’t look like an irresponsible parent when dropping Hayden off. This morning, I don’t even have to cook breakfast. I simply reach into the freezer and pull out a Popsicle that I take with me to the dining room table where my laptop is waiting for me to sit down and begin working. The plastic wrapper alerts Shakespeare, and she trots over with her tail wagging as I open my computer and wait for it to boot up. When it tells me I have twenty-six updates and not to turn off my computer, I sigh and glance at the clock which tells me it’s still early, even with having slept in later than usual.

      “Let’s go for a walk, girl,” I tell Shakespeare, patting her on the head. Her tail swishes with excitement, and she follows me up to my room so I can change, foiling my plan of a pajama day. With a sports bra under my T-shirt and a pair of jogging pants I find in the back of my closet that Rachel had given to me as a gag gift, I feel like I’m at least half winning as I step outside with Shakespeare on my heels.

      I don’t run. I don’t even jog. I’m not even sure you can consider my pace brisk, but I do enjoy walking with Shakespeare and Hayden. I don’t even mind walking alone with Shakespeare. She serves as my liaison to a few neighbors and my excuse for those who avoid me. I especially enjoy walking in the mornings before the humidity and heat make me feel like an upright puddle, and I question if I could drown from the moisture in the air.

      Shakespeare comes to a complete stop when we reach the neighborhood playground. Her tail and ears and the fur on her shoulders all go up, and she growls. If it were dark out I’d likely change my stance on running, but nearly as quickly as she growls, I see the problem. Three boys are throwing rocks at each other and the side of the clubhouse.

      “Hey!” I yell. “Stop that!”

      They turn to me with varying degrees of surprise that quickly transform into varying degrees of malice and defiance. While common sense tells me that because there are three of them, and they don’t seem even a little worried that I’ve caught them in the act of vandalizing the public space, I should probably be looking to see if anyone else is awake and hopefully paying attention—or at least be reaching for my phone and be calling someone so they could help if necessary. But that would show them I was concerned. It would show them they intimidate me. And if nothing else, these past nine years in this town have taught me that the assholes who live here blow a lot of smoke and talk a lot of lies, but rarely do any of them have any intention of following through. I know this far too intimately to be afraid of these punks.

      I square my shoulders, and when one of the boys pulls back his arm to throw another rock at the clubhouse, I grab my phone, but not to call for help. “Smile!” I shout, pulling up the camera and snapping pictures of them.

      “Hey! You can’t do that!” one of them yells, taking three steps closer to me. He’s still at least fifteen feet away when he stops as Shakespeare lowers her head and growls. Like the rest of this town, she’s all bark and no bite unless you want to consider her tail a weapon when she gets excited. But they don’t know that, and they’re not going to learn it from me.

      “Destroying public property is a crime, you know,” I tell them. “And throwing rocks at each other makes you look like morons, not tough.”

      “Did you just call me a moron?” The largest of the three steps forward, making Shakespeare growl her warning even louder.

      “You shouldn’t be worried about what I’m calling you. You should be worried about how much trouble you’re going to be in when I send these pictures to the HOA. You guys need to get home and stop acting like a bunch of assholes.”

      Each of them sneers as they take small steps to back away, and then before the biggest kid turns, he pulls his arm back and throws a rock that hits me in the chest. They’re running before they can even tell if the rock connected, and I’m grateful because while it was small, it packed enough of a punch that I find myself leaning forward with my hand covering the spot. I’ve gone from feeling empowered to angry in a matter of seconds, ready to chase the kids home and confront their parents for not knowing where their children were and raising such brats.

      I huff and force my hand to drop, though I still instinctively want to cover my wound as though it’s visible. Scanning the yards surrounding us, I wait and listen to hear if they’re coming back before crouching beside Shakespeare and rubbing her down. “You’re such a good girl,” I tell her. “You really showed them who was boss, didn’t you? Yes, you did.” She licks the side of my face before I can get far enough back and takes a seat, enjoying the praise and attention.

      I wait a few more minutes before heading over to the clubhouse to inspect what damage was done. A window is cracked, the side of the metal grate that surrounds the trashcan is dented, and the plants are trampled, but in total the damage is fairly miniscule. If the kid hadn’t hit me with a rock, I might have considered just turning a blind eye to it and hoping the kids heeded my warning, but since they obviously weren’t deterred, I’m going to be sending an email to our board and let them handle the situation.

      Walking home, I grumble with each step, only stopping when Shakespeare begins pulling me in the opposite direction.

      “Shakespeare,” I order, giving her leash a firm tug. What began as a leisurely morning stroll has turned into a mess that is going to cost me extra time, a bruise, and being late to work. The last thing I can tolerate right now is her wanting to meet a dog friend or sniff another bush.

      She whines and pulls harder, forcing me to turn in the direction she’s trying to go.

      “Easy, girl,” Coen says, heading down his driveway toward us. “You’re going to pull your mom’s shoulder out.” Dressed in dark cargo shorts and a white T-shirt, he stops close enough that Shakespeare can reach him, and he pets her, giving her several seconds of his full attention before looking to me.

      He looks at me carefully through his brown and gold eyes before standing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I say, shaking my head.

      Coen doesn’t stop staring at me. He might be waiting for me to admit that something’s bothering me or looking for evidence that something is. I don’t know, because I’m trying to subtly pull on Shakespeare’s leash so I have an easy excuse to go.

      “Do you want to go get some coffee or something? Or walk some more? You can tell me more about that account you’re working on.”

      “It’s at a boring stage. You don’t want to hear about projections and charts and graphs.”

      “No. I think it’s interesting how you are able to make the projections, and watching your mind go a zillion miles per hour. I can’t multi-task for shit.”

      “You’re already a hero. Stop being greedy.”

      Coen’s laughter makes my lips curve into a smile, though I try to resist.

      “Was that snark or sarcasm?”

      “Both,” I admit.

      For years, I have had one friend and a few acquaintances at work. It’s what works, what I do, what I know. Having Coen put forth the effort to be nice to me and to Hayden, and even Shakespeare should be a welcome change to the cold shoulders that I’ve come to expect from everyone. And in some ways, it is. I enjoy that we can laugh at each other and ourselves, and I appreciate that he doesn’t take things too seriously, even himself. But when someone severs that belief and hope that you’ve placed in their hands, and then an entire town tramples over it, it’s difficult to not only trust someone but to be willing to do so.

      “Who do you think you are?”

      I turn in time to see Mrs. Grant making quick strides up Coen’s driveway and feel the rhythm of my heart rate become a drumline.
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      I was managing to slow the progress Ella was making with constructing the brick and mortar wall around herself. If she hadn’t turned, I wouldn’t bother looking past her to see what was going on, because all I care about is ensuring that at least a crack remains in her carefully made wall—or possibly even convince her to remove a few bricks before the structure dries and hardens.

      I take a step forward when Ella’s shoulders square. It’s a natural reaction, instinctual even, and it is for Shakespeare too, because she gets back on her feet, and I note the hairs rising on her back as her tail stills. I don’t know this woman, and for all I care, Shakespeare can bite her in the ass so she’ll get off my property, but Ella holds her back.

      The stranger stops in front of Ella and glares at her, not even seeing me. “You little homewrecker.” She sticks a finger in Ella’s face, accusation and malice lowering her tone as she glares.

      I’ve had women yell at me, both in personal and professional situations, but I’ve never seen the level of hatred this woman is showing to Ella, and it makes me wish she were a guy, so I could place both hands on her chest and shove her a safe distance out of Ella’s face before I clocked her.

      “You had no right talking to my son like that!” she continues before I can calm myself enough to interject.

      “You need to calm down and back up,” I tell her, taking a step forward.

      Her shrewd eyes snap to me, finally aware of my presence. But she doesn’t give me more than a second before she’s facing Ella again. “I already emailed the board and told them you were screaming at my son and his friends. Yelling obscenities and throwing rocks at them like the lunatic you are!”

      “If you’d like to discuss what your son did, I’d be happy to. I even took pictures so you’re able to see what he did.”

      The woman grabs for Ella, and for a second I think she’s going to take her own swing, making me step forward and place an arm across her chest and haul her back several steps.

      “You’re the chair of the committee that handles all of the plants your son and his friends trampled. You might actually be interested in the pictures.” Ella’s tone has turned goading and cold. It’s completely unfamiliar to me, but I don’t blame her. Not in the least. Their coded words mean little to me, and the word ‘homewrecker’ is still echoing around my yard. It’s obvious this woman is trying to hurt Ella in a way that heals much slower than a wound from a punch.

      “I’m going to file a restraining order against you to keep you away from my son,” the woman warns.

      “You’re crazy,” Ella says. “I was taking my dog for a walk, not stalking your son. I didn’t even know he was your son.”

      The woman tries to take another step forward, but I don’t allow it. I don’t know whether to allow this conversation to keep going or haul Ella into my house and wait until this woman leaves. Everything is happening so fast, and I don’t know anyone or anything well enough to know what the right decision is.

      “Think anyone’s going to believe you after everything you’ve done?” The woman sneers.

      My gaze sweeps to Ella. I’ve already committed to carrying her inside, just to get her out of this woman’s line of fire, and the pain in her eyes radiates deep in my gut. I step in front of the angry woman, obstructing the glare she’s set on Ella.

      “You need to leave.”

      She bobs to look around me, her ugly mouth already opened to spew more hateful things.

      “I said get out of here!”

      She faces me with a final huff, looking indignant before turning and marching back down my driveway.

      “What in the hell was that all about?” I ask, looking to Ella.

      She’s completely closed off, locking her jaw. The light in her blue eyes burns as she stares off, not bright and promising, but on high alert as though she’s already erected a dozen barricades. “That’s Mrs. Grant.” Her jaw flexes again.

      I wait for more because telling me the woman’s name is nothing. “What happened though? Those kids, what did they do?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m sure she’ll make it look like nothing.”

      “Ella!” I say her name firmly, loudly, hoping to surprise her or just remind her that she can talk to me. Still, she doesn’t look at me.

      “I have to go. I’m late for work,” she tells me instead.

      She tugs Shakespeare’s leash and doesn’t offer another word before setting off, disappearing down the block.

      Clearly something happened. Something that might still be going on. First Justin’s wife, Kristy, tells me Ella is an alcoholic, and then this strange Mrs. Grant woman calls her a homewrecker and alludes to her bad reputation.

      Sighing heavily, I turn around and see Rachel’s empty house beside me and wonder if she knows and if she’d tell me. But Ella already confirmed what I knew about Rachel being interested in me, and approaching her to discuss the rumors about her best friend seems like a very slippery slope. I don’t want her thinking I have feelings for Ella.

      I make my way up to my front door, pausing at the top step. I don’t like Ella. Not like that. She lives too close. She isn’t interested in me at all. I just like talking with her and hanging out with her because she’s different.

      Tomorrow I have to go back to work, and my house is still a mess, so I chastise myself for a solid minute for being a woman and overthinking my feelings and trying to label my emotions, and I set to work unpacking more boxes, knowing I’ll be throwing most of the shit away.

      An hour later I’m finishing unwrapping large glass steins and placing them into my dishwasher, swearing at myself because I’m still wondering what in the hell that confrontation in my driveway was all about.

      I pick up my phone and text Ella.

      
        
        Me: Want to grab some breakfast? I’m starving.

        

      

      Balancing my forearms on the now-empty box, I wait for a response, knowing Ella always replies quickly, and now I know it’s because her phone is always close due to her anxiety and concerns with Hayden.

      I wait.

      And wait.

      And wait some more. Staring at my phone, willing her to reply.

      Thirty minutes pass before I set my phone on the counter and take the box out to my garage to break it down and add it to the stack of recyclables.

      She has a high-pressure job. I’m aware of this without knowing a ton of details. Ella wasn’t secretive about her role with the company, just very casual about it, glossing over the details and only giving me examples when I asked specific questions, but they quickly led me to realizing two things: one: she loves her job, and two: she spends a lot of time working. I try to convince myself she isn’t ignoring me, just busy since it’s only 10 AM.

      Going back inside my focus transitions to box after box, being sure to empty all of the contents and sort them before moving on. It keeps me focused and distracted. Two things I am desperate for.

      Every box is gone by the time the sun falls out of sight, and while it feels good to have accomplished something, it hasn’t sated that itch that has kept me busy all day. I check my phone again to see if Ella has responded and am not surprised to see she hasn’t. I’ve come to the conclusion that she’s avoiding me, and while my strongest instinct is telling me that’s good and that I should ignore her too, it’s not my first instinct. No, that one is suggesting I go to her house and find out what’s going on. Be sure she’s okay. Make certain nothing bad could have happened to her by another protesting neighbor.

      I grab my small wad of keys from the kitchen table and lock my front door before hopping in my truck, suddenly concerned that something may have happened to her and I was too butthurt to consider the fact earlier.

      When I pull up to Ella’s, the house looks dark and empty. No porch light greets me, nor do the lights from the front room through the windows. I hop out of my truck and in a dozen quick strides reach her door, where I knock hard enough that it rattles its protests.

      Several minutes pass before I bang again, louder, harder.

      Still she doesn’t answer, but Shakespeare comes running, barking as she does. I wait, wondering if she had fallen asleep, but Ella doesn’t appear.

      I go around her house and open the gate to her backyard. A light in her family room is on, and I follow it to the back slider door that connects to the room.

      Ella is sitting on the floor, wearing the same clothes I saw her in earlier, but now her hair is pulled up. I knock on the glass door with less force since she can’t pretend she’s not home anymore.

      She jumps, and something flies out of her hand and lands on the couch beside her, making me laugh, though I feel guilty for doing so. I try to open the slider, but it’s of course locked. I wouldn’t put it past her to have a wooden dowel on the track as well. I point to the door handle, reminding her she needs to let me in since she hasn’t yet moved from the floor. With great reluctance, she does, and then removes a wooden rod from the track before she pulls the door open.

      “What are you doing?” she cries. “You just took ten years off my life.”

      “You weren’t answering your door.”

      Her eyes grow. “It was a hint.”

      “I took it as one. To try harder.”

      Her chin drops, failing to see the humor.

      “What happened with Patrick?”

      As expected, Ella’s eyes widen at my abrupt question. “Who told you?” she asks.

      I shake my head, realizing what I had assumed is correct: everyone in this town knows something about her history with Patrick. Everyone but me.

      Her throat moves slowly with a painful looking swallow. Slowly, she parts her lips, but it’s several seconds before she says anything. “I met him when I was in high school. Some friends and I were out bowling. Bowling,” she repeats the word with disdain, her brows heavy with the memory. “We were both there with friends, and when mine went to get food, his went to get drinks, and there we were—alone. We hit it off right away.” Ella’s focus is across the room, and I wonder if she’s seeing the memory play out as she retells it. “He was funny, charming, handsome, and so sure of himself. They say women love that, and I did. I totally fell for his confidence. The way he took charge and placed his hand on my lower back though he hadn’t earned the right to do so. The way he smiled at me like I was amusing and amazing though I hadn’t earned that either. He didn’t know me, and I didn’t know him. But I thought I did. I thought he did.” She bites the inside of her cheek, her eyes glazed with memories.

      “How old were you?” I can do the math myself. I know Patrick because I’ve worked with him and his station before. Know him because I have respected the man this town has loved for years.

      “Seventeen and stupid,” she tells me.

      “And he was…”

      “Thirty-one.”

      My eyes widen. I want to be grossed out because I’m still eleven months from turning thirty-one and can’t imagine flirting with a seventeen-year-old, then I look at Ella and her full lips, the line of her jaw, the fire in her eyes, the length of her neck—and wonder if I’d seen her at seventeen if I would have even cared to ask how old she was.

      “I was infatuated,” she admits. “He was cultured and successful, he knew how to flirt and he called me ‘dear’ like my grandfather did my grandma, and it just felt so right.”

      “What happened?”

      Her lips move to form words and then close, and her eyes finally move to mine, and I can see a myriad of thoughts forming and colliding, revealing my question was too broad. It’s evident that much has transpired. “You guys began dating?” I ask instead.

      She nods once and then shrugs, confusion and embarrassment coloring her cheeks. “I thought we were. I thought we were in a relationship,” she scoffs, “back then I thought all sorts of things.

      “We saw each other a few days a week and then sometimes not for a month. I thought it was because he was busy. I had only dated a couple of guys in high school, and thought it was normal.” She raises her brows that frame blue eyes containing a dizzying combination of fear, vulnerability, and anger. “I blame my parents for that. I grew up without cable.” Ella laughs, and I can tell she’s doing it to calm herself, so I work to smile too, understanding the need to punctuate the moment with something funny. “When he’d go on business trips, I’d sometimes go with him, telling my parents I was going to a friend’s house.”

      “They didn’t know about him?”

      She shakes her head. “They would’ve killed me.”

      “And then you got pregnant.”

      “And then I got pregnant,” she repeats. “They were angry at first. Livid.” Ella scoffs. “But then their anger transferred from me, to the situation, and then to Patrick. They hated him. Wanted to press charges, which in turn made me angry with them. I was in love with him and having his baby!” She pauses, biting her bottom lip. “It was legal. I mean, here in North Carolina, the age of consent is sixteen, but they knew I was too young, knew it was going to end badly. But, I took all my savings that had been intended for college and moved into a small one-bedroom apartment so I could be near him.”
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      I’m expecting Coen to ask me for more. To dig into the how and why this town hates me so much that they literally hold no respect for me. I need him to ask me since volunteering the information is too difficult. I don’t even know where to begin. At least when a question is asked, I can focus on that specific piece of the puzzle.

      “What is all of this?” he asks instead, looking over the new mess I’ve made in my living room.

      “Memories.”

      “They look painful.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if your heart can ever love someone again,” I admit. “I mean, can you ever really stop loving someone when your heart essentially molds itself to another person’s? Is that even possible?” It’s a rhetorical question that reveals more than I initially intended. But when I look up, Coen isn’t looking at me but the image I have cradled in my lap.

      My gaze falls to the picture of Patrick and me sitting on a bench in Virginia. “There was this jazz band playing near us. Some small festival was in town.” I shake my head to rid the details that are sidetracking me from the story. “I wanted to dance, but he hated dancing, so he pulled me down beside him and buried his head against my chest, and we just sat there in this moment of perfection. I never wanted that moment to end.”

      “But you wanted to dance.” His tone taints the memory.

      “But look at this moment. Even as a cynic, you can clearly see how happy we were.”

      “But you wanted to dance.” Coen enunciates the words like I need him to explain it to me again.

      Shaking my head, I glower at him. “You’re missing the point!”

      “You’re missing the point. All you wanted was a dance, and he couldn’t even give you that.”

      Rearing my head back, I stare at him. Rage fills me. Embarrassment heats me. Resentment taunts me. “What do you want me to say? Do you want me to admit that he didn’t really care? That he didn’t choose me? That he never had chosen me because all along he was with another woman, and I was too blind and stupid to see or even care? Because there it is. We had fun. I was a good time. There was no commitment, no checking in, no phone calls every night before bed to see how the day had been or what my plans were. I didn’t receive flowers on my birthday, or a special weekend for Valentine’s Day, and I was okay with that. I felt special and content because he was Patrick Webb, and he worshiped me while we were together. He listened to every word I spoke like they might blow away if he didn’t catch them fast enough. He made me laugh so hard I couldn’t remember what it felt like to be anxious. And while half of this town thinks I tried to trick him and steal him away from his wife, that was never the intention. I didn’t know he was married. I was too dumb and caught up in all that was him to think his vanishing acts were because he already had a family. I was young and thought that’s just what adults did.”

      “So why did you move here then?”

      “I moved here to make the ultimate sacrifice for him. I was giving up my life, my friends, my family, school, all to be close to him and have our baby. I stayed because…” My gaze drifts back over evidence of our affair. “…I wanted him to choose me,” I admit. “I really thought he would initially. Then, I met her … his wife … and I knew there wasn’t a chance, but it was too late. I had to stay because if I ran away with my tail tucked between my legs, I knew I would never forgive myself.”

      Coen’s questions are clear as his forehead creases and his eyes slant.

      “He did it all willingly, not me. My child deserved a father and support, and so did I. I don’t want to care about him. I don’t want to remember the way he made me feel like I was worth everything and then nothing. I don’t want to deal with him at all, but I do, and it isn’t for me.”

      It’s for Hayden. I don’t say the words aloud, not wanting sympathy or pity because I have thrown myself a gazillion pity parties, and the only thing they ever have accomplished is making me realize how stupid I was for not having questioned more when I should have, and coming to the same conclusion that while I hate what Patrick did, he still gave me Hayden. I would never even for a second wish to take that back.

      Coen remains still and silent for several minutes, and I wonder what he’s thinking. What he’s thinking of me. Finally, he shakes his head, and his brown eyes focus on me. “I can’t believe you’ve put up with this shit for so many years.”

      I shrug. “It was harder when I cared.”

      Coen stares at me, and I stare back, proving to him how little I care.

      He takes a deep breath through his nose, and while I can tell he wants to discuss this further, going into the bowels of the whys, he grabs a handful of old pictures and places them back into the box. His move is borderline hasty, but he doesn’t try to harm or destroy them, knowing that isn’t his place.

      “He never deserved to take so much from you,” he says, swiping more pictures that he adds to the box. “He still doesn’t.”

      I take another long look at the photo I’m holding, and for the first time notice the wistful look in my eye is not directed toward Patrick, but the people dancing. I hold the picture up and tear it in two before tossing both halves into the box.

      Coen watches me from where he’s gathering the last of the stuff that is laid out on the couch, but he doesn’t say a word.

      “I’m hungry,” I say, changing the subject.

      “That’s because we never went to breakfast.”

      Guilt has me scrunching my face. “Sorry about that. I was kind of in bitch mode after this morning.”

      “I can’t imagine why.” Coen folds the corners of the box to secure it. “Want to go get something or order something in?”

      “I can make something,” I offer.

      He looks at me. “Not tonight. You need to let things be simple and easy tonight.”

      I don’t mind cooking. In fact, I prefer it most of the time, especially with Hayden’s allergies, but the idea of having a sink full of dishes, and the time and energy to both think of something and make it is becoming less appealing by the second.

      “Can we order in? I don’t really feel like putting pants on.”

      “Sure. But you can go out like that if you want.”

      “My reputation’s bad enough. I really don’t need to fuel the fire.” I stand from the floor and head over to the kitchen cabinet where we keep a file of menus from the best takeout places in town. “We have Chinese, Mexican, Italian, pizza, Korean, Thai, American-Chinese, more pizza, and more pizza.” I hand Coen the folder to look them over. “Take your pick.”

      “You decide,” he says, not reaching for the file.

      “That’s okay. I would actually prefer you to. I feel like I’ve made too many decisions today, and it would help me to just have one be made for me.”

      “I think that’s already happened too much in your life,” he says but accepts the folder.

      I know his words aren’t meant to hurt or judge me in a negative manner, but I feel a wave of shame wash over me for the first time in years.

      “Who has the best pizza?” he asks, holding up several menus.

      “Depends. What kind do you want?”

      Coen’s brown eyes look up from one of the menus. “I’m Italian.”

      “I’m not, so I don’t know what that means.”

      He laughs, and I do too, and with the pictures all neatly packed up with every other trace of evidence of my night, I don’t feel the same gloom that had been hanging over me like a heavy fog before Coen arrived and nearly gave me a heart attack.

      

      I devote weekend mornings to Hayden. It’s our time to snuggle on the couch and watch cartoons or a movie, and weekends that I don’t have him I spend the time wishing I did.

      I devote my Saturday morning to cleaning, washing and folding laundry, scrubbing bathrooms, creating a grocery list, vacuuming and mopping, and then get showered and dressed, and brave the grocery store. By the time I’ve finished putting away the groceries it’s already late afternoon, and it’s begun raining, making the air outside so thick and heavy that it’s difficult to breathe and more difficult to want to move.

      I sprawl out on the area rug in the family room, debating my options for the evening, when my phone beeps with a text.

      
        
        Rachel: What’s the update with Outdoorsyman?

        

      

      My stomach twists. I had forgotten all about Outdoorsyman, and feel guilty for both making him wait and not following up on my end of the bargain when I had committed to making an effort.

      
        
        Me: I am still trying to decide how to reply.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Why don’t you ask him about his business? Or maybe just volunteer information about yourself.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I can help you create something super cryptic so he’s intrigued and has to ask a bunch of questions.

        

      

      
        
        Me: I want him to ask questions because he WANTS to get to know me, not because I’m being cryptic.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: He’s a guy, Ella.

        

      

      
        
        Me: What happened to not lowering my standards?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: What happened to trying?

        

      

      Annoyed, I wander over to my laptop that I’ve spent way too much time with over the past week, and boot it up. I minimize my work email window that I sort via my phone as emails come in, and pull open the dating site. There aren’t any new messages from Outdoorsyman, but there are a dozen new messages that I open cautiously, waiting to scroll down before I know if any pictures have been attached.

      The first one is from ÉclairMaestro. Intrigued, I scroll through his profile and learn he’s a chef, something that piques my interest and makes me want to learn more. He’s well-traveled, speaks French, has a friendly smile, and gentle eyes. His message is brief:

      
        
        From: ÉclairMaestro

        

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Hey

        

      

      
        
        How are you, Shakespearian?

        I feel like this is a given, but I’m guessing you like Shakespeare? What are your favorite foods?

        

      

      I think back to my date with Lars—the veterinarian—and how he took my thoughts of Shakespeare the writer being a woman.

      
        
        From: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        To: ÉclairMaestro

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Re: Hey

        

      

      
        
        Hi, ÉclairMaestro.

        I am a Shakespeare fan. I think he/she was very brave for their time to show how there is no comedy without tragedy and no tragedy without comedy.

        My favorite foods…

        

      

      I pause, considering what Coen had told me when I asked him to choose where we ate. He had read the entire menu aloud, pausing after each one to read my expression. When I told him to also pick the pizza, he glared at me before rustling his cell phone out of his pocket and ordering two different pizzas, one with red sauce filled with meats, and a BBQ chicken pizza that he never touched which I devoured.

      
        
        …breakfast foods. I love all breakfast foods from French toast to eggs benedict. I could eat them all day every day.

        

      

      The next inbox message has already been read. I open it and see how long the thread is, discovering Rachel has been replying on my behalf again, and see that I have a date scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.

      With irritation coursing through me, I grab my phone and text Rachel.

      
        
        Me: You set up a date for me to go on tomorrow?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: It’s before Hayden will be home.

        

      

      
        
        Me: What if I already have plans?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: What if I become a millionaire?

        

      

      I scowl at my phone for several minutes.

      
        
        Rachel: You’ll like him. I swear.

        

      

      
        
        Me: He better be Chris Evans if I have to get up and dressed on a Sunday morning.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: It’s good for you.

        

      

      
        
        Me: :(

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Tough love, babe. Tough love.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Do you need me to send you details, or you got it covered?

        

      

      
        
        Me: I can’t believe you didn’t even tell me.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I tried calling you earlier. You ignored me.

        

      

      I hadn’t ignored her; I just knew it would be better if I didn’t answer while Coen was over. I didn’t know how to explain to her that he and I were spending more time together, and since I had been having a rough day, I didn’t want to make an excuse for him to leave. Usually after talking about Patrick with someone, I have the desire to avoid them, knowing they’ll think less of me, wonder why I would think it was okay to have any kind of relationship with someone who was fourteen years my senior. But this morning I don’t feel the need to avoid Coen. I don’t even regret telling him.

      
        
        Me: Tell me he’s not a veterinarian.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: He’s not a veterinarian.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Did you tell him I think Shakespeare was a woman yet?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: You do a good enough job of sabotaging dates all on your own.

        

      

      “Sabotage?” I mutter. “Really?”

      I don’t reply back to her, not knowing if I’m being extra sensitive or if her sarcasm is riding the bitchy line like I’m interpreting it to.

      
        
        Rachel: Stop replying to guys on the dating site tonight.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Why?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Because it’s Saturday night, and you’re going to look desperate.

        

      

      
        
        Me: According to you and my mom, I AM desperate.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Still not considered attractive to someone you don’t know.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Well, I’m going to reply to Outdoorsyman.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Saboteur.

        

      

      I ignore Rachel but don’t reply to Outdoorsyman, electing to head downstairs and focus on compiling more facts and statistics needed for the Weile account, where things make sense even if I have to triple-check everything.

      Hours pass before Shakespeare breaks my concentration with the need to go outside. It’s still too hot out, even with the sun down, so I stay inside while she roams around the yard. My thoughts wander to Coen, knowing he’s at work today and all night. He’s been over the past two nights, and I hate admitting to myself that it’s become a short routine that I’ve enjoyed far too much. It’s good that he has to work tonight because otherwise, I think I would be considering asking him to come over again or taking him up on teaching me how to play pool.

      My phone beeps, and I’m hoping it’s Hayden again. We generally talk twice a day, once in the morning and once before he goes to bed, but I caved and bought him a cell phone that doesn’t have “smart” in the title so he can use it to call or text me whenever he needs to.

      
        
        Coen: What do you get when you cross Hades and Poseidon?

        

      

      
        
        Me: What?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: The fucking South. Jesus, it’s hot out.

        

      

      
        
        Me: I’m going to forward that text to your mother.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: You want me to die a slow and painful death?

        

      

      I laugh so loudly, Shakespeare turns from where she’s sniffing one of our blueberry bushes to see if she’s missing out on something.

      
        
        Me: Has it been a busy night?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Yeah. Saturdays tend to be. Strange calls though.

        

      

      
        
        Me: There is a full moon.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: It’s this damn heat. It makes people cagey and strange.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Download Trivia Junkie on your phone.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Is it going to stream porn?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: You wish.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Give my phone a virus?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: I’m waiting…

        

      

      I close the window to find the app he mentioned, and go through downloading it before I reply back to him with confirmation that I have.

      
        
        Coen: What’s your email address so I can find you?

        

      

      
        
        Me: You aren’t going to be embarrassed when you lose, right?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: IF I lose, I’ll streak in front of Mrs. Grant’s house.

        

      

      
        
        Me: I’m not running naked in front of Mrs. Grant if I lose.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Not so confident now, are you?

        

      

      I send him my email address, and it’s only seconds before the game prompts me to play.

      We are a dozen games in, him winning by one because I keep getting sports questions that I don’t have a single clue on, when he texts me again.

      
        
        Coen: On route to a call. I’ll message you when I’m back.

        

      

      My thumb hovers over the screen, considering how to respond. Do I tell him to be safe? Good luck? Is that too personal? Do I sound like more than just a friend? I consider if it were Rachel who was going and what I would tell her before I send a reply that I don’t know if he’ll be able to see.

      
        
        Me: Be safe.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: I will. Eat some leftover pizza for me.

        

      

      And so I do.
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      I head out of the station with two hours of sleep to my name and a fresh bandage on my thumb.  Last night I ripped open the cut I had gotten earlier in the week when I inspected Rachel’s chimney for no goddamn reason other than to save face, and not look like a creeper thanks to Justin.

      The cab of my truck is so hot it’s difficult to breathe. I crank on the air conditioner and turn up the fan. Showered, and in fresh street clothes, I head north, driving until I hit the border of Washington DC. Every week I make this drive unless I’m working, and every week it seems a little longer.

      “There he is!” My brother Joey shouts.

      “Finally!” My sister Sofia doesn’t sound forgiving of my being an hour late.

      “He was working!” My mom defends me. “He was up all night.”

      I pull open the screen door and though I’d heard their discussion while I made my way up to the house, they all yell out to me again like I didn’t.

      Mom kisses both of my cheeks, and I hers, and then my sisters, Sofia, Arianna, and Mia as well before I reach my dad and brother, where we share the same greeting.

      “You missed such a beautiful sermon this morning,” Mom says. “Priest Michael was talking about family and love, and all I could think was that you needed to hear it.”

      “Did Joey like it?” I ask, deflecting the attention and reminding everyone I’m not the only single one here.

      My older brother shoots me a look that warns me he’ll spit in my food if I hang him out to dry alone. So I remove some of the heat. “What about you, Arianna? Did you like the sermon?” I ask my youngest sister. Her dark hair whips as she turns to scowl at me.

      Dad pats my cheek twice, chuckling as he does so, knowing my angle. He slowly walks to the head of the table and takes his seat. The rest of us carry bowls and platters over from the kitchen and take our seats.

      “Coen, you have a dangerous job,” Mom starts off. “You need to find someone who is going to be your inspiration to keep surviving when you go to work every day to fight the devil.”

      “He doesn’t go to work every day, Ma,” Joey says as our middle sister, Sofia, bats his hand away from a bowl of potato salad. “He only works twice a week.”

      “That’s ’cause he works for twenty-four hours at a time, Neanderthal,” Sofia says.

      Sofia and Mia are ten and twelve years older than me. I was as much their son as Mom’s. I think because Joey and Arianna are twins and have always had each other, everyone tends to forget they’re only three years older than me—especially our older sisters.

      “Ma, Coen’s too young to get married,” Mia says.

      “I had you by the time I was twenty!” our mom cries. “He’s thirty.”

      “They’re almost thirty-four,” I point out. My brother and sister look nearly nothing alike. Where my brother is tall and wide, my sister, Arianna is tiny and petite. It’s a running joke in our family that Joey was never good at sharing, even while in the womb. Yet, when you piss them off, they have identical glares that will make most people shut up. But I’m not most people, and the look doesn’t deter me in the least, though I know my smallest sister will try and hang from my neck like a goddamn monkey so Joey can get in an easy shot. Been there. Done that. Still not afraid.

      My phone beeps and the entire table turns to me with accusation, stilling the conversation.

      “I have to keep it on me,” I remind them. “If there was an emergency, I have to respond.”

      Sofia grabs it from her seat beside me. “Ella, Hayden, hot neighbor?” she reads aloud. “That doesn’t sound like an emergency, Coen.”

      “Ella, Hayden, hot neighbor?” Mia repeats.

      Mom’s brow furrows. “You aren’t having an affair with a married woman, are you?” Her brown eyes are already lit for a fight.

      “No. Settle down.” I mean the warning for all of them as I reach to grab my phone back. Sofia pushes away from the table, reading our texts from this morning and last night aloud.

      “Good luck on your date? I hope you sleep well? I look forward to you streaking in front of Mrs. Grant’s?” She reads them each like a question.

      “Coen,” Mom says, calling all of us to attention. “What’s going on?”

      “She’s just a friend, Ma,” I tell her.

      “There are millions of texts here. No one texts someone that’s just a friend this many times. Try again,” Sofia says. “She has a son?” she asks, continuing to read the messages.

      “Who is she?” Mia asks.

      “She’s a neighbor.”

      “A neighbor!” Joey hoots. “You’re breaking your own rules, man.”

      “We’re just friends,” I repeat.

      Joey laughs, shaking his head.

      “You guys can tease Junior later. I’m starving. Let’s eat.” Dad isn’t trying to come to my rescue. I’m sure if I wasn’t an hour late, he’d be leading the charge against me, but since we pray as a family before every meal, antagonizing me is just slowing him down.

      Reluctance is visible in each of their eyes as their smiles wan and they sit up straighter in their seats and closer to the table.

      Meatballs, spareribs, pastas, and salads are passed around as soon as Dad finishes the prayer. We used to get together for dinner on Sundays, but recently our oldest sister, Mia, suggested we change it to be while the kids are in Bible study. Personally, I’m sad not to have them around anymore, not only because they often offered a welcomed distraction, but my nieces and nephews are the coolest kids on Earth. Sometimes my sisters’ husbands will join us, but it’s not as common. I think we overwhelm them, and that’s fine with me. I find both of them to be rigid and uptight.

      Lunch is a production. Every meal is with my family. Mom always makes way too much food, and we talk and eat slowly, enjoying the company and stories that are passed around, stretching meals so they’re usually a few hours, creating another excuse for my brothers-in-law not to join, because they have to go pick up the kids from Bible study before we’re done. Sometimes they’ll drop by and stick around for dessert and watch a game of whatever sport is in season, or to watch a movie, but with the weather being so hot, I doubt they will.

      I dodge a dozen more questions about Ella, turning them into jokes, which I fire at my siblings at random, and then turn the conversation to some of the calls we responded to last night.

      When the last lunch dish has been rinsed and placed into the dishwasher, Dad heads to his recliner and sits down for what inevitably will be his afternoon nap. The girls have begun discussing potty training, something I want no part in, when my brother grabs two glasses filled with lemonade and vodka. He cocks his head to the screened in porch.

      Joey and I sit across from each other, each releasing a heavy sigh as our stomachs adjust to being so full.

      “So what’s the real deal with this chick?”

      I scrub a hand down my face, my lack of sleep and too much food making it difficult for me to think straight.

      “She’s cool,” I tell him. “She’s got a son who’s really cool too.”

      “How’d you guys meet?”

      “Justin, trying to be Mister Smooth went over to my neighbor’s house while Ella was there, claiming there might be something wrong with Rachel’s chimney.”

      “Was there?” Joey asks, a smile making his lips twitch because he already knows the answer.

      My forehead creases. “Hell no.”

      Joey laughs loudly, slapping his thigh.

      “But I had to go up there this week because I didn’t know how to admit that he was just trying to get in my neighbor’s house and meet them.”

      Still laughing, Joey moves his hands in a rolling motion, urging me to continue. “So they fell for it?”

      I huff, thinking of meeting Ella for the first time. “No,” I say simply, before considering it more carefully. “Well, I think Rachel—” I wave a hand, “my neighbor—she did, or wanted to, but no, Ella tried to hide from us.”

      “What?” My brother chuckles. “Way to burn.”

      “Right?” I ask. “It was pretty bad. But her son actually has a severe peanut allergy, and a few nights later when her friend—my neighbor—”

      “Rachel?” Joey asks, working to follow the list of names and how they connect.

      “Right. Well, Rachel was watching him and he had an allergic reaction. She had run over to get help, which led to me stopping by Ella’s the next day to check on him. He’s a really awesome kid. I’ve been working with him with some baseball stuff, and Ella and I have sort of become friends through it all.”

      “What’s she like?” Joey asks.

      I take a drink of my lemonade and consider his question. “She’s different. She’s fun.”

      “Different than what?”

      “Just different. I don’t know how to explain it. She’s kind of a badass when I start to think about it. I mean, you know how we hear Mia and Sofia talk about how hard being a mom is? Well Ella’s a single mom, and her kid is so cool. He’s funny, and super smart, and he loves baseball and cartoons. I mean I could hang with this kid every day and not get tired of him.”

      “But what about Ella?” he asks again.

      “She’s great. She’s super easy to talk to. I don’t feel like I have to impress her or like she’s trying to impress me, and I like that. She’ll eat pizza in front of me, and when I come over and she’s in her sweats, she doesn’t run off and change. And she’s got this job that sounds stressful and time-consuming, and yet when you ask her what she does, she gives you this vague answer.”

      “But she’s just your friend?” Joey chuckles as he says it. “You’re ready to move into her goddamn house. Are you hearing yourself?”

      I shake my head. “She lives a few blocks away,” I remind him. “And she’s on a date right now.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “No!”

      Joey raises his eyebrows and takes another drink. “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      “Then why do you keep checking your phone?”

      My response it to stand up and stretch.

      “Where you going?” Joey taunts.

      “Back to North Carolina.”

      “To see your neighbor?”

      “I told you already—she’s out on a date.” My eyes warn him to drop it. “I’m going to head to the open gym and play some basketball. Work off Ma’s cooking.” I pat my abs.

      “Hey, I spoke to Pete McNally, and he mentioned there might be a captain position opening up soon in Haven Point. It would bring you closer to home.”

      My eyebrows rise with intrigue.

      “I know it’s a small station and you’d have to move again, but you’ve mentioned how the whole neighborhood thing isn’t exactly your thing, and,” he gives me a pointed look, “you’d be far enough from Ella that you could—”

      I punch him in the gut to cut him off and head back inside to say good-bye to my mom, dad, and sisters.
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          Ella

        

      

    
    
      Sucking in a deep breath, I straighten the navy blue tank top borrowed from Rachel’s closet. It fits too tightly across my chest and is too short, but Rachel said I looked like a ten in it, and out of desperation I believed her.

      I don’t know if meeting for ice cream was his idea or was supposed to be mine—that actually came from Rachel—but am relieved not to have to sit through a meal.

      I have to glance at my phone again to see what he looks like because with his name being Lance, all I can picture is the guy from that boy band from when I was a teenager. This Lance also has blond hair and a long face, making me seek out more similarities rather than differences.

      “Ella?”

      I swear even the shape of his teeth is similar to the old celebrity Lance’s, which then has me wondering how and why my brain chose to recall what a guy’s teeth looked like. It delays my smile, and he notices.

      “You must be Lance.” I try to smile wider to make myself appear more enthusiastic. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “You too. Sorry I’m late. I got hung up with a work thing.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” I assure him. “I completely understand.”

      He stares at me for several seconds, forcing me to fight my features to remain still as they war between wanting to frown and giving him a look of confusion. Maybe he knows who I am. Knows the rumors about me. It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened, and sadly with the way this date has begun, I doubt it will be the last. The times that it’s occurred in the past there are two reactions: one: they think I’m going to be a guaranteed one-night stand, or two: they treat me like a social leper and make excuses to cut the date short. So I wait, allowing him the time to make an excuse to leave.

      “Ready to get some ice cream?” he asks.

      My gut twinges. I can’t put my finger on why, if it’s my self-consciousness or something specific about him, but with my experience, I’ve learned to pay attention to that feeling, and it has me giving him his first strike.

      I paste on a smile and nod my agreement since we’re standing out front of the store anyway. Lance moves first and I briefly study him. His T-shirt, like mine, is both too tight and too short, emphasizing the size of his biceps that grow when he opens the door and stands to the side for me to enter.

      His waist and legs are both narrow, his chest and shoulders broad, like an upside down triangle. His boots are heavy as he walks behind me and I move so he’s beside me before asking the question I hate most, “So what do you do for work?”

      “I work security for a few places in town.”

      “Really? Like for a nightclub?” I shouldn’t ask because if he starts naming them off or goes into details about it, I’m going to be bored and lost. When people my age were out at the clubs and bars making mistakes and learning about life, I was cleaning up Cheerios from the floor, milk off the walls, learning to make shaped pancakes, and healing boo-boos with magical kisses.

      “Sometimes,” Lance says. “Other times for the arena in town.”

      “That’s really awesome. I bet you get to see a lot of cool shows.”

      He smiles, and it’s charming and reaches all the way to his eyes—I also realize it’s not being directed toward me when I notice his eyes are perched over my shoulder.

      Strike two.

      It shouldn’t make me feel anything but annoyed, but that self-consciousness that he exposed begins to expand.

      The short line in front of us moves, and we go with it. “What about you?” he asks. “What do you do for work?”

      “I work in marketing, actually.” My voice rises, and I know the fluctuation is because I’m trying to catch his attention again. It’s ridiculous, stupid even that I’m jealous that he hasn’t looked at me like he did the woman behind me, especially since I already know I wouldn’t want to date him again. But still, I’m flirting with him—or trying to—because even with the skin around my belly being looser and marked from carrying my son, my breasts being gravity challenged, my car not being cool but safe, and my purse housing more mom supplies than makeup, I want to be seen like he’s looking at her. I want someone to lust after me.

      Lance either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care, because his smile reappears accompanied by a leer in his sea-colored eyes, and just like that, I realize that while I want someone to want me for me—mom bod, practical car, anxiety and all—I don’t want that person to be Lance, because his expression seems predatory and makes that twinge in my stomach become more pronounced, drowning out the self-consciousness in me.

      Strike three.

      “Next!” the woman at the ice cream counter calls, drawing my attention from the multitude of excuses I’m considering using to get out of this date and skip the ice cream and forced chit-chat.

      But before I can, Lance places his order and looks to me for mine. I blame it on the heat and Rachel calling me a saboteur for ordering their specialty cotton candy ice cream because logic would have me in my car already.

      “Do you come here a lot?”

      Surprise has me looking up at Lance with my eyebrows raised.

      Is he implying that I look like I come here often? And why does Hayden have a better vocabulary?

      “Not really,” I answer, then wonder if he asked because maybe it was Rachel who suggested we meet here.

      “Yeah, me either.” His eyes drift to the door where two girls are walking in. They’re obviously still in high school, but it doesn’t stop him from sitting forward, focused on their movements. The roll in my stomach is too familiar, too real. I stand up with the excuse that I’m not feeling well and leave before he can say a word.

      Once in my car my eyes burn, and my stomach burns, and my anger burns stronger than both. With an open palm, I hit my steering wheel. Before chancing anyone seeing me lose it, I head home.

      The moment I get through my front door, I peel off the uncomfortable blue shirt and throw it into my hamper to launder so I can return it to Rachel and hopefully never see it again. I replace it and my too-tight jeans with a pair of cotton shorts and T-shirt and then add socks and my tennis shoes.

      Lance’s face, the way he looked at those girls like they were a prize he could win—could obtain—it still has me nauseous as I wonder if that’s the same way Patrick looked at me years ago. I should have warned those girls. Should have told them that it isn’t the man who makes them feel special who deserves their love, time, and devotion, but the man who shows them that they’re special.

      I glance at the clock, already knowing it’s before our five o’clock trade, but I grab my phone and enter a text to Patrick, asking to allow me to come by early to get Hayden. There’s a fifty-fifty chance of how he’ll respond. Often, I think he tells me no just to be difficult rather than wanting to spend more time with our son, figuring he cancels on his visitations at least once a week.

      While I wait for him to reply, I pull up the dating site on my laptop and scrutinize each incoming message more carefully. I delete several before seeing a message from Outdoorsyman that I open with curiosity.

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        From: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Re: Open Book

        

      

      
        
        Hey Shakespeare,

        I hope I didn’t scare you off. You seemed really nice and … well … normal. Is that a bad thing to say? I mean it as a compliment, truly. It’s just that I’ve met all kinds of interesting characters on here, and something about you doesn’t make me feel like I’m signed up looking for someone to date and checking off each other’s criteria lists but having actual conversation with.

        If I haven’t addressed something on your list, or did and it was a deal-breaker, I’m going to be very disappointed, but will understand. I just want to make sure I convey my interest in you because I feel like I owe myself to do so, if that makes any sense.

        

        Take Care,

        Outdoorsyman

        

      

      

      I probably shouldn’t reply right now, not with my emotions being in this state of turmoil, but I do, knowing I likely will forget to respond later tonight.

      

      
        
        To: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        From: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Re: Open Book

        

      

      
        
        I’m glad to hear from you! I definitely have not written you off, just have been busy with work. I appreciate you finding me normal and feel the same about you. Being on here has been a very interesting experience to say the least.

        You have me intrigued. What’s on your criteria list? I think I need to create one.

        

        Shakespearian

        

      

      I triple check my phone and still there’s no message from Patrick. So I send a text to Coen.

      
        
        Me: Bonfire???

        

      

      
        
        Coen: There’s kind of a fire ban in place since it’s been a thousand degrees.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Way to ruin things.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: What’s going on?

        

      

      
        
        Me: Nothing. I have to go. I’m picking up Hayden.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: I just got to the gym to play basketball, but if you want, I can come over.

        

      

      I am tempted to say yes. Too tempted.

      While Coen is kind and funny and easy to be around, I can’t have Hayden getting attached to him and then Coen dropping off the face of the planet when he finds a girlfriend. I can’t do it to myself either.

      
        
        Me: Don’t worry about it. Have fun. I’m going to take Hayden on a date.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Well, you two better not get too wild without me.

        

      

      Without me.

      Without him.

      Without Coen.

      The words process through my mind again and again, and I wonder if he meant to imply something or if I’m simply reading into things too much. There’s a small ache in the corner of my heart that I quickly dismiss, knowing that hope for Coen is the last thing I need because he is not interested in me, and I’m not in him. In addition, Rachel has a thing for him, making this a thousand times more complicated because she’s my best friend, and really I should be working to tell him how wonderful she is so he drops this absurd rule that prevents him from dating anyone in a fifteen-mile radius.

      Since I can’t think of anything to reply back with that sounds even slightly witty, only emotional, I don’t respond. I pack up my computer and a few folders I’ve been keeping my information and timeline in, and head to the coffee shop Patrick and I meet at to share the biggest part of my world.

      I ignore the niggling reminder about the blue shirt having been too tight and order the largest caramel-flavored coffee they have, and when the barista asks me if I want whipped cream, I ask for extra along with a cookie. The air conditioning is turned up so high it’s hard to remember that it’s over a hundred degrees outside, tempting me to set up my work at one of the outdoor tables. Thankfully, there’s a sweater still in my bag, and I slip it on and find an unoccupied table in the back that looks out at the parking lot and get set up.

      Soon, I will be meeting with the board of the Weile account and will be proposing my new approach for their marketing. The company sells cars with an alternative fuel, something I knew next to nothing about prior to this account, other than how expensive they were. I have spent weeks learning everything about their prospective buyers—their age range, gender, occupations, education, marital status, if they rent or buy, and dozens of other factors. I know their clientele inside and out, which has provided me with the best way of proposing the different ads and techniques I’ll be proposing for each region since the approach varies quite a lot.

      I’m creating a mock-up of the advertising package I’m going to propose they use for the Midwest when I see Hayden bounding through the parking lot, Patrick close behind. I grab for the papers scattered around me, not worrying to organize them, or even ensure they’re not crumpled, just shoving them out of the way. I close my computer and drop it in my bag as well, seeing Hayden scanning the tables, looking for me.

      “Hi, Mom!” he calls, a bright smile across his face.

      Patrick is only a few steps behind him, and when our eyes meet, he smiles. I expected it, because he always does.

      Our conversation about Hayden’s allergic reaction went far better than I had expected, likely because he hadn’t answered the dozen calls I made to him over the weekend that followed the incident. Now, it seems forgotten between us.

      Hayden’s arms wrap tightly around my waist, his head against my chest. He smells different from staying there, and he’s wearing different shoes than the ones he left with. Each time he’s gone, even when it’s only for an afternoon or a single night, I always search for the differences.

      “Hey, Elle,” Patrick says, standing at the edge of my table. On the times we’ve done this pass off at night after the coffee shop has already closed, Patrick will approach me for a hug, but never when we’re in public and people could possibly see him. I used to think it meant something that he wanted to embrace me, sometimes holding me far longer than he needed to, but not nearly long enough for what I needed.

      “Hi.” I try to push my pressed lips into a smile, but they don’t cooperate. All I can picture is Lance staring at those girls in the ice cream shop when I look at Patrick, and it makes me wonder for the first time if I was the only one, or one of many. I swallow down some bile, and grab my bag, keeping an arm wrapped around Hayden’s shoulders, my eyes on him.

      “I thought we could go see a movie. What do you think?”

      “Awesome!” Hayden cries. “Can it be PG-13?”

      “No, but I’ll let you get two snacks.”

      Hayden throws a celebratory fist in the air. “Deal!”

      Patrick chuckles from Hayden’s other side, and then rests a hand between Hayden’s shoulder blades, his fingers brushing my bare arm. “This sounds fun. What do you guys think of making it a party of three?” he asks.

      My impulse is to say no. We’ve done things like this together in the past, and I’ve read too much into each and every one of them. He sits too close so that when we part his cologne clings to me, and like a shadow, I can’t escape it. He knows my favorite snacks, my favorite drink. He knows where I want to sit in the theater and how I refuse to talk through the previews because I like watching them. Patrick knows everything about me because he met me when I was young and vulnerable, before I knew how to construct walls around my heart and my soul, and before I was wise enough to know better.

      “Yeah, Dad! That would be the best!” Hayden says, a smile lifting his lips before I can organize my thoughts into an appropriate rejection.

      Patrick moves his hand to my back. “I’ll follow you guys.”

      Even when that spark of hope inside of me has been fueled and I think Patrick may still be in love with me, I’ve always wondered what he tells her—Lindsay—his wife when he randomly disappears with us. I watch him in my rearview mirror as he gets into his car, one that, had things gone the way I thought they would have ten years ago, I would be getting in beside him.

      “Did you have a good weekend?” I ask.

      “It was okay.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Not a lot. Played some video games, went swimming.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “Dad was gone most of the time.”

      “Doing what?” I ask.

      Hayden shrugs. “Work and stuff.”

      “You should have called. I would have come and gotten you earlier.”

      “I wanted to, but Lindsay told me I needed to stay.”

      My grasp on the steering wheel tightens, though logic has me keeping my mouth shut. Lindsay isn’t a bad person, and she’s been in Hayden’s life since he was just a few months old, but the two have never built a relationship closer than sharing words while he’s staying with them. It’s one of my biggest points of contention with living here. I know she sees my son as a reminder of the nightmare her husband put her through. And since she can’t have children of her own, I’m sure it’s been hard on her at times, but for her to treat Hayden as the mistake makes my blood boil.

      “How is she?” I ask.

      Again Hayden shrugs. “She burnt the frozen pizza.”

      “That’s not really telling me how she is.”

      “She’s just … I don’t know. She’s just so weird.”

      “Babe, you know that’s not nice to say.”

      “You say I can tell you anything.”

      “And you can. It’s okay that you think she’s different, weird even, but…”

      “She doesn’t like me, Mom.”

      Guilt ricochets with my sadness, creating a wickedly intense anger.

      “That’s not possible, sweetheart,” I assure him. “It’s not possible for people to not love you.”

      He’s silent. I hate even considering what my son is thinking, but still ask him, “What are you thinking, dude? You can’t keep those thoughts inside because you’ll convince yourself that you’re right. You need to talk them out. They won’t seem nearly as scary once you’ve said them, I promise.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

      Respecting his wishes and giving him space is another part of him getting older that I hate.

      The movie theater parking lot is empty. For being so hot out, I expected it to be filled, but people in the South often respect their Sundays and stay home, especially in this small town.

      We climb out of the car in silence. It’s a challenge for me to not fill the space with small talk that will help distract his thoughts and ebb away the sadness he’s feeling. It’s something I’ve always done and is natural for me, but with Patrick here, it doesn’t feel right, so I pull him closer in attempt to share the burden with him.

      “All right, Hayden, what movie are we going to see?” Patrick rubs his palms together, oblivious of Hayden’s mood.

      Surprisingly, Hayden perks up, rattling off the title of a movie and the numerous ads he saw over the weekend about it.

      We walk toward the ticket stand, and Patrick leans in close. “Sorry about all the screen time. I had to run into the station this weekend because the flu’s been going around.”

      If I turn my head, his lips will only be inches from mine, but if I don’t, I’ll feel like I’m not acknowledging him. So I twist my neck just enough that I can see him. “I heard.”

      Patrick silently pleads with me to understand, his blue eyes wreaking havoc on my heart and memories. He used to give me this same look after I wouldn’t hear from him for days, sometimes weeks at a time, giving me excuses about being swamped with work.

      At the ticket counter, Patrick steps forward and pays for our three tickets and then holds the door open for us.

      “What kind of snacks do you want, sweetheart?” I ask.

      “Popcorn with extra butter and Milk Duds!”

      “You are your mother’s child,” Patrick says with a grin, stepping up to the snack counter where he orders Hayden’s snacks along with an extra popcorn, red licorice, Whoppers, Rolos, and three Cokes that cost more than double what our tickets did.

      With our arms filled with peanut-free packaged snacks and the aroma of freshly popped popcorn, we head into the theater.

      Patrick sits beside me, like I knew he would, putting me in the middle with the excuse that it’s easier to share the Rolos and popcorn this way. I’m battling with my heart to remain annoyed with him, to recall that predatory look I saw today on a man’s face when he was looking at mere girls.

      It’s harder to do when I drown in the familiarity of Patrick. His cologne reminding me of stolen weekends we locked ourselves away in hotel rooms. His smile that elicits an entire bank of memories from all the times he would look at me in adoration and bestow that smile on me, just for me. I hear his voice whispering secrets and dark desires that he made sound like promises. The brush of his hand reminds me of the gentle caresses he used to bathe me in, and before I know it, I am lost in a sea of memories and should-have-beens and would-have-beens, and I get so tangled in them it creates a thick fog over what our reality is.

      “Why don’t you live with Dad?”

      My eyes round with alarm. Hayden and I have discussed this a few times over the years, usually when he misses a holiday with me or he goes on a trip with Patrick and Lindsay, but it’s never been a subject broached in front of Patrick.

      “You guys are happy together. Way happier than you and Lindsay are.” He looks to his dad. “And if we lived together, I wouldn’t have to leave every other weekend because I’d always just be home.”

      I want to look at Patrick and make him explain this. Explain it to me. But my heart constricts with fear and pain, refusing to hear the same excuses again. “Hayden, I know it’s confusing, and I know it’s hard for you to split your time, but we both love you very much, and…”

      “Your mom and I love each other, Hayden. But, Lindsay’s my wife.”

      My reaction to his words is so polarized I miss Hayden’s words entirely because I’m stuck trying to understand why he would say that. Why he would dare admit his feelings about me when our son is asking for us to be together. And to have his wife sound like an obligation rather than a choice, a passion, a necessity, makes me grateful he didn’t choose me.

      “…I just don’t understand,” Hayden says.

      “It’s confusing.” Patrick recycles the same words he used on me for years.

      I sit back in my seat, feeling exhausted and devastated and shameful, and my focus drifts from all the promises and tethered moments to all the times I heard Patrick tell me that things were ‘just confusing.’
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      Every muscle in my body is fatigued. I knew I should have stopped, or at least slowed down, but I couldn’t. I needed to get every last ounce of energy out of me so I could stop Joey’s words from replaying in my head and replace them with exhaustion.

      Yet, I’m entering the neighborhood from the second entrance rather than the first, which is a faster route to my house, and when I pass Ella’s house and see lights are still on, I quietly mutter a handful of expletives before admitting having a thing for a woman who lives close might not be the end of the world.

      Stopping in my driveway, my thoughts come to a halt as I realize I’m assuming she is interested in me. Ella’s made it very clear she doesn’t date firefighters.

      “Hey, neighbor!”

      Rachel is sitting on her front porch with the lights ablaze, a magazine in her lap, an inviting smile on her lips.

      I wave, and the motion reminds me I need to be stretching my shoulders.

      Rachel says something, but I can’t hear her. “Sorry?” I call, taking a few steps to the edge of my driveway. She repeats herself, but still I can’t hear anything but the tone of her voice.

      Sighing, I walk closer. “Sorry, say it again,” I say, leaning on the railing of her porch.

      “How are you?” she asks.

      I came over here so you could ask how I am?

      “Good. Tired. It’s been a long weekend.”

      “Oh, yeah?” she asks, sitting forward. “Did you have any big plans?”

      “Work.”

      “Me too. I actually just got in about an hour ago. I was in Miami for the weekend at a conference. I haven’t been outside all weekend.”

      I smile, but only because I don’t have anything to say. “Well, I hope you had a good trip. I think I’m…”

      “It was great!” she says. “Have you been?”

      “To Miami?”

      She nods.

      “Once,” I tell her. “A lifetime ago.”

      Rachel laughs. “Are you really old enough to use a line like that?”

      “Depends on how you measure years.”

      “You don’t sparkle, do you?” she asks.

      “Sparkle?” My brow furrows with confusion as I look at my bare arm.

      “I’m just making sure you’re not a vampire,” she says, laughing harder. “You want to come in? I was thinking of getting something to eat.”

      “That sounds good, but I just got out of an open gym and am sweaty and need to shower and then pass out for a solid ten hours.”

      “Okay.” Rachel stands and walks to the top of the stairs. “Well, if you change your mind, I’ll be around.”

      I nod once, a tight smile keeping me from saying anything that could offend her.

      Once inside, I drop my gym bag and climb the stairs to my bedroom while entering a text to Ella.

      
        
        Me: Hayden home?

        

      

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: Finally!!!

        

      

      
        
        Me: You guys still on your date?

        

      

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: After I gave him a brownie, he passed out. I think this kid is in a sugar coma.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Sorry, all I read was brownies.

        

      

      
        
        Ella/Hayden Hot Neighbor: Ha!

        

      

      
        
        Me: I’m going to shower really fast. BRB.

        

      

      Once washed and wearing a pair of clean gym shorts and a T-shirt, I grab my phone and sit on the couch.

      I’ve never called Ella, only texted her, but I hate texting, so, feeling like an anxious twelve-year-old, I hit Send and wait to hear the ringing on the other side.

      “Hey.” Ella doesn’t sound surprised or weirded out by my call. In fact, she sounds like this is normal, common even.

      “How was your date?” I ask.

      “Awful. How was basketball?”

      “Liberating. I obliterated a twenty-year-old who thought he was God’s gift to this world.”

      “That’s all it takes for you to feel liberated? Kicking the ass of someone half your age?”

      “Ella Chapman!”

      “Coen DeLuca!” she mocks.

      Chuckling, I throw my feet on the coffee table. “I’m glad you get your fun at my expense.”

      “Well I’m glad you got your kicks.”

      “Tell me about your date. Did he smell? Not shave? Have horrible breath?”

      She sighs and I imagine if I were next to her, Ella’s eyes would be downcast, working to sidestep the subject like she often does with things she wishes to avoid. “He was … I don’t know. Regardless, it doesn’t matter because he definitely wasn’t interested in me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re going to think I’m nuts.”

      “Did you just say nuts?”

      “Ha ha,” she deadpans. “It was just … awkward. He was staring at other women, and it was just … bad. I left pretty quickly, but sadly forgot to bring my ice cream with me.”

      “Maybe he’s a cross-dresser and wanted to see their clothes?”

      “Yeah, no. I’m a big girl. I can take the rejection and admit he wasn’t interested.”

      “In you, my nutty friend? Never.”

      “Don’t be an asshole. I will hang up.”

      I’m debating whether it’s good I sounded sarcastic or really stupid because I had such a great opportunity to tell her how crazy this guy must have been. I choose the latter. “I’m being serious. If a guy was checking out other women while out with you, then he needs a lobotomy.”

      She’s silent, but my heart is beating loudly in my head as I wonder if I just freaked her out.

      “You want to pretend you’re thirteen again, and watch a show together? You watch it at your house, I watch it at mine, but we can talk to each other about it.”

      “I don’t watch TV at night…” Her voice drifts off, and I know it’s because she realizes I’m going to ask why.

      And I do.

      “You're going to laugh.”

      “Probably.”

      “It's because I can't hear things.”

      “What kinds of things are you trying to hear?”

      “I don't know. Strange noises and things…”

      “Strange noises?”

      “Do I need to spell it out for you?” She’s trying to sound annoyed, but I can hear the smile in her voice.

      “Apparently, because I have no idea what you're talking about. What kinds of strange noises are you going to hear? I usually turn my TV up to block out all the strange sounds like the neighbor’s kids and the lady behind me that sounds like Fran fucking Drescher.”

      “You know who Fran Drescher is?”

      “My mother was a big fan of that stupid show she was in. Stop changing the subject. What are you listening for? Hayden won’t sneak out.”

      “What if someone breaks in?”

      “You're not serious.”

      “Of course I'm serious!”

      “What do you do all night?” I ask.

      “Work,” she admits. “Well, usually I clean, and then I work.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “You can’t.”

      The panic in her voice doesn’t make her sound upset about the idea, but afraid.

      Is it because she likes me?

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “It’s like nine o'clock.”

      “Are you about to turn orange and sprout a stem?”

      “That and I'm not wearing a bra, if you must know.”

      “So put it back on.”

      “You don't understand. That's like saying put your jeans back on.”

      “I am in jeans,” I lie just to get a reaction out of her.

      “What is wrong with you?” she cries.

      “What's wrong with jeans?”

      “They're stiff and uncomfortable. Wearing jeans all day is basically equivalent to walking on sandpaper. But at least you guys have pockets that will actually hold something larger than a thimble and don’t ride up your ass.”

      “If your bra is riding up your ass, we have bigger fish to fry than being afraid of the boogey man.”

      Several seconds pass, and I’m trying not to laugh because I know the expression she’s giving me. It’s the one with her chin out and her lips pursed, and those bright blue eyes of hers dancing like a real-life flame. “You're not funny,” she finally tells me.

      “You're right, I'm hilarious. And I'm coming over.”

      “You can't come over!”

      “I'm already on my way.” I stand from the couch and head over to my freezer, where I keep a few extra gallons of ice cream for when the damn local paper runs stories on me, and head out to my truck with the phone still at my ear.

      “You’re bluffing,” she challenges.

      “Babydoll, you clearly don’t know me.”

      She’s silent, and this time I don’t care if it’s because I made things weird with the term of endearment or if she’s nervous, because while this idea hasn’t fully materialized in my head of how things will progress, I’m ready to run with it and see where it leads us to.

      I park in her driveway, and because I know Hayden’s in bed, I walk around to the back of her house and stand in front of the big slider. She’s sitting at her dining room table, and like she told me she was, she’s working. Her dark hair is curled like it had been the first day I saw her, and once again I feel the desire to run my fingers through it. I use a single knuckle to tap on the glass. “It sounds like someone’s at your door. You should probably get a bra on.”

      Ella turns, a glass in her hand. She smiles and my mind clears. Walking toward me, she shakes her head and laughs. “What are you doing?”

      “Making it possible for you to become normal.”

      She laughs again, and it’s then I notice her eyes are still bright with that fire, and I smell the alcohol on her breath. I look back at the glass she left by her computer with accusation as though willing it to show me what its contents are.

      “I’m pretty sure I have completely failed at being normal today.” Her face contorts with heavy thoughts. “Or maybe ever.” Her eyebrows soar up her forehead. “I’m pretty sure that’s a very accurate statement.”

      This is the first time I’ve ever heard her ramble. “Are you drunk?” The question surprises us both.

      She frowns deeply, her eyes hardening with offense. “No!”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No. I’m not,” she argues, grinding the words between clenched teeth.

      “You’re rambling,” I tell her. “You don’t ramble.”

      “How would you know if I ramble or not? You don’t know me!” She moves so she’s standing in front of me, her shoulders rigid, creating a wall to her house like she does around her heart.

      I stare at her with a million words. Not one of them making a bit of sense because she’s right. There’s still so much about her I don’t know. Regardless of the refuting words my heart has strung together about knowing her and her character. How I know more about her than anyone else.

      I raise both of my palms and sigh. “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I am really, really, really sorry. It’s just been a shitty day, and I’m tired, and I’m cranky, and I probably should’ve just stayed home and gone to bed, but I wanted to see you and hear how things went.”

      While the anger visible in her eyes and shoulders recedes, it doesn’t go away.

      “Tell me what you did this weekend.” We’re still standing next to the door which neither one of us has closed. I’m hoping she will reach for it as a sign that she wants me to stay.

      “You already know what I did Saturday.” And thankfully, Ella does lean forward to close the door.

      I do because we texted throughout the night, the middle of the night, and into the morning. When I wasn’t on a call, I was messaging Ella. Trying to ignore that she was up at 3 a.m. messaging me back because it could mean something to either of us.

      “What about today?”

      Like I pictured her doing earlier, Ella’s gaze drops. But then she surprises me by glancing back at me, her blue eyes warm then harden, as though battling something. “Today kind of sucked,” she tells me. “I met a guy who was a total ass who Rachel set me up with, then I endured a movie with my ex, and now this guy who I thought was becoming a close friend goes off on me because I apparently ramble and had two sips of wine that a client sent me.”

      She’s giving me the opportunity to right this. To fix my mistake. To show and tell her that she can trust me.

      “You really should ditch all three of those bastards and just hang out with me, especially that last guy. Personally, I think people who ramble are awesome.”

      Ella chuckles and shakes her head, but her face warms and her shoulders soften.

      “I work very hard to surround myself with them because they tend to be honest, incredibly kind, and way funnier than you expect. Plus, something most people don’t know about ramblers is that they’re exceptionally—”

      The doorbell rings, followed by a rapid knock that interrupts my apology. It’s probably for the better because I was about to be one of those assholes who uses the opportunity to hit on her and tell her that she’s beautiful, and then she’d likely see me as a slimeball.

      “Who in the hell is that?” she asks.

      “I’ll get it,” I offer.

      “I don’t have any idea who it would be,” she says, following close behind.

      I unlock the deadbolt and pull it open to reveal Rachel standing on Ella’s doorstep wearing an accusing glare that she’s working to cover with a smile.

      “Hey, Coen. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I was just stopping by,” I say.

      Rachel nods, but her tight-lipped smile is screaming ‘bullshit.’ Likely mine is too since my truck is parked in the driveway she walked up.

      “Why’d you ring the doorbell?” Ella asks. “You should have just texted or something.”

      “I did,” Rachel says. “You didn’t respond.”

      “Sorry,” Ella says. “We were just talking.”

      Rachel looks between Ella and me, then her smile grows. “Well, is there room for one more at this party? I wanted to hear about your weekend. I heard through the grapevine you went to the movies with Patrick.” She takes a step inside, and Ella takes two back, her shoulders folding like Rachel’s words have added a weight to her.

      “Who told you?” Ella asks.

      “Everyone’s talking about it.”

      Ella wipes a hand down her face. “I didn’t go to the movies with him.”

      “Someone took pictures, Ella.”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Ella chants.

      There are quiet footsteps upstairs, and then we all turn hearing “Mom?”

      “I’ll be right back,” Ella whispers, darting toward the stairs.

      Rachel eyes me. “I also learned you’re friends with Patrick.”

      “I barely know the guy.”

      “But you think he’s nice, right?” Rachel glares at me, not allowing me an opportunity to respond before continuing. “He’s nice to everyone. That’s the problem.”

      Confusion pushes my eyebrows lower.

      “Everyone thinks Patrick’s a great guy, even Ella. Do you know why? Because he is nice to her. He’s attentive, sweet, even thoughtful, and if you didn’t know them—know he is married—you’d think he and Ella were together. He leads her on. Plays with her emotions.”

      Rachel grits her teeth and purses her lips. “He doesn’t know what or who in the hell he wants, so he leaves all of his options open in case he changes his mind. And Ella still hasn’t learned that if she continues to allow him to do this—play family with her on whims that suit him—it’s her who this town is going to burn, not him.” Rachel’s eyes are wide, her jaw stiff, revealing how worked up she is about this.
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      I check my phone again. It’s been four days, and all I’ve heard from Coen are responses to the messages I’ve sent him. They’ve all been brief, not inviting further conversation. The first couple of times he did it, I assumed he was busy with work or a project with his house. Yesterday, I pushed him by continuing to send him messages even though I could tell he didn’t want to talk. Today he hasn’t responded at all.

      I remind myself that I haven’t known him that long, and if he doesn’t respond to me again, I can get over him. I will get over him. After all, I’ve lived in this town for years with only one friend. I will be able to survive without him too.

      The thing is, I’ve been telling myself this exact same thing since Monday morning when he first started this vague absence. I’ve already deleted our text conversations twice so I wouldn’t be tempted to message him again.

      Twice I’ve failed.

      I’ve been able to complete even more work, and am now going through the proofs I’ve drawn up to send to my creative team who isn’t expecting the orders for another week.

      Mr. Hakes leans against the doorframe of my office, filling the small space with the scent of his aftershave. “You’ve been quiet,” he says.

      I smile. “Did you need something?”

      He gives me a pronounced frown and shakes his head. “I saw some of the correspondence between you and the creative department about your proofs being ready.”

      “Nearly,” I correct him.

      “I’m impressed, Ella. Everyone is. The angle you’ve gone with this account and the time and dedication you’ve applied have really set you apart. Keep up the good work.”

      His musky aftershave lingers in my office while I do a celebratory dance in my chair, appreciating that at least one thing in my life is on track and going well.

      I grab my phone and send a text to Rachel.

      
        
        Me: I think I’m going to ask Outdoorsyman out.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Finally! What about this Éclair guy? Did you see his response?

        

      

      I haven’t. Since replying to them both, I’ve avoided the site, my emotions and thoughts split between my evening with Patrick and Coen’s disappearing trick.

      
        
        Me: I’m logging in now.

        

      

      

      
        
        From: ÉclairMaestro

        

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Favorite Food

        

      

      
        
        Am I being presumptive to guess why you’ve told me breakfast foods are your favorite?

        

      

      

      
        
        Me: What an asshole. I can’t handle this. Not after Lance.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: The security guy?

        

      

      
        
        Me: We haven’t talked about it yet, have we?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: No. What happened?

        

      

      
        
        Me: It’s a long story. Want to come over for dinner tonight or this weekend, and we can talk about it once Hayden goes to bed?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: How about tomorrow after Hayden’s baseball game?

        

      

      
        
        Me: Perfect! We’ll get pizza or something. I’ll talk to Hayden and send you details. In the meantime, don’t set me up with this asshole. I can’t take anymore jerks.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Message Outdoorsyman!!!

        

      

      
        
        Me: Done.

        

      

      There’s another message from him waiting.

      

      
        
        From: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Criteria Schmiteria

        

      

      
        
        Honestly, I’ve learned it’s best to have none. My ex-wife taught me this. (Way to open my closet and reveal one of my biggest skeletons, I know.) You can’t expect people to fit any sort of mold, because then you’re just setting yourself up for disappointment. I think it’s best to go into things with an open mind and see if the other person makes you want to fight to make this world better for their sake, and if they don’t motivate you to want to become the next Batman, then they’re not right for you.

        

      

      

      
        
        From: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        To: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Re: Criteria Schmiteria

        

      

      
        
        I like your outlook. I’m wondering if you’d like to meet? Maybe get some coffee or something?

        

      

      

      I hit send before I can change my mind, then send a quick text to Rachel to confirm I did it.

      
        
        Rachel: YAY!!!! I’m so proud of you! This is exciting!

        

      

      She’s right. It is, and I’m proud of myself for taking this chance, though my thoughts veer to Coen again. I wonder if he heard something else about me or realized that the rumors that have been orchestrated and shared by so many in this town are just a small glimpse of their dislike for me.

      
        
        Rachel: Let me know when you hear from him!

        

      

      As if on cue, I receive an alert that I’ve received a new message, and it’s from Outdoorsyman.

      

      
        
        To: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        From: Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        Subject: Bat Signal

        

      

      
        
        How soon is too soon?

        

      

      

      Beaming, I look over my calendar.

      

      
        
        To Outdoorsyman

        

      

      
        
        From: Shakespearian

        

      

      
        
        Subject: I prefer the Arrow

        

      

      
        
        How about lunch tomorrow? By the way, my name’s Ella.

        

      

      

      I wait with bated breath for several moments and nearly leap out of my chair when I receive a reply back, confirming the date along with a restaurant he suggests.

      

      
        
        Me: We’re going on a date TOMORROW!!!!

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I know!!!!!!

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: I can’t wait to hear all about it!

        

      

      

      The rest of the day goes by too slowly, my concentration struggling with my growing anticipation. I debate what I’m going to wear and what I’ll say, then question things I haven’t for a very long time like, what if we fall in love? How will he take to Hayden? Would we have more children? Reality and fiction twine together into the most perfect of fairy tales and before long, it’s lunchtime, and rather than eating at my desk and finishing some more drafts, I grab my purse and head out to the parking lot without a destination in mind, and am completely fine with the fact.

      

      I wake up on Friday hours before I need to, my excitement too large to contain, let alone allow me to rest. Hayden’s beside me, his head on my pillow. We watched a movie in my bed last night and snuggled under the duvet, warm and giggling until he fell asleep.

      Carefully I slip out from under the covers and find my glasses and slippers before heading downstairs with Shakespeare on my heels. I flip on the lights because it’s barely dawn, and open the slider so she can mosey around the backyard. I go into the kitchen and start a fresh batch of coffee though I don’t need the jolt. As it goes through its motions, I continue with mine, heading over to the toaster and dropping in a piece of apple cinnamon bread and then continuing to where my laptop has taken up permanent residence at our kitchen table and booting it up while already scrolling through my received emails on my phone.

      Two cups of coffee, a piece of toast, twelve emails, and a finished set of mock-ups are completed before I have to wake Hayden up to get ready for school, and everything shifts to mom mode as I make waffles and pack his lunch and extra snacks for his game tonight before checking his duffel bag to ensure he has everything he’ll need, including his full uniform, hat, mitt, cleats, and socks.

      

      “Hey, Mom, where’s Coen?” Hayden asks on our drive to school.

      I glance at my son in the rearview mirror to read his expression of interest. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him. He must be busy with work.”

      “His truck’s been gone.”

      I hadn’t even noticed. I’ve refused to drive by his house because I didn’t want to make any more excuses for him.

      “I don’t know, baby. Maybe he’s on a trip or something?” The thought of Patrick and his “trips” filter into my thoughts like a low fog, thick with memories and difficult to navigate through until Hayden grunts with thought.

      “I wonder if he’s coming to my game tonight?”

      “I don’t know. If he’s out of town, he probably won’t be able to.”

      “Do you think Dad will be there this week?”

      “I haven’t heard anything from him, honey. But you know Aunt Rachel and I will be there. And we were talking about going for pizza afterward.”

      “I was thinking of trying to throw a curveball today.”

      I’m grateful he doesn’t focus back on his dad. Since Sunday, he hasn’t asked again about why we don’t live together, or mentioned anything else about him or Lindsay, but I know he doesn’t feel like our answers were good enough, and don’t expect him to table it for long. “Are we talking literally or figuratively?”

      “Literally.”

      “I think you should do it. You’re never going to know what will happen unless you try.”

      “Mom?”

      “Yeah?” I ask, waiting in the long line of cars for drop-off.

      “If Coen comes tonight, you think he can come have pizza with us?”

      “I’m sure if he’s able to come, he will.” The blanket statement is meant to appease him for more than just the pizza but also the game. I don’t owe Coen an excuse like the many I’ve provided for Patrick over the years, but I also hate that Hayden may believe them not coming is in any way a reflection of his worth.

      Hayden surprises me by sitting forward once his seat belt is unlatched and pressing a kiss to my cheek. “I love you, Mom,” he says. “I hope you have a good day.”

      “I love you too, baby. I hope you have a great day as well.”

      He flashes me a grin, then grabs his backpack and duffel and climbs out of the car, leaving me with the realization that regardless of what happens today on my lunch date, my world is going to continue spinning and I’ll be happy all because of the boy I’m lucky enough to call my son.

      I text another outfit to Rachel for approval and smooth a curl in my hair as I wait for a response.

      
        
        Rachel: That’s perfect!

        

      

      I look back over my red shorts and flouncy white T-shirt and hope Rachel’s right as I slide my black sandals on and rummage around for some matching accessories.

      It took both Rachel and me several hours after the news of the date to realize Outdoorsyman never told me his name, but I decided maybe it was a good thing to go into one of these dates with another difference, regardless of how trivial it might be.

      As I pull up to the restaurant he had suggested, I realize another distinctive difference between this date and the many others: I don’t have to scroll through his profile for pictures and facts while I wait for him to arrive. I already know he has spiked blond hair which he combs to the left, blue eyes that could more easily be called gray, and I know him better than all the others combined.

      “Shakespearian!”

      My smile grows when I recognize his face. “Outdoorsyman.”

      “Also known as Garret.” He smiles, exuding warmth and humor as he holds out his hand. He’s a little shorter than I expected and his shoulders narrower, but the friendliness that emanated from his pictures becomes more vivid.

      “Outdoorsyman has a certain ring to it,” I tell him as we hold each other’s gaze while shaking hands.

      His hand falls to his side, but his steel eyes continue to hold mine. “And my sister told me it would send women running.”

      We share a laugh that is easy and genuine before he takes a step closer and extends his hand toward the small podium like an invitation.

      “Have you been here before?” he asks.

      “Yes, several times actually. It’s my best friend’s favorite restaurant.”

      “So you have good friends too. That’s nice to hear.” His smile grows cocky. “I say that because my sister owns this place.”

      “Really?”

      Nodding, he moves his hand so it rests lightly on my back, high enough to remain polite. “As much as I love the outdoors, she loves to cook. It’s been her passion since we were kids and she got one of those little pink ovens one year for Christmas.”

      A waitress greets him by name and then shows us to a table in the back that sits against a window.

      “Preferential seating—does this mean you also know exactly what to order?”

      Garret’s lips have remained upturned, reminding me of Coen and his constantly friendly demeanor, but with my question they curl into a sly smile. “Sometimes it’s not what you order, but how.”

      I wait for more that he doesn’t share because our waitress appears, and she too knows Garret on a first-name basis.

      “Do you mind?” he asks me, motioning to the menu. “Everything here is delicious, but I’ll order you my favorites and teach you how to order them.”

      “By all means,” I tell him, setting my menu down on the white linen tablecloth, working to not allow this moment to make me feel like Donna Reed.

      He smiles and then turns back to the waitress. “We would like to begin with the crispy fried calamari, fried twice with a drizzle of lemon between, and then the slow-roasted porchetta with light sauce.”

      Flashing my attention to the menu set in front of me, I read that porchetta is pig belly, and my stomach knots. He’s just ordered squid and pig belly, and I hate seafood and can’t even fathom what pig belly will be like. Garret completes our order with some bread and an antipasto dish I also won’t be touching because I hate olives and he requested extra.

      The waitress takes our menus, and Garret folds his arms and leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “So why are you on a dating site?”

      His question surprises me. I am still considering how I’m going to politely reject every dish except for the bread, and to now answer why I’m on a dating site in a way that doesn’t make me sound desperate or rude leaves me floundering.

      “I mean, you just don’t look like someone who would need the internet to find dates. A date? Dates?” He makes it more awkward, as I think we’re both debating his words and their insinuation.

      I clear my throat and sit straighter in my chair. “I have a busy lifestyle, and sometimes that makes it difficult to meet people.”

      “But you want to meet someone?”

      What happened to not having criteria, buddy?

      “Yeah, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

      He looks me over, and I feel the itch to call his first strike.

      “So tell me about yourself,” he says.

      It’s the single question I hate more than any other. Regardless of being in a personal or professional setting, it’s an uncomfortable subject because I never know what the person asking is referencing. “The CliffsNotes version: I’m from North Carolina, so I can firsthand confirm this isn’t like the Vatican.” I pause long enough to give a teasing smile. “I have a son and a dog, along with a full-time job, and combined they keep me fairly busy.”

      He doesn’t flinch. Instead, his smile grows. “I have two sons,” he tells me. “They’re nine and seven.”

      The idea of a strike against him vanishes. Especially when he reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet, flipping it open to show me pictures of his boys who are miniature versions of him.

      “They’re adorable! And so happy.” I scan over their infectious smiles that remind me of their father’s and wonder if Hayden were around them if he would smile more. No one has a better smile than my son, but he doesn’t wear it without it being earned.

      “My son’s nine,” I tell him. He doesn’t comment about me not reaching for pictures, and I’m grateful. While he doesn’t seem alarming, my own anxiety and fears still lurk in my mind, keeping details about Hayden hidden.

      “Boys are the best, aren’t they?” he asks.

      I hate statements like this because my mind always wants to dissect them.

      “There’s no one I love more than him.” I don’t mean to stare at him afterward. It’s not meant as a threat or a dare, but when he turns his chin to one side, I see how it could be taken as one. “So tell me more about your job. You mentioned you opened a business with your father. I think that’s incredible.”

      And because I am failing even at this date, I rely on another question I loathe: careers.

      Garret laughs. “Growing up I always told my dad there was no way, no how,” he sweeps his arms across the table,” I would ever go into construction. He used to make me help him on jobsites starting when I was young. It was my job to walk around and find all the loose nails on the ground, and then I graduated to using a hammer and had to learn how to knock in four-inch nails while everyone around me got nail guns and went a thousand times faster, which drove me insane. I was so mad at my dad, and it became my mission to learn how to use every single tool so I would never have to lag behind. By the time I was thirteen, I realized he’d tricked me into learning how to use them all, and hated him for it.

      “By the time I went away to college, all I knew were jobsites, and somewhere in the mix of it all, I had even started to enjoy the process of watching something being created from nothing into a home. It inspired me to study architecture.”

      “So you guys design and build?” I ask.

      Garret smiles. “We could, but mostly we just build. I guess I missed getting my hands dirty.”

      “That’s really awesome. Do you get to take your boys out now? Make them pick up loose nails?”

      “The little one will, but my older son, AJ,  won’t go near a jobsite.”

      I try to imagine if Hayden would have any interest in doing something like that. The kid has loved constructing things since birth. Give him Legos, magnets, bricks, or blocks and he’ll build a cityscape.

      “I’m sure that’s normal,” I tell him. “I’m in marketing, and I already know for a fact that my son will never choose the same field. He looks at all my Excel spreadsheets and just shakes his head.”

      We share a laugh that sits on the edge of being polite, but is genuine enough that it doesn’t feel contrived.

      When our lunch arrives I look over the food, each dish less appealing than the last.

      “Looks great!” Garret says, rubbing his palms together.

      “It does,” I lie.

      He dives in, and I reach for a piece of fresh focaccia and some of the root vegetables that are served alongside the pork belly that I can’t remember the fancy name for any longer.

      If Garret notices that I don’t eat anything besides those two things, he doesn’t mention it.

      It’s the first date in a long while I have to cut short so I can return to work before Hayden’s game. I thank him, and while it wasn’t what I had imagined and maybe hoped for, he has no strikes by the end, and it makes me feel hopeful that maybe the next date will be even better.
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      I pull into the parking lot and scrub a hand down my face. I feel like I drove across the entire continent yesterday rather than just a few invisible state lines.

      Hayden’s in the middle of the field doing warm-up drills like last time I saw him here, and it only takes me another beat to find Ella sitting on the bleachers, watching him intently. She doesn’t see me, not that I expect her to. She probably doesn’t even realize I’m coming or expect it.

      Her hair’s curled again, and her skin is flushed from the heat. I stand a safe distance from her and enjoy being able to study her features while they mock me for thinking I remembered how beautiful she is.

      I drop my keys into my pocket and head over to her, not knowing what to expect. Again, she doesn’t look at me until I sit beside her, and then her blue eyes widen and I see the trace hints of a smile, and I want to apologize and tell her about every single second that has passed since I last saw her and hear about everything she’s been doing and how Hayden has been.

      “Hey,” I say, bumping my thigh against her bare one.

      “How are you?” she asks, staring at me long enough I know she sees my exhaustion.

      “I’m okay,” I tell her.

      She nods a few times. “Well, if you want to tell me later, you know where to find me.”

      Strangely, I find comfort in her knowing that I’m lying. “It’s been a really long week.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ella’s voice is soft and more soothing than I had remembered. There are moments in time that my soul feels like an inferno, flushed with smoke and scarred beyond recognition. Over the past week, I’ve realized why I’ve been finding excuses to be around Ella. It’s because her demeanor, her smile, her patience—they all keep the flames at bay as I bask in the bright blue zone that her eyes cast.

      “I’m sorry I disappeared.”

      Ella lifts a shoulder with a weak shrug. With it, I can tell she’s bothered that I did but also know she’s not going to admit it.

      “Why do you do that?” I ask.

      “Do what?” She looks from the field to me, and with the movement I catch how long her eyelashes are. It’s a detail I don’t think I’ve ever appreciated from any woman, and one I now want to never stop.

      “Why don’t you say when something’s bothering you? Why not tell me you’re upset?”

      “Will that make you feel better?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fine. If it gives you gratification, yes, it bothered me that you went AWOL. Does your ego feel better?”

      I move closer to her, my heart thudding in my chest. “That’s not what I meant,” I tell her. “I just want you to stand up for yourself.”

      Her eyes become slits of accusation, but she says nothing, and when I don’t say anything more, she turns back to the field and moves her leg that’s pressed against mine, folding it over her knee and physically withdrawing from the situation.

      If the woman farther down the bench wasn’t staring with rapt attention, I would continue talking to Ella. Explain to her what I meant and continue clarifying and repeating myself until I believed she understood.

      “Hey!” Rachel calls, making her way over to us.

      Swiping a hand over my face again in an attempt to clear my thoughts, I smile and greet her.

      “I had the worst dreams last night,” Rachel says, sitting in front of Ella and me and turning to face us. “I’m never letting you pick the movie again.”

      Ella’s attention breaks from the boys throwing balls back and forth to each other, and she looks at me for only a second before looking to Rachel. “What did you guys watch?” she asks.

      My heart thuds with pleas.

      It.

      Thud.

      Wasn’t.

      Thud.

      What.

      Thud.

      You’re.

      Thud.

      Thinking.

      “Oh my God, Ella, it was so scary. It was one of those paranormal films where you hear about it and it sounds so ridiculous and unrealistic until you’re in your dark bedroom and every sound makes you think a ghost is about to jump out and murder you. What was the name of it, Coen?”

      Rachel looks to me. Ella does not.

      And if I couldn’t be any more fucked over, I look up in time to see Patrick heading toward us with a paper bag gripped in his hand.

      It takes him a moment to see me, and then he jerks his head back with obvious surprise before smiling at me in feigned greeting. “DeLuca,” he says. “What brings you here? You have a son out there?”

      I never questioned if it was appropriate for me to be here. Never thought I might look like a threat or desperate, like I think I may be. But suddenly, I feel completely out of place and as though every parent in the stands is looking at me for the first time, wondering what in the hell I’m doing here.

      “He’s been practicing with Hayden,” Ella answers for me. “Coen lives next door to Rachel,” she continues as if the explanation is necessary. I wish she hadn’t. I enjoyed the way his jaw ticked.

      Patrick and I stare at one another, neither smiling nor extending an olive branch for us to rest on to make this easier. It goes against so much that is me because I constantly work to make things more comfortable for people even when it involves letting my neighbor inside to watch a movie with me because she claims she’s had a bad day and needs to hang out with someone.

      “Patrick!” a woman behind us calls. “It’s so great to see you. How have you been? Is Lindsay feeling better? We missed her Sunday at church.”

      Ella doesn’t turn in her seat, but Rachel does with a hard glare that makes her dislike for Patrick even more apparent.

      Patrick nods to the woman. “Thank you, Mrs. Kaminski. I’ve been well. Keeping busy.”

      “Well, I’m sure Hayden keeps you on your toes,” the woman says.

      He looks to Ella, who has turned her attention back to the boys for their last warm-up drill. “Hayden’s a good kid,” he says the words clearly, firmly, as though they’re a warning, and I wonder if he realizes the hell Ella endures because of him.

      I don’t want to crane my neck around to look and see the woman’s reaction because I’ve been pretending I’m not listening to anything he’s saying, but wonder if she interprets the message how I have.

      “I know work’s been crazy for you, and I know how you skip lunches when you’re behind.” Patrick hands Ella the bag he was carrying. “So I picked up some tacos from that truck over on the south side of town.”

      While I had intentionally kept my head forward before, only catching glimpses of Ella’s reaction when Patrick spoke to the other woman, I now turn to watch her.

      “Oh, Patrick,” Rachel says. “You shouldn’t have.” She reaches up and grabs the bag. “You really, really shouldn’t have.”

      And I realize Patrick still hasn’t said anything to Rachel and doesn’t as he takes a seat on Ella’s other side, forcing us both to scoot farther down the bench. Ella sits between us, her body rigid, and I scrutinize the space between our thighs and then hers and Patrick’s before realizing she has centered herself perfectly between us.

      The movement must have caught Hayden’s eye because he looks up from where he and his team is huddled, and his smile—Ella’s smile—burns brighter.

      When Hayden’s team lines up for offense, Hayden doesn’t approach the pitching mound like I’m waiting for him to, but instead goes out to centerfield.

      “What’s he doing?” I ask.

      Ella’s frown is pronounced, her anger more visible than I had seen it when Mrs. Grant yelled at her in my front yard.

      Patrick, however, is smiling as he looks over to me. “He’s taking after his old man.”

      Realization dawns on me about how much I don’t know about Ella, this entire triangle of her life between Patrick, Hayden, and her and how far it stretches.

      The game is difficult to watch. My attention continues to be pulled to Ella, measuring and re-measuring the space between Patrick and her then me and her. Each time he talks, I want to punch him, and every time he cheers, I want to cheer louder.

      “How about we go celebrate another victory and go get some dinner?” Patrick announces as Hayden makes his way over to us.

      Jealousy spikes my heart with a nasty concoction as Hayden’s eyes light up.

      “Sorry. We already have plans,” Rachel says. “Maybe next time you should try planning.” She lifts her shoulders to feign innocence because her words are dripping with intent.

      Patrick looks to Rachel, his smile vacant though present, revealing how much he dislikes her as he keeps up the wall of formality.

      “Patrick! It was so good to see you. I’m glad the city finally gave you a day off.” A man approaches us and grips Patrick’s shoulder with a hero-worship complexion that Patrick eats off the silver spoon this town has gifted him with.

      “You’re Coen!” I turn, and a woman approaches me, a smile stretching her red lips. “Bill, it’s Coen DeLuca, the guy we’re always reading about in the paper. The firefighter from up north.”

      The man who was stroking Patrick’s ego turns, his expression not waning as he greets me. “Two of this city’s finest,” he says.

      My smile broadens, enjoying the fact that Patrick’s has just shrank. I move the intimidation factor up a notch and hook my arm around Hayden’s shoulders. “Good game, dude. You might be the best centerfield player I’ve seen. You might be too good for the position.”

      The couple stops looking at Patrick or me and focuses on Hayden, congratulating him on a game well played. Patrick stares at me for several seconds. I pretend I don’t notice and watch Hayden bathe in the attention he’s deserving of. When I meet his stare, Patrick’s lips are pressed into a line. I hate thinking of Ella having kissed him. I hate even more that I thought the guy was worth being respected and idolized.

      “Let’s go get some pizza,” Rachel says.

      Patrick makes a big production of hugging Hayden and telling him how proud he is, then he turns to Ella. If a fire started beside me, I would miss it because my sole focus is on the two of them. “I’ll talk to you later,” he says, staring at her too intensely for too long. She nods but doesn’t reply, her gaze shifting to Hayden and then Rachel. When he moves toward the parking lot, I stop watching him.

      “Are you coming with us?” Hayden asks me.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I tell him.

      I catch the look Ella sends me, one filled with sarcasm and disbelief.

      “Can I ride with Coen, mom? I want to talk baseball with him.”

      She doesn’t even allow the idea to sink in before she shakes her head. “Maybe next time. Grandma wants you to call her and tell her about your game. You can do that, and then you can talk baseball with Coen over pizza.”

      I deserve her anger, but knowing that doesn’t make it any less difficult to accept.

      The pizza place Rachel leads us to is one I haven’t been to before, and when we walk inside, it doesn’t smell of tomato sauce and peppers but of scented candles.

      We’re seated at a round table with chairs and white tablecloths and each have multiple forks and spoons.

      “Aunt Rachel loves this place,” Hayden whispers. “It’s not so bad. They’ll let you order pizza without all the gross stuff on it.”

      “Gross stuff?” Rachel cries. “One day your future wife is going to be thanking me for your sophisticated taste palate.”

      Ella’s smirk doesn’t tell me if she’s laughing at Rachel or her son before she turns to her menu.

      “The chef here studied in Italy,” Rachel tells me. “I thought you might like it since you mentioned you’re Italian.”

      “You know he was raised in DC, right?” Ella keeps her attention on her menu, but there’s a clip in her tone. One that makes me irrationally happy.

      “But each week his mom cooks a big Italian feast,” Rachel says, making me regret sharing personal information last night.

      That makes Ella look up. She smiles affectionately at Hayden and then at Rachel. “Tell me more about the movie from last night. It’s great you guys spent time together.”

      A sharp pain makes a residence of my chest and builds when Ella refuses to look in my direction

      “I just noticed he’d been gone most of the week, so when he got home I brought some food over.”

      I stare at Ella, waiting for her to look at me.

      She doesn’t. She moves her attention back to the menu in front of her. “That’s so great,” she repeats. “Hayden, honey, did you want to get the cheese pizza again?”

      “Yup.” Hayden plays with his straw, trying to capture an ice cube.

      “You looked like you had a lot of fun tonight,” Ella says, watching him.

      Hayden nods.

      “You know you don’t have to choose just one position, right? You can still be the pitcher too, sometimes,” Ella continues.

      Hayden lifts his shoulders, his focus still on catching an ice cube. “Coach says I have to decide.”

      Ella smiles, holding back words. “Well, maybe you can alternate seasons for a while until you decide which you prefer.”

      “You’re an awesome pitcher,” Rachel adds.

      Hayden looks up at me. “What do you think, Coen?”

      Finally, Ella looks to me. Taking a deep breath, I consider all the advice my parents have given me over the years and then look to Ella, recalling her interactions with Hayden. “I think you should do what you feel most passionate about.” I lift a shoulder. “It seemed like you really loved pitching, but if you’d rather play centerfield, I think you should do it. As long as you’re doing it for the right reason.”

      We spend the rest of our time eating and discussing the pros and cons of every position in baseball, naming off great players and their impact to the sport. By the end, Hayden doesn’t share his future intentions, and none of us ask, but I sure as hell hope he chooses to pitch again.

      “Drinks at my house?” Rachel asks once their leftovers have been packed into boxes.

      “Why don’t we do it at mine so Hayden can get showered and go to bed?”

      When Rachel extended the invite, she had looked between Ella and me, but Ella’s focus is on searching for her cell phone, making me uncertain if her invitation includes me.

      “You coming?” Hayden asks, standing from his seat beside mine.

      Ella and Rachel look to me, and I nod before thought and reason can catch up and remind me I should be going to bed too.

      Piling into our cars, we make the quick drive to our neighborhood, all stopping in front of Ella’s.

      “Okay, spill it!” Rachel says, leaning her elbows on the counter once Ella comes downstairs from tucking Hayden into bed.

      Ella’s eyebrows knit with confusion, matching my expression. “Spill what?”

      “The date! Outdoorsyman! How was it?”

      Ella looks to me and then Rachel before she sits down across from us. “Oh,” she says. “It was … good.”

      Rachel squeals. “Did you really just tell me your date was good?” She claps. “Ella, this is huge.”

      I consider getting up and leaving because I don’t want to hear details about her date, or about her liking some guy, especially not after this week.

      Ella eyes me, and I stare at her, imploring her to tell me it was nothing. That he is nothing.

      She steps into the kitchen and grabs some glasses. “Don’t get too excited. It was just one date.”

      “You usually come home from dates telling me you’re never going out again and talk of donating all your clothes and adopting twelve cats.”

      “I never said I was going to adopt twelve cats.”

      “I’m waiting for it, though,” Rachel says. “So, what happened?”

      “Not a lot. We actually went to your favorite restaurant,” she says, dropping the glasses off in front of us and stopping. “I almost ate what Patrick brought because I was so hungry.” She throws her head back. “Remind me to never, ever let a guy order for me.”

      “What was so bad? That restaurant is awesome.”

      “Calamari and pork fat!”

      “Pork fat?” Rachel asks.

      “Pork belly, same difference.”

      “Ella, you have the same taste in foods that your nine-year-old does! Pork belly is delicious.”

      Ella draws her chin back, disbelief visible in her widened eyes. “If we ever go somewhere that serves it, you can consider my portion yours.”

      Rachel laughs. “Did he ask more questions than he has been in your messages?”

      My eyes volley to Ella, watching the two interact. “Not really,” Ella says. “I don’t think he doesn’t care, but honestly, I don’t know.”

      “Time will tell,” Rachel says.

      Ella shakes her head and grabs two pitchers from her fridge that she places in front of Rachel and me.

      “I can’t actually stay,” Rachel says, pushing back. “I just wanted to hear about your date. I have to wake up for an early shipment tomorrow, and by early I mean it’s going to be dark outside when I get there.” She looks to me, and I see the silent question for me to leave with her.

      “Have a good night,” I tell her and pour some water into a glass as further proof that I’m staying.

      Ella follows Rachel to the front door, and when she returns, her face is guarded as she refuses to look at me.

      “I fucked up,” I tell her. “This was a rough week.”

      Ella doesn’t say anything, just watches me.

      “Why won’t you say something?”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Anything. Tell me, ‘You’re right, Coen. You were a shitty friend this week, and you owe me.’ Tell me I should have replied to your messages. Tell me I should have called and checked in. Tell me how to make things right!”

      “If you knew you were in the wrong, why should it take me telling you how to make things right? You had the choice, and you made it.”

      “Because it’s complicated.”

      “It always is,” she says bitterly.

      “So you went on a date?” I don’t know why I’m asking again. Maybe I need to hear her tell me about it so I can move on, move forward. Maybe I need her to tell me about it so I can explain all the ways he isn’t right for her.

      Maybe I’m fucked.

      Ella looks at me with pursed lips, trying to read my intentions.

      “What was good about the date?” I ask.

      “He was nice.”

      “You’re saying that like it’s all that matters.”

      Her shoulders draw back. “It does matter. Call me crazy for wanting to date someone who’s kind.”

      “Of course it matters!” I’m exasperated, wondering how this hellish week somehow got even worse while I was gone. “But there’s more to it than that. There’s a whole hell of a lot more to being in a relationship than the person being nice.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “Do you?” I ask. “Because this guy sounded like he was boring and bossy and doesn’t have a clue about who you are and what you need.”

      “What I need?” Her voice is high, and her eyes are slit, revealing how thinly controlled her anger currently is. “What do I need, Coen? Please, tell me.”

      I stand from my seat and walk closer to where she’s standing with her arms folded over her chest.

      “You need to stand up for yourself and be with someone who will help you do that, and do it for you when you won’t. You need someone who demands you acknowledge what you’re feeling when you stop yourself and look away, shoving whatever is bothering you even deeper. You need someone who is going to put you first. Your needs, your wants, your fears, all of it.”

      Defiance lights her eyes, anger makes them round. “It was one date. How do you know he won’t do that?”

      “How do you know he will?”

      “I don’t. But I’ve learned a lot about people and continue learning, and I’ve realized that I’m constantly being surprised. I thought I had made a good friend. He seemed nice. He seemed funny. He seemed to care about me and Hayden and actually made an effort to be involved, and then suddenly he dropped off the face of the earth.”

      My chest aches with guilt and years of harbored anger.

      “The irony in this situation is I dated a guy who did the same fucking thing, and still I’m talking to you, allowing you into my life though I know it’s probably a really bad decision.”

      “This is not a bad decision. I am not a bad decision,” I argue.

      “Until you get bored again.”

      “It had nothing to do with getting bored. Out of everyone that messaged me, you were the only one.” I look between Ella’s eyes, gauging the fire burning in them, demanding she understand this point. “The only one who I replied to. Do I know my messages back to you weren’t worth shit? Yes, but you were the only one I even wanted to try to let in.”

      “Where were you?” Her voice is calmer but no less intense.

      “DC,” I tell her.

      Ella glares at me, and I know it’s for not providing more information, but I’m managing to stay away from her by mere anger at this point.

      “Why are you here, Coen? Why are you trying to be my friend?”

      “I want to tell you about DC,” I say.

      “Then tell me!” Her eyes flash. “I’m standing right here.” She spreads her arms out beside her.

      My heart pounds in my chest, and I suck in a deep breath. “Can we just go to our penalty boxes and take a breather for a minute? I’m exhausted, and I don’t want to say something I’ll regret.”

      “Like what?”

      I stare at her, wondering if she knows. If my feelings for her are as blatant and obvious as they have grown, or if she’s challenging me to say something so she can continue to push me away.

      She squares her shoulders when I take three measured steps that bring us toe-to-toe, and the flame in her eyes smothers me as it spreads like a wildfire, heating me, filling me with a fight-or-flight instinct that has me reaching up to grab a handful of her dark hair and lean forward until my lips steal her breath and give her my own.

      Her tense muscles loosen as my hand travels higher in her hair, allowing me to pull her closer to me. My lips press harder against hers, seeking approval and comfort and desire that I direly need Ella to reciprocate.

      Ella’s palms lie flat against my chest, applying no pressure, just like her lips. I reach up with my free hand, gently grasping the side of her face, and brush the pad of my thumb along her high cheekbone. Her skin is so soft and warm under my touch that I feel that flame inside of her burning me. A growl builds from my chest, and my fingers tighten and twist in her hair. “Ella.” Her name is a plea, though my voice sounds tortured.

      She gasps, and though it’s quiet, I hear it all the way down to my soul. Her hands constrict, and her shoulders loosen, and Ella’s lips press more firmly against mine, matching my force, pushing my desire. Her bottom lip is driving me crazy with need as it rolls against my lips, perfectly soft and smooth and rounded so that I feel the pressure of her kiss everywhere.

      Her tongue paves a path down the center of my bottom lip, driving me from blissful to pure crazy. I release her hair, and my hand cupping her face slides down her shoulder, over her breast. Her breath hitches, and she presses herself firmly against my palm. I pull back just enough to see that her blue eyes are open, watching me with a level of vulnerability present that I recognize before she always looks away. This time though, her chest rises and falls and her gaze remains level with mine as I brush my fingers against her nipple.

      She shakes her head and takes a step back, and I nod and close the gap just as quickly as she created it.

      “Rachel likes you,” she says.

      I shake my head as the corners of my eyes grow tight, ready to protest and plead.

      “She’s my best friend, and she likes you,” she says again. “I can’t do this to her.”

      I know it’s not fair of me to make her choose, and in my mind, it isn’t a matter of choosing because there isn’t a decision to be made. I like Ella. Rachel has never been an option, not even a possibility.

      I rest my forehead against hers, smelling the sweetness of her lip balm and her. It’s the scent I first became addicted to after I gave her a ride to the hospital and helped her find Hayden’s room. I had gone back to my truck and discovered the scent lingering there, tickling my senses and digging a trench that I began filling with thoughts and experiences of my time with her and Hayden.

      She places her hands back on my chest, loosely holding onto my shirt. Knowing that neither of us wants to let go makes it impossible for me to leave and terrified to consider what may come when I do.

      Ella’s breath tickles my skin, teasing and warm, and it makes me think of the way she gasped when I touched her, filling me with the desire to do it again. To see if the same loud breath will leave her lips.

      “I’m your neighbor,” she reminds me as if it will in somehow change what I’m feeling.

      “And I’m a firefighter.”

      “I have a son.”

      I cup the side of her face again before pulling back to look over her. “You think that makes me not like you?”

      “When I first mentioned I had a kid, you…” She waves a hand over her face, grazing my fingers with hers. “You made this face…”

      I shake my head. “Hayden is just icing on the cake.”

      Ella’s hands release my shirt and wrap around my neck, and while she might regret this later tonight or tomorrow and likely next week, I don’t stop her from kissing me. Instead, I invite her to do so, meeting her halfway and grabbing her ass with both hands so I can lift her legs to wrap around my waist. She catches my bottom lip with her teeth, and my fingers grip her ass tighter, digging into her flesh.

      She runs a hand up the back of my head and sighs my name. The sound is like a drug that blinds me to reason and sense. My mouth stretches over hers, pushing and plying, and I realize how much I’ve wanted her.

      Needed her.

      Ella’s fingers fall against my cheek, her palm warm against my jaw. She moves her hips higher, hitting me in the spot that tells her exactly how badly I want her, and she moans against my lips.

      Fucking moans.

      The sound is hotter than anything I was imagining and has me moving toward the living room that’s only a few feet away.

      My elbow catches the door to the refrigerator, jostling us, but it doesn’t break our kiss, only makes me kiss her harder. Then I hit the back of the couch with my hands which remain cupped around Ella’s sweet ass, and it forces me back a few steps, making me open my eyes to ensure I don’t hit anything else.

      Ella giggles through lips that are swollen and red from kissing me, and the sight and sound is so fucking beautiful I swear to work to make her this happy and playful every single day just so I can witness it.

      I walk around the couch and place her on her back before I move to the bank of light switches. I don’t have any idea what controls which light, and I know from my own house that they have way too goddamn many, so I swipe at them all, darkening the room so that only a thin trail of light from the moon guides me back to Ella.

      Even in the dark, her eyes are bright. I peel my shirt off and watch her eyes roam over me, starting at my face, where she looks me in the eye before moving her gaze slowly over me. She stands from the couch, and my heart stutters, unsure if she’s going to ask me to stop again because I don’t know how I’m going to.

      Ella reaches forward and her fingers trace over my left pec. “I want to know your secrets,” she whispers.

      I place my hand over hers, keeping it firmly against my chest. “I want to know yours.”

      A small smile lifts her lips, but her eyes fall. “My body’s not … I mean, I had a baby…”

      “Ella, stop,” I whisper. “You’re perfect.”

      I kiss her before she can say anything else or fill her head with more doubt, and when she doesn’t kiss me back with the same amount of fervor I now know she’s capable of, I run my tongue along hers while moving my hand over her breast.

      My insistence is met with another moan, and she reaches forward and slides my jeans and boxer briefs down and wraps her hands around me.

      My head falls back as I release her name, and her grip tightens. I already knew my fate was sealed. Knew it the moment I stood in my driveway and she answered my silent pleas to look over, but I reach for her shirt and pull it off and know without a single doubt that Ella Chapman will consume my thoughts for the rest of my life.
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      I trace the name on his chest again, watching my finger swirl with the tattooed letters.

      “Did she break your heart?” My voice is only a whisper because the moment seems fragile as I lie between Coen’s legs, my chest against his stomach so I can rest my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat.

      My entire body feels too heavy and too weak to move, and Coen is so warm and such a comfort that I hate even the idea of doing so.

      “She did,” Coen says. “But not in the way you’re thinking.”

      I wait, hoping he’ll fill in the cryptic blanks without me having to ask.

      “Carina was my sister,” he says, reaching for my hand and lacing our fingers together before pressing it against his tattoo of her name. “She was killed by a drunk driver six years ago last Tuesday.”

      I sit up, balancing my weight on the arm I have leaning on the cushion beside him.

      “Coen, I…”

      “I know,” he says, shaking his head dismissively.

      Guilt is seeping into my heart from every direction. How could I ever have compared Coen to Patrick? He is nothing like him.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He traces the line of my cheekbone with his thumb. “Me too. She would have liked you.”

      “I’m sure I would have liked her too,” I tell him.

      He nods. “You would have. She was sweet like you, and never had a problem grabbing a situation by the balls and diving right in.” A sad smile crosses his lips, and my heart aches.

      “I’m sorry I disappeared on you this week. I wanted to reach out to you, to talk to you about it, but I didn’t know how to…”

      I nod, knowing exactly what he means. I know my situation with Patrick is vastly different, but also know how hard it is for me to discuss not only my failed relationship but also how difficult it’s been for me to move past it all.

      Coen reaches forward and brushes my hair over my shoulder. It quickly falls forward again. He smiles, twisting the same piece around his fingers. “Everything about you captivates me.” He stops watching my hair slide between his fingers and looks at me. “If you aren’t ready, I understand.” Coen licks his lips, and his eyes grow serious as they watch my reaction. “I’ll wait.”

      Dropping my face to his chest, I press light kisses across his skin, not ready to discuss the future when I’m not ready to leave this moment.

      He wraps an arm around my back, holding me closer. “I want to do this. I want to try us.”

      “I feel so guilty,” I confess. “Rachel really likes you.”

      “You can’t feel guilty. I could tell you that it wouldn’t matter if I had met you because I wouldn’t be interested in her regardless. I know that, but it’s really beside the point because I did meet you, and it just feels right. You feel right. And I don’t want to mess up your relationship with her. I know she’s your best friend, but this was never a choice of you or her because it’s always been you.”

      I start to say something but stop, my emotions conflicting faster than I can process them.

      “Hey.” Coen brushes my cheek. I turn my attention to him, and slowly his eyes travel over my face as though he can read all the questions and indecisions I’m struggling with. “Talk to me.”

      “Rachel is so great. She’s funny, and smart, and doesn’t have any baggage, or strange tendencies like not watching TV at night or answering emails at three in the morning. She sleeps normal hours, and this town doesn’t want to stone her at the drop of a hat.”

      “Ella, I don’t need you to tell me why I should like her. I just need you to listen to me. Listen to my actions. Do you realize how many times I’ve come over here with weak excuses just so I could spend more time with you? Do you understand that I fall asleep thinking about you and wake up with you still on my mind? This has nothing to do with her and everything to do with you. With us.”

      “We have to do this slowly,” I tell him. “Not just for her, but for Hayden, and me. I don’t know how to have an adult relationship. The last time I thought I was in one, I found out the guy was married and had no intention of ever doing anything more than sleeping with me.”

      Coen’s jaw tightens, and his lips curve into a frown. “We’ll go at whatever pace you want. This is going to be new for both of us, but I don’t want you thinking I’m anything like that bastard.”

      “He’s not a bad person.” It’s the automatic excuse I’ve been using on Patrick’s behalf for years, generally with my family and Rachel.

      Coen lifts an eyebrow, doubt and anger shadowing his usually friendly demeanor. “He used you.”

      The word sounds so dirty and makes me feel like I was disposed of.

      “He’s another issue we have to be careful of.”

      “I’m not telling you to hate him. You having found room in your heart to still care about someone that’s hurt you so badly shows how good of a person you really are. And it’s your business how you want things to go with Patrick, but eventually he’s going to find out. And you shouldn’t be worried about that. He’s married, for Christ’s sake.”

      “That feels like such a backhanded compliment.” A strange chuckle caused by discomfort follows my words, and then I sit up, reaching for my shirt.

      “Ella,” Coen says. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’m…” He sighs. “I can’t stand the guy, but that’s my business and my issue, not yours. I understand he is always going to be in your life. I get that. I just want you to set the parameters of what role he plays rather than allowing him to reestablish it whenever in the hell he wants.”

      “Why are we arguing about my ex?”

      “Because you’re taking his feelings into consideration as we discuss our relationship.” He stares at me. “You really aren’t over him, are you?”

      Tears sting my eyes with his accusation. It’s been nearly a decade since I slept with a guy who’s accusing me of loving a man I thought I was in love with up until a few weeks ago. I pull my shorts back into place, not bothering to put my underwear on first because I just want to be covered at this point. “You know firsthand what it’s like to move forward when the past keeps pulling you back. I don’t understand why you can’t respect that?”

      “Don’t compare your dickface ex to my dead sister.” His voice is cold and filled with anger.

      “I’m not!” I glare at him accusingly. “I’m asking you to understand my situation. To have some fucking compassion.”

      “We just slept together, and you’re telling me you still have feelings for your ex.”

      “I did not! I told you I need to take things slowly.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “What?”

      “Do you still love Patrick?”

      “No!”

      Coen shakes his head and grabs his jeans. Keeping his eyes on the floor he pulls them on, then reaches for his shirt.

      “You need to stop allowing other people dictate how you’re going to live your life.” He stares at me, every part of him a complete contradiction as his eyes challenge me, his lips twisting with anger, and his arms outstretched as though inviting me to be embraced.

      I don’t know how to respond. I don’t know how to react. I wait, hoping he’ll ask me a single question so I can focus all these spurring thoughts on it, but Coen drops his arms, and with his shirt still fisted in his hand, he leaves out the back slider.

      I stand in my living room, taking account of what just occurred.

      I have just slept with another man for the first time in over nine years.

      And once again, he walked out.

      I have just irrevocably damaged my relationship with Rachel, and she doesn’t even know it.

      And once again, my heart feels torn with the ramifications.

      I have just let the man that has allowed my heart to feel and laugh and want again to walk out the door with the belief that I love someone else.

      And once again, I’m left with a mess of fractured pieces.

      I have just shed more tears for another man.

      And once again, I put myself back together, forcing myself to continue because I’m a mom, I’m a woman, and I’m going to be okay.

      I head upstairs to the confines of my room where I bury my face in my pillow and allow myself to cry, realizing the lies I share are often with myself.

      Suddenly, Shakespeare begins to go crazy, barking and scratching at Hayden’s door, effectively ending my moment of self-pity. I race down the hall and open the door, my vision bleak from tears, expecting to find the worst situation imaginable. Shakespeare tears past me, running down the stairs, still barking.

      I move to Hayden, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hands though it’s useless, the tears are instantly replaced with new streaks of sadness.

      Hayden’s fast asleep, his face peaceful though Shakespeare continues to bark. With my hand on his back, I count ten breaths before pressing a chaste kiss on his forehead. I close his bedroom door and run downstairs to see what has Shakespeare so worked up. She’s at the front door, barking a warning.

      “Are you kidding me?” I mutter, wiping at my cheeks again when I hear a soft knock that sets Shakespeare off with another chain of growls and barks.

      “Shakespeare,” I say. “Quiet.” I pat my leg to get her to come because I don’t want to answer the door.

      She sits but continues barking, and it’s loud, demanding, and relentless.

      “You’re a traitor,” I tell her, pushing her out of the way.

      I take a deep breath and avoid flipping on any lights to highlight my tears before I open the door.

      Coen stands in front of me, a statue in the dark, and we stare at each other for several seconds, his eyes pained and filled with regret as he stares at me, making a new sea of tears fall from mine.

      He steps inside and doesn’t say a thing as he reaches for me, pulling me securely against him.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry. Don’t hate me. Please don’t hate me.”

      I cry harder, realizing I couldn’t at this point even if I tried.

      “Ella.” I hear the pain in his voice but don’t know how to respond. I’m drained and don’t want to give him promises and assurances that could later inflict more pain to my heart. Instead, I wrap my arms around his waist and lean into him. His arm goes around the back of my neck, and he kisses my temple.

      Coen closes the door and slides the lock into place, then places a hand on each side of my face and draws my face back. “That’s not me,” he promises. “That’s not who I am. I am not the guy who makes you cry, and I sure as hell am not the guy who leaves you when you’re hurting. I swear,” he says, brushing away my tears with his thumbs. His jaw tightens, and I see the pleas and promises I want to confess visible in his brown eyes.

      I nod, understanding the silence far better than I do the words neither of us seem capable of speaking.

      Coen leans forward, kissing my cheeks and then my eyelids and my nose and finally my lips. The kiss is nearly forceful, and I match it with my own demands until we’re breathless and don’t know how to turn around.

      “Come on,” I tell him, taking his hand. I lead him up the stairs with Shakespeare following closely. I stop at the top of the stairs and lead her back into Hayden’s room, giving her the command to lie down before closing the door and turning back to Coen.

      I pass in front of him to my opened bedroom door. He’s silent, but his presence is deafening, my entire body aware of him.

      He moves in front of me, my door still open. “I want to break all the rules.” He takes another step closer to me. “All of these ridiculous rules we have. That this town and society have. I want us to break each of them.”

      “All of them,” I whisper.

      Coen runs his nose along my jaw. “And we’ll crush them as slowly as you want.” His voice is husky and thick with emotions, and though I know he’s referencing the hurdles we’re going to have to face, my body is hearing an entirely different message as his hips press against mine.

      I close the space between us by wrapping my arms around him, knowing as I do it that I am choosing to do exactly what he’s proposed: break every last rule, even the ones I know are going to be nearly impossible.

      My body is humming with expectations and desires all the way down to my toes.

      But much like Coen, I don’t know how to outright express my feelings or even what I want, so I release him and move to my door and softly close it.

      He understands me though. Hears the implication and the invitation and he doesn’t hesitate in meeting either one. Coen captures my wrist and pulls me against him, and as his lips connect with mine, I fall into him, losing myself fully and completely into a sea that I don’t know how to tread, much less survive in, but willingly dive deeper into because he’s there with me.

      My lips feel sticky from having cried, and Coen somehow feels larger, like his shoulders and arms have expanded. He pulls back, and I reach down and pull my shirt free before leaning forward and kissing him again, my heart and spirit both starved for more.

      His tongue slides against mine, and I moan with appreciation before catching his bottom lip between my teeth.

      “Ella.” My name is a warning, and I absolutely love it. Everything inside of me awakens and hums louder, and as his shirt litters my bedroom floor, I feel ready to take on even the most intimidating rules that I’ve established. Ones that involve my heart and my trust.

      I can’t get my shorts off fast enough, and though he’s going slowly, softly, sweetly, I don’t want to comply, because I’ve already jumped.

      I’m already in, and right now all I want to feel is Coen inside of me.
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      I wake up to discover we definitely broke a rule: I spent the night. Ella is fast asleep beside me, her hands tucked under her head like a pillow. I’m entirely too aware of how warm and naked her body is but continue to study everything about this moment, from the way her lashes fall on her cheeks to the line through her bottom lip, and the small bruise above her chest. I kiss the spot once, twice, and then when I go to kiss it a third time, she stirs.

      I expect her to panic and consider ways for me to sneak out of the house, but instead a lazy smile lifts her cheeks and her eyes shine bright in the dimly lit room.

      “How long does he usually sleep?” I whisper.

      “Until I wake him up.”

      I chuckle, appreciating this moment with her. It’s been a long time since I’ve woken up beside a woman, and longer since I’ve wanted to, and now, being here next to Ella, I realize exactly why. I’ve been waiting to meet her. Missing her though I didn’t even know her.

      “What happened?” I ask. “How’d you get a bruise here?” I kiss the spot again, and Ella stretches out beside me, her legs running against mine.

      “It’s nothing,” she tells me, but I recognize the shift in her eyes, the one that reveals she’s avoiding something.

      I lean closer and lick a path along her collarbone. “Tell me.”

      “It’s so stupid.” She wriggles beneath me as my breath fans across her skin.

      I kiss the side of her neck then suck the soft skin.

      “I got hit by a rock,” she tells me, turning her head to give me full access to her neck. But I don’t accept it. I push up on my arms and stare at her.

      “How did a rock hit you in the chest?” I work to keep my voice from sounding abrasive.

      “It was nothing. It doesn’t even hurt.”

      I kiss the length of her neck, stopping below her ear. “I can do this all day,” I tell her.

      She sighs. “You’re lucky I like you. If I didn’t, I’d probably find you manipulative and conniving right now. If you Hulk out, I’m not going to tell you anything ever again.” Her blue eyes look between mine, waiting for an agreement I can’t offer her.

      “I won’t turn green.”

      “It’s the temper part I’m more concerned about.”

      “You’ve seen my temper at its worst, and it rarely makes appearances.” I assure her, but she doesn’t look convinced, and it drives me closer to the edge of my sanity. “What happened?”

      “Remember that morning I was walking Shakespeare and Mrs. Grant went crazy?”

      I nod, waiting to hear how the two are connected.

      “I had caught her son and a couple of his friends over by the clubhouse. They were being jerks and throwing things at each other and at the clubhouse.” Ella’s gaze shifts to the window, and I wait several seconds until she looks back at me. “I told them I was going to send the board their pictures for breaking a window, and they got upset.”

      “They threw a rock at you?”

      Ella drops her chin, shooting me a glare. “You’re turning green.”

      “They threw a rock at you!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ella

      

      I stare at Coen, only half wondering if he’s truly going to Hulk out. He doesn’t just look upset. He looks pissed. I try to distract him by teasing him, kissing along his jaw.

      “You lied when you said you don’t have a temper.”

      “Why are you making a joke out of this?” he asks, pulling his head back.

      “Because it’s not a big deal.”

      “Ella. They threw a rock at you. That’s a huge fucking deal. Did you send their pictures to the board and tell them what they did?”

      “Everyone knows it was them,” I tell him.

      He takes a deep breath in through his nose and then releases it through his lips, and I wait for him, watching his anger recede.

      “Want to come over for breakfast?” I ask him.

      He smiles, but it’s sad, and I hate that I’ve ruined the moment—scratch that, I hate that some bratty, unsupervised kids ruined the moment.

      “Go home. Shower. Get dressed. And come back over.” I bring my arms down and begin to roll out of bed, stopping when I hit the edge. “And later, when you’re not trying to prove to me exactly how unlike the Hulk you are, we’ll continue this.”

      Coen wipes a hand down his face and lies back against my bed of pillows. “Why do I only own one pillow? I never knew I needed twelve.”

      “There aren’t twelve.” For good measure, I lift one and hit him with it.

      He sits up far faster than I expected, and I have to leap back, out of the comfort and security of the sheet and blankets. I cross my arms over my chest because it seems like the most mature way of covering myself.

      “Ella Chapman.” Coen’s voice is that deep bass that’s been sanded so it’s nearly fully smooth, but when he speaks real low like he is now, you hear more of the gravel in it. He sits up, his chest defined and divided into segments of muscled flesh that make me want to devote hours to studying and appreciating them.

      “My eyes are up here,” he says.

      My face heats as I laugh so hard my shoulders curl inward.

      He stands, a smile that has been consuming far too many of my thoughts spreading across his face, squaring his jaw, and making his brown eyes shimmer with the morning light. Coen takes each of my hands in his, and without words, I hear him asking my permission.

      It’s been so long since I have felt sexy or wanted, and it goes against everything inside of me to want to expose myself to anyone, even myself, but Coen doesn’t make me feel ashamed or embarrassed of even my darkest scars, neither internal nor external. My muscles relax, and my grip on his hands tightens as he slowly moves my arms from covering myself.

      Words are left unsaid, but with Coen, the intention is always clear, and when he runs his fingers from my neck, over my breasts, and down my stomach, I hear his body telling me how beautiful he thinks I am.

      “Will your mom approve?” he asks.

      “She’d take the news better if we’re dressed.”

      Coen laughs, and the sight makes me smile that same stretched grin that makes the muscles in my cheeks ache.

      “All my mom has ever wanted was for me to be happy. My dad is a little tougher. Lead with how you want to make over your backyard, and he’ll be sold.”

      “Backyard. Got it.”

      “What about your family?”

      Coen smiles. “My dad and brother would actually be quite happy to meet you looking just like this.” He shakes his head. “My brother is going to require supervised visits around you. But my mom and sisters will love you. And they’re going to adore Hayden.”

      I appreciate him always considering Hayden, knowing we’re a package deal. However, the mention of his name awakens a flurry of chaos in my stomach as I consider him having to go through a formal introduction like that, especially when he doesn’t feel accepted or even liked by his stepmother.

      “What are your plans for the day?” he asks.

      “I don’t have any.”

      “Perfect.”

      Grinning, I squeeze his hands, which are still laced with mine. “Why? What are your plans?”

      “Let’s take Hayden and Shakespeare to the beach.”

      “You’re serious?”

      His eyes hold a hint of humor but his eyebrows lower and he shakes his head just slightly. “About what?”

      I catch my lower lip with my front teeth before I say “us” because it feels so strange to use the term. After all, it has always been used in reference to Hayden and me.

      “Let’s go,” I agree.

      I see Coen’s grin flash seconds before I close my eyes. I let him kiss me until every thought becomes nothing more than a forgotten piece of my past and his lips and touch become engraved to memory.

      I wait until Coen’s truck disappears around the block, then let Shakespeare out, shower, and dress before I wake Hayden. Like most mornings, he’s groggy and dazed while I lie in bed beside him, asking about his night and how his dreams were. It’s a weekend morning tradition I hate to even consider becoming a memory.

      “What do you think of going to the beach today with Coen?”

      Hayden’s eyes light up, and he pulls the covers off. “Can we go now?” he asks.

      Laughing, I ruffle his short hair and then kiss the top of his head. “Get dressed, and then we’ll have some breakfast and get going soon.”

      “Yes!” Hayden jumps up and down and then tears into his closet and starts rummaging through his clothes, looking for his swimsuit.

      I head to my room, smelling Coen on my rumpled sheets. I know I should be considering how I’m going to tell Rachel about him, but right now I just want to enjoy this moment and the unadulterated happiness that’s consuming me.

      With our bags packed full of extra clothes, toys for Shakespeare and Hayden, and snacks for the few hour drive, we pull out of my driveway in Coen’s truck, our sunglasses and smiles ready for the sun and waves of the ocean.

      I convince them to play a dozen rounds of ‘I Spy,’ and a single round of finding the alphabet in chronological order on license plates before Hayden calls it quits and pulls out his iPad and begins watching a movie.

      My phone buzzes and out of habit, I flip it over and find a text from Patrick.

      
        
        Patrick: I know tomorrow is your day, but it’s my dad’s birthday and we’re having a special cake and all the cousins are coming. I would really like for him to be there.

        

      

      “What’s wrong?” Coen asks, glancing across the cab to me.

      Looking behind Coen’s seat at Hayden with his earbuds in place, I turn back to Coen. “Patrick wants to know if Hayden can attend a birthday party for his dad tomorrow.”

      Running a hand through my hair to pull it out of my face, I set my phone down, not wanting to reply to him right now.

      “Does he do that a lot?”

      I look to Coen for clarification.

      “Ask to have him.”

      A breath leaves between my teeth, making a sound that exposes he doesn’t. “No. Patrick loves to be a dad when it’s fun and games, but he loves the fire station and the notoriety more. Always has.”

      “Is that why that rule was created?”

      I nod and then shake my head, more annoyed as I think back over the years. “Even last weekend when he had him, he was gone the entire time. He’s supposed to have him two days a week though, and I don’t think he’s actually had him for both since November.” I look over to Coen to read his reaction to me openly talking about Patrick. Feeling my stare, he glances at me and reaches over, covering my hand with his and stroking the back of my hand with his thumb with reassurance. “He doesn’t even know what a cool kid he has.”

      “You can always say no,” he says.

      “I know. But then I wonder if it’s worse because then Hayden doesn’t get to see his dad.”

      Coen squeezes my hand. “It sounds like there isn’t a single right answer.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice if there was?”

      “Want to know a secret?”

      I look over, the thought of having Hayden leave for his dad’s tomorrow and my darkened mood comes to a halt. “What?”

      “That first day I met you,” he looks over to me again, a grin tugging at his lips, “when you asked if we were gone yet?”

      My laughter fills the cab of the truck, recalling the moment. “In my defense, I had gone on a really bad date that day and had sworn off men like five seconds before you guys got there.”

      His thumb brushes along my knuckles. “Well, Rachel’s chimney … my friend, Justin, he had no idea if anything was wrong with it. He just wanted to meet you guys. Or maybe have me meet you guys since he’s married…”

      I chuckle. “I don’t know him that well, but I can see it being the first.”

      “I know him too well, and I can too.”

      Our laughter and fingers join, and I’m grateful that he’s changed the subject, successfully lightening the mood. We spend the rest of the drive exchanging stories and laughter.

      Once parked, we grab our bags and cooler and make our way out onto the sun-soaked beach. And though Coen had laughed at the giant sand umbrella I packed and Hayden had groaned about it being pink, they both seem grateful when they see the amount of shade it offers.

      “You didn’t even bring your laptop?” Hayden looks around at our things twice before stopping on me.

      “Nope.”

      “Coen might have to hang out with us more often,” he says.

      Coen’s close enough I feel his breath on my shoulder. “I think you’re right.” He reaches forward and opens a bag he brought. “What do you say we let your mom rest and we work on throwing a curveball?”

      Hayden jumps up, spraying my lap with sand. Coen leans forward, his cheek scratchy from not having shaved this morning against my skin. “I happen to know how little sleep you got last night because some big meathead kept mauling you.” His eyebrows dance up and down. “You should nap. I won’t let him out of my sight, I swear.”

      “Why? Is the meathead planning to come back over?”

      “I’m going to wear these two out so I have all fucking night.”

      I lean against him, enjoying the circles he’s drawing on the bare skin exposed by my T-back. “Don’t be offended, but it’s not really in my nature to trust anyone with Hayden.”

      “I know,” he tells me. “But, I also know what it’s like to lose someone you love more than yourself, and I swear—I won’t let that happen. Ever.”

      He begins to stand, and I grip his wrist to tug him back down. I have to swallow back words that my heart put in order before my mind could edit them. I smile and lean closer, placing a kiss softly on his lips to prevent them from coming out in a tumbled mass.

      Coen’s palm covers the underside of my jaw and wraps around to my cheek, hot against my skin, but his lips are cool from having drunk a bottle of water from the cooler. It’s a contrast I want to explore further, but Coen pulls back his head turning. I follow his gaze and see Hayden with a ball in his hand, his brow lowered.

      I shoot up from my seat, but Coen catches my hand.

      “You ready to play?” Hayden asks.

      Panic is flooding my chest.

      What did he see?

      What is he thinking?

      Is he okay with this?

      Does he feel tricked? Betrayed? Upset?

      “He’s smart, Ella. I think he already knew.” Coen places a kiss just above my temple. “I can talk to him, or if you want to do it first, I’ll wait.”

      A warm breeze carries the small hairs that don’t fit into my ponytail, and Coen gently brushes them back, allotting me the time to make my decision.

      “I trust you,” I tell him.

      “Rest,” he orders.

      Coen jogs through the dry sand, his calves flexing with each step. When he reaches Hayden, he places a hand between his shoulders, and Hayden’s smile grows, and then they’re laughing. The exchange is so easy and comfortable, my concerns begin to float away, leaving me with the warmth of the sand through my beach towel and the crashing of the surf.

      

      I wake with a start, and realize the crying that woke me up belongs to a baby nearby. My heart is rattling in my chest, seeing the shadows are now stretching far longer than they had when we arrived. I tear my sunglasses off and toss them haphazardly toward my bag and scan the beach. On the third pass, I stand up, my heart has moved to my throat.

      “Hayden!” I yell, creating a shade with my forearm.

      “Right here, Mom.”

      I swing around and find Hayden and Coen walking with Shakespeare, snow cones in hand.

      My hand and heart both fall back to my chest, and I release a long, deep breath before moving toward them.

      “What have you guys been up to?” I ask.

      “Well, after you passed out, we played baseball for a while, then Coen moved the umbrella so you wouldn’t get sunburned, and then we took Shakespeare for a walk down the boardwalk and found a snow cone shop.” Hayden replays their afternoon, and while my fear is still very much alive, I breathe deeper seeing the genuine smile that’s stained a deep blue from the treat.

      “I really did pass out, didn’t I?”

      “It’s okay. Wait till I show you my fast pitch. Coen taught me how to throw a two-seamer and a forkball.”

      For the first time since they returned I look at Coen, and his apologetic smile settles me more than Hayden’s recount. “Sorry,” he mouths.

      My heart is still racing, but watching Hayden lean against Coen’s chest and recount his dreams of pitching a curveball make that spot in my chest grow bigger, warmer, and stronger, and for the first time in so many years, I find myself wanting to trust someone.

      On our way home, we stop for burgers and milkshakes, our time in the sun making all of us hungry though mine was shaded. When we get back into the truck, Hayden falls asleep in the back using an extra towel as a pillow.

      “I think your plan worked,” I tell him.

      Coen takes my hand and lifts it to his lips, where he presses a kiss to the sensitive skin that covers my knuckles. “Today was a great day,” he says.

      “Did Hayden ask about us?”

      He lifts his shoulders. “Kind of. He asked if I like you.”

      “That’s it?”

      He shakes his head and shrugs one of his shoulders. “He asked if I knew his dad.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      Coen loosens his grasp. Holding the back of my hand, he brings the inside of my wrist to his face and kisses a short trail toward the inside of my elbow. “I think he just wants to understand how everyone is going to fit in the picture.”

      “How are you feeling?” I ask. “I mean, it kind of makes it a little more real, doesn’t it?”

      He nods. “It does, but you know, I was worried about it as soon as I realized I had feelings for you, and then when I went up to DC last week, I realized I could keep worrying about it and waiting, or I could do what my sister did best and just grab the situation by the balls and jump.”

      “Does that make Hayden and me a pair of testicles?”

      Coen laughs, tightening his grip on my hand. “You’re definitely both my Achilles heel.”

      When we arrive at my house, that space in my heart, the one reserved for when Hayden climbs into bed with me and just wants to lie beside me or holds on a little tighter when he hugs me, grows bright when Coen opens the back door of his truck and ever so gently lifts Hayden into his arms and carries him inside.

      I unpack the truck and am emptying the cooler when Coen appears.

      “Coen DeLuca,” I say, closing the lid of the cooler. “I don’t want to sound like one of those crazy stalkers you speak so fondly of, but I kind of like you.” I step so close that our chests brush.

      “I don’t mean to sound like one of those arrogant assholes you wasted too many hours with, but I know.”

      I laugh so hard I have to lean against him, and I use the unnecessary excuse to wrap my arms around his shoulders.

      “He likes you too.”

      “You don’t know how grateful I am that he does.”

    

  



    
      
        
          21

        

        

    
    






          Coen

        

      

    
    
      The exhaustion causing my temples to pound and my muscles to be fatigued still doesn’t make me regret having spent the late hours of the night with Ella. Not the ones I spent tangled on the couch with her making out or the ones when we used the island in her kitchen for a whole new purpose, or the hours spent after sharing secrets and confessions when the darkness provided us a cloak of security where I didn’t have to consider how closely or tightly I was holding her and what it might mean to either of us.

      “Smells ‘n’ bells, ladies! Let’s get a move on!” the captain yells.

      Drills and repetition have made our response a smooth and efficient process. Each of us are pulling on additional layers of protection and gear that are carefully stored in our designated cubbies as the call and address is announced for all to hear. I hop onto the rig, fiddling with a loose strap on my oxygen mask.

      Drake sits beside me, picking up a shift for Muppet. I’m glad for the switch. Drake is similar to Lance, offering both knowledge and a sense of professionalism that brings forth calmness in the station.

      “Got it?” he asks.

      I snap it back into place, and we both nod.

      Lance is the first out of the truck, and as usual, we’re the first responders. A plume of smoke is rising into the afternoon sky, and the sun is once again impossibly hot. We pull our masks into place and then, like a well-oiled machine, go as a team to investigate the situation at hand.

      “Left a fucking candle burning and fell asleep,” Peters reports. “There’s a dog somewhere inside. She isn’t sure where. Fire started on the ground level, far left side of the house.”

      “Of course,” Lance mumbles. “You know what that means, men—this fire is moving fast.”

      Fire can climb far faster than it can spread, which is why we’re already able to see the smoke emitting from the roof.

      “Peters, Lance, you two take the ground level, make sure the ceiling isn’t going to fall in. DeLuca and Gaines, once they’ve secured the top floor, you guys go up and get it controlled.

      “Probie, you’re with me on the roof. Let’s make sure this place is safe to enter, and go gag this bitch.”

      “Drake, you’re on the hose. I hope you know doggie CPR.”

      “He knows doggie something,” Peters says into his microphone as we get our gear all switched on.

      “Fucking pervert, get your head on straight,” Lance warns. “Ten months and then the only thing that’s going to be burning is my feet in the sand as I park my ass on the beach.”

      We move, setting up the ladder and waiting for the captain and Probie to evaluate the situation before the green light is issued and we file into the house.

      “How long was she asleep before she realized she was about to become a piece of charcoal?” Gaines asks.

      “I’d call this in, boss-man,” Lance says. “This place is too crispy. She either waited to call it in, or it was started by something other than a candle.”

      We listen as they knock doors down, looking for the dog.

      “If you’re going to go up them stairs for that dog, you boys better hustle. I give this ceiling maybe fifteen.”

      I look to Gaines. “Ready?”

      He nods, and the two of us head upstairs where the smoke grows thicker.

      “Corner,” I announce. “Why isn’t the damn dog running?” Holding my axe, I approach the dog and find it’s chained to a kennel.

      Squatting as low as I can with the gear, I fumble with its collar until I realize I can’t get it off with my gloves on. Reaching into my belt, I pull a knife which slips under the dog’s collar and with one quick jerk, it’s free.

      The dog goes running like a kamikaze for the stairs, and I’m ready to follow it. “You ready, Gaines?”

      The smoke has grown thicker, and the silent alarm in my head is warning me of the short window.

      “Gaines!” I repeat.

      “Gaines!” the captain orders. “What’s your location?”

      “Son of a bitch,” Drake says, echoing my thoughts.

      I raise my axe again and head down the hall, searching for any sign of him. A large panel of sheetrock falls from the ceiling, crashing into the flames, feeding the fire more air.

      “The roof is starting to give,” I report.

      I see a boot in the doorway and know it’s Gaines’. I also know he’s going to break my fucking back if I have to haul his stupid ass down the stairs.

      Getting closer, there’s a box of clothes that it appears Gaines tripped over that hurdled him head first into a wall that now has a dent the same size and shape as Gaines’ head.

      “He’s down. I’m bringing him out.”

      “You’ve got five minutes, DeLuca. Get your asses down here, now.” Captain goes on to mutter something about ice cream, but I don’t hear him because I’m pulling Gaines over my shoulder, and for the first time in my tenure, I’m thinking of every reason for my body to push forward.

      Images of my family, my nieces and nephews, my new house, my future backyard, Justin, my brothers at the station, and then Ella and Hayden fill my thoughts. Her soft skin, her silky hair, the sound of her laughter, the feel of her kiss, the way she loves Hayden. Then it’s her eyes, and the blue zone that’s present in them, I keep my focus on until I’m outside, falling to my knees and dropping Gaines so I can rip my mask off and gulp air.

      I’m coughing and wheezing, sucking in air that burns my lungs, and still all I see is her fire, the one that is stronger than any I’ve ever faced.

      Drake is already working on Gaines, checking his vitals, and strapping a bag of oxygen over his nose when Captain helps me to sit up and raises my arms while shoving a mask in my face.

      “Deep breaths,” he coaches me.

      The clear air burns just as badly as the smoke-filled air I was choking on, but eventually the burn recedes to a twinge, and I pull the mask away and drop my gloves. “It’s fucking roasting.”

      “What happened with your tank?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did you check it at the beginning of your shift?”

      “Like clockwork.”

      “Piece of goddamn shit,” he grumbles.

      “How’s Gaines?” I ask.

      “Piece of shit has two left feet.”

      I chuckle, and it turns that twinge in my lungs back into a burn.

      “You should have seen what he did to the piece-of-shit wall.” I use his coined phrase.

      Captain’s laugh lacks all humor but is coated with relief, and he pats my shoulder and then squeezes it before releasing a heavy sigh.

      Our run in with the fire doesn’t slow down our calls. We have three medical calls before we have a break long enough to start cooking dinner. I’m in the kitchen beside Lance, stained aprons around both of our waists because like everything in the station, order and cleanliness are two of our highest regards. It’s vital for what we do because it’s how we’re always the first responders to a call. Lives depend on us, and we take that seriously. Our uniforms remaining clean is paying respect to our station and our fellow brothers, and no one mutters a single word about opposing wearing an apron, but if someone didn’t wear one the entire station would be down their necks.

      “How ya feelin’?” Lance asks, slicing up a fourth onion.

      “If you put any more garlic or onion in that pot, no one’s going to want to be around us for a week. We’re going to be sweating the scent,” Peters says, delivering some boxes of lasagna noodles.

      “Ask the Italian Stallion. DeLuca, can you ever have too much onion or garlic?” Lance asks, pointing his large chef’s knife at me.

      I shake my head. “Don’t call me the Italian Stallion or I’ll start calling you Grandpa.”

      “I thought it was cute.”

      “So was your hair twenty years ago when you had it.”

      He grips his chest with his free hand. “That hurts. That really hurts. To think you were my favorite.”

      There’s a chorus of laughter as Probie and Drake set to work chopping vegetables that Lance set out for the salad.

      “Call, boys!” Captain yells as the lights begin flashing. The radio reads an address and reports it’s a medical call, followed by 9-1-1.

      The stove is turned off, and everything is left, our dinner forgotten. We head to our stations, dressing in our equipment because while we aren’t being called to a fire, there’s always a chance that we will be called to another incident while we’re out.

      Captain’s on his phone as we pile into the rig. With a tight jerk of his head, he hangs up. “Lance, it’s one of our own. You get this thing moving.”

      It’s something we all fear, to respond to a call where you might know the person that needs rescued.

      “Who is it, Cap?”

      “Kid,” Captain says, biting the inside of his cheek. “Severe peanut allergy. He’s not breathin’.”

      There’s a ringing in my ears, and a chill coating me like a blanket. “What’s the name?” I demand, interrupting the captain as he barks out his checklist to Probie.

      He stops and looks at me before looking to his phone to confirm. “Patrick Webb.”

      “Go!” I yell, sitting up. “Go!” I bark again when Lance doesn’t speed up.

      No one asks what’s come over me. They’re all just as insistent.

      Drake and I both took medical training, it’s why one of us is always on a shift. Mine has been extensive, even doing terms within the hospital so I could rank up and be able to increase the survival rates of the victims when we show up. “I’m point,” I announce.

      Again, they don’t argue, but I notice the way Captain stares at me as I rehearse what is going to happen. Where I’m going to inject him, how I’ll turn him, what I’ll be looking and listening for. Going over the steps is the only thing that keeps me focused and grasping any ounce of sanity.

      We pull up to a large estate with so many cars parked along the street we have to double park. We’re out of the truck in record time, medical gear tucked under my arm as I sprint across the yard and into the house in fifteen steps.

      “Where is he?” I yell, bumping into people who are standing around crying.

      “This way,” an older woman says, leading me into the next room.

      The pain of seeing Hayden on the floor unconscious is both sharp and dull as my heart feels like it’s bludgeoned. I drop beside him, my body going into autopilot and knowing each precise step and measure to take.

      “He’s not breathing!” I shout.

      Drake is beside me already, pulling on his gloves and digging through his bag as I ask the older woman if they’ve given him his EpiPen shot.

      She shakes her head. “His mom doesn’t know how. She thinks they left it at their house.”

      I rip the lid of an EpiPen off with my teeth and spit it across the room, pushing it through the denim of Hayden’s jeans, injecting the solution. Then I go up on my knees and begin CPR, working to shock his heart and get it back into its natural rhythm.

      “Come on, kid. You’ve got this,” I growl the words, staring at his lifeless body, waiting for a response, even the slightest of changes.

      “Hayden!” I yell before dropping my mouth over his to fill his lungs. “Fight, kid! Fight!” I beg.

      I hear Drake setting up the paddles as I begin compressions again. I’ve had other lives in my hands, beat their hearts, breathed their air, but I’ve never done it with someone I know, someone I care about more than I thought possible.

      Drake announces the steroid he shoots into Hayden’s thigh, and then he hands me the paddles that are supposed to shock Hayden’s heart and give it a jump start.

      I hold them so Drake can cut Hayden’s shirt down the middle. I rub the paddles together, dictating one of the lowest settings, and then place them on his small chest, where I can see each of his ribs protruding.

      “Clear,” I announce and then hit the button. Hayden’s body convulses with the shock, lifting at strange angles and then falling.

      My heart is pumping hard enough for both Hayden and me as I wait to see if his heart responds.

      “I got it,” I announce, my body tingling with hope and relief. “He’s doing it. Set up oxygen,” I tell Drake, then glare at the old woman. “And she’s not his fucking mother.”

      Because Hayden had a reaction just a few weeks ago, I know his body is going to struggle more with fighting this attack. “How much did he consume?”

      The woman shakes her head, dumbfounded.

      “You’re fucking useless!” I yell. “Call his actual mother.”

      Drake slips an oxygen tube down Hayden’s throat. It’s going to make it hard for him to eat for a few days, but his body is too weak to be expected to breathe enough oxygen right now.

      “I’ve got you, Hayden,” I tell him, brushing a hand across his forehead. “I’ve got you, buddy.”

      A woman comes in, covering most of her face with cupped hands. “Is he okay?” she asks.

      I don’t know who she is and don’t care. My focus is on Hayden right now, and so I look away, reminding Hayden that everything is going to be okay.

      “Do you know what he ate? How much?” Drake asks.

      “He said he needed his shot, and then started gasping, and then he fell out of his chair.” The woman is crying harder. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I didn’t know where his shot was or how to put it in. My husband has always said he’d be there and I didn’t have to worry, but the guys went out fishing and Hayden wanted to stay, and…” She cries harder, and the older woman beside her wraps her arms around her.

      “Call his mother,” I demand again.

      “She is his mother,” the old woman snaps.

      “She’s not his fucking mother!” I yell. “Call Ella! NOW!”

      “I did,” the crying woman says, nodding.

      Hayden’s eyes remain closed, but Drake speaks to him as though he’s awake, calmly assuring him.

      The ambulance arrives within moments, and medics file in with a stretcher. I recognize all of them, and am grateful to see Fletcher, whom I’ve worked closely with. “He’s mine,” I tell him. “I’m trusting you.”

      His expression turns grave and he nods his understanding, and while I already knew he was the leader of the unit, he steps up, listening to my dictation of the events and measures we’ve gone through.

      They begin going through their own protocols, taking all of his stats once again.

      “Hayden! Hayden!” Ella’s voice is surprisingly strong and clear, and she continues calling out to him until she breaks through the thin wall of people and finds him on the stretcher.

      “Oh, babe.” Her hands shake as she moves beside him, careful to be out of the way of the EMTs who surround him.

      She swallows, gritting her teeth and willing herself to remain strong for Hayden. “You’ve got this, baby. You’re going to be fine, and we’re going to go home and rest. Everything’s going to be fine,” she tells him.

      I step forward as she kisses his forehead. I don’t expect her to look up or notice me, not with where her mind currently is, but she does, and as soon as she registers it’s me, her blue eyes fill with tears, and she has to look up at the ceiling to stop them.

      My strides are quick, purposeful as I make my way to her side.

      She shakes her head. “You can’t. Not now,” she whispers. “I’m barely holding on.”

      I nod, understanding how a comforting hand can cause that skeletal layer of strength to crumble. It’s why I have to leave for a week on the anniversary of my sister’s passing.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” I say, struggling to honor her and not reach out for her.

      “He saved him,” Captain tells her. I wish he hadn’t. I don’t want Ella to know the details.

      “You guys get loaded,” I say, making eye contact with Fletcher.

      Fletcher nods, and as a swarm, they get Hayden outside to load him up into the ambulance.

      Drake has already cleaned up our supplies, throwing used things into hazard bags to be disposed of, and zipping and latching the other containers.

      “What’s going on? What happened? Where’s Hayden?” Patrick appears in the kitchen, sweaty from having been running.

      He scans over the crowd, stopping when he sees me. “You,” he says. “Get out of my house,” he orders.

      Any other call. Any other patient—I would walk out. Wouldn’t even bother with flipping someone off for speaking to me with so much belligerence, anger, and disrespect.

      But it’s not. It’s Hayden. And it was Patrick’s ignorance and stupidity that caused me to be in his house. To live a nightmare I won’t ever be able to forget.

      I grab Patrick’s shirt with my left hand, and then use every ounce of energy I have left to punch the selfish son of a bitch in the face. Blood pours from his nose, but like me, he’s high on adrenaline, and he comes at me, his fist connecting with the corner of my mouth. I drill him again, this time in the cheek, and follow it up with a hit to the gut that sends him to the floor.

      My brothers are grabbing at us, yelling for us to calm down. Captain has ordered me to stop and stand down.

      Gaines has his arms around Patrick. Lance has a hand on my chest. It’s respect that keeps them from trying to restrain me. After all, Patrick might be a firefighter, but I’m the one who has their backs just like they have mine.

      “You stay away from my family, you son of a bitch.” He spits and it hits me squarely in the chest.

      I push Lance aside and land a final blow straight to his fucking kisser. “Spit on me again, fuckface. Try it. Just try it!” I yell, standing above where he’s getting up from the floor. I want to destroy him. Shred him. Inflict as much pain as he has on Ella. “And they’re not your fucking family.”

      Lance tries to put a hand on me again and I shake it off, and turn to the front door.

      We ride back to the station in silence. When we stop, Captain doesn’t even have to ask for me to follow him, I already know I’m in trouble. I hit a man. Refused orders.

      We sit in his small office, loose sheets of paper surrounding us. It’s the only space in the station that’s not cleaned and religiously organized.

      “What happened?” he asks.

      I look from a stack of maps up to Captain, my lips pressed firmly together.

      “You’re dating Patrick’s affair?”

      Pulling my chin back, my jaw constricts as tight as my fist.

      Captain raises his hands. “That came out wrong.”

      “How in the hell is he the fucking victim when he was the one who was married and slept with someone else? How is he the victim?” I repeat.

      “He’s a hero.”

      “That’s bullshit, Cap, and you know it. She was seventeen and he was thirty-one. She was the victim, and she didn’t even know it.”

      He lifts his shoulders, and the slight lift of his eyebrows tells me he doesn’t see it the same way. “She didn’t need to move here and rub it in his face or the face of his wife.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I stand up, too amped to sit. “She moved to this shithole of a town so her kid could have a father, and she deals with people being assholes to her every damn day.”

      “They already lived here. They were established. It embarrassed them.”

      “He slept with a naïve seventeen-year-old who thought he loved her. What if that was your daughter?”

      “My daughter wouldn’t be that stupid.”

      Evilness curls my lips. “We can place a wager on it, Captain.”

      “You stay away from my daughter,” he says, shooting up from his chair.

      “Why? I thought she was too smart to fall for a man that showers her with attention and lies?”

      “You’re suspended. Get out of my sight.”

      “Gladly,” I say, pushing my arm over the top of his desk and sending the loose-leaf paper across the room.
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      The nurse applies a thin layer of cream over the burn marks on Hayden’s chest from where they—Coen—used the paddles to make his heart beat again.

      Hayden hadn’t regained consciousness by the time we reached the hospital, and didn’t as he passed from the ER straight into the intensive care unit, where we now are. The doctor overseeing him assured me it was normal, that his body was exhausted and sleep was best for him at this point.

      Coen appears in the doorway, still wearing his uniform but there’s dried blood at the corner of his mouth where the skin is purple and swollen. His brown eyes are twice their normal size as he looks over Hayden’s monitors.

      “How full are his lungs?” he asks the nurse.

      She looks taken aback, but answers, along with a short list of additional questions he fires at her about brain activity and oxygen levels in his blood.

      He sighs and finally turns to face me. Again, my eyes burn with tears. I’ve already cried millions of tears, yet having him here brings a million more.

      Coen walks over to me, and I stand, wrapping my arms around him. His arms and chest are impossibly warm, and the feel and scent of him offer the first wave of assurance since we parted and he promised everything was going to be fine.

      “His heart stopped?” I ask.

      Coen grips me tighter.

      “My son died today.” Hot rivulets of tears course down my face, falling to Coen’s shirt. “They’re waiting until he wakes up to know if there was any brain damage.”

      His fingers dig into my hair, and he sighs. He already knows the threats that Hayden’s facing. Knows there are still a dozen hurdles remaining.

      Neither of us move for what feels like days, but is only hours. We don’t speak, just watch Hayden and his chest rise and fall with the help of the machines. Nurses come and go, checking on his condition and updating his medical chart. It’s the only time our silence breaks, and Coen asks for updates that they provide to him using too much medical jargon, which makes me feel uneasy and frustrated until Coen translates it for me.

      When he explains that Hayden’s lungs are filling and retaining oxygen like they should, I take a step back and sigh.

      “He’s one tough kid,” Coen says. “The rest of the scans are going to come back, and it’ll prove he’s perfect.”

      “They don’t know how long he went without oxygen.”

      “We can guess though, based upon his vitals when we arrived,” he says. Coen’s eyes grow glossy. “There are always variables, but the body shows signs and tells us a lot. As soon as we saw him showing warning signs, we used the paddles.” Coen runs a hand down his face. “He’s going to be okay, Ella. I swear. I wasn’t going to let anything happen.”

      “You saved his life.”

      He gives a sad smile. “I was doing my job.”

      “You saved his life,” I repeat. “And by doing so, you saved mine too.”

      Coen’s hand wraps around the back of my neck and he pulls me against him, holding me so close I feel his heart, and his breaths, and the stress of the day in his tense muscles.

      “How long can you stay?” I ask, pulling back to look over him again.

      “I’m here as long as you are,” he says, cupping my cheek with his palm.

      We stare at each other, examining what the day has done to the other. His brown eyes look tired, and the smile that is customary—almost expected—is absent, drawing attention to the dried blood around the corner of his mouth where the area is becoming an angrier shade of purple. “What happened?”

      Coen’s jaw tightens and shaking his head, he looks back to Hayden. “It was nothing.”

      My phone buzzes again for the millionth time since I got the horrifying call from Lindsay that Hayden was unconscious. I’ve been ignoring it, not feeling steady enough to share updates with anyone, but I finally reach for it.

      
        
        Rachel: What happened?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Where are you?

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: Did Coen and Patrick really get into a fight?

        

      

      I don’t see the rest of her messages because my attention turns back to Coen. “He hit you?” Vehemence deepens my voice and darkens my mood. “He seriously hit you?”

      Coen looks at me, and his eyes appear darker as they dance over my face, concealing something he thinks will upset me.

      “After you guys left in the ambulance, there was an altercation.”

      “What kind of altercation?” I ask.

      Coen glances at Hayden once more and his eyebrows rise and fall before he looks back at me. He licks his lips, and sits back on his heels. “I hit him.” His hand stretches and I see the cuts and tears across his knuckles.

      “Why?” My question is quiet, yet seems to fill the entire room.

      He scrubs his bruised hand down his face. “I don’t know.”

      I stare at him, waiting because that isn’t a good enough answer.

      “She waited five minutes to call the police after he said he needed his shot. Five minutes,” he repeats before clenching his jaw and taking a deep breath through his nose. “Hayden must have told him about us, because when he got there, he tried kicking me out of the house,” his eyes meet mine, reflecting his honesty and defeat, “and I just lost it.”

      “So you hit him?”

      Coen ducks his head, looking up through his lashes at me, shame and exhaustion making him look more vulnerable than I thought possible. “We both got a few shots in.”

      “I’m going to call my lawyer,” I declare. “I’m pushing for full custody.”

      “Ella, I hit him first.”

      “His constant absence could have been what killed Hayden,” I snap.

      “He’s going to make this difficult, and it’s my fault.”

      I shake my head. “He has made my life difficult since I was seventeen, and I’m sick and tired of continuing to give him that power.” I rub my lips together. “Patrick has manipulated and lied and cheated, and I’ve never held him responsible for anything. I’ve never fought for child support, never argued about visitation, thinking it was more important that they at least make an effort—nothing. I’m done. This town can think I am the reincarnation of evil. I really don’t care.”

      “I need to call my sister and see if she can refer me a lawyer.”

      My thoughts come to a screeching halt. “He wouldn’t.”

      With raised eyebrows, Coen shrugs. “It would be within his rights. He has an entire party of witnesses that I attacked him.”

      “Hitting him is hardly attacking him.”

      “I held him up so he couldn’t fall over, so I could hit him again.”

      In my profession, my success stems from knowing what people will do. Understanding that if certain variables occur, they will lead to a specific outcome. However, I have no idea what the outcome is going to be here. I don’t even know how to guess the conceivable possibilities. Pulling my hair back, I sit down and start considering all of Patrick’s traits and behaviors. I’m not a psychologist, far from it, but if there’s one person I know better than most, it’s Patrick.

      “You’ve hurt his pride. He’ll go after yours, but…” I rub my fingers over my throbbing temples. “With me, he always used this stupid town. He knows how to influence people and look like the victim. I think he’ll do the same with you. I think we have to worry about your job more than anything.”

      Coen gives the slightest shake of his head. It’s nearly imperceptible. “I think I quit today.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Ella, I hit a man. I can’t do that, especially not while I’m in my uniform and out on a call.”

      “Ninety-nine percent of the time, of course. But this call didn’t fall into that percentage. You can’t tell me any of the other firefighters across the globe wouldn’t have had the exact same reaction you did.”

      “Babe.” His brown eyes look at me intently, while my mind reels with possibilities and facts. “You moved here at eighteen as a single parent, and the town looks at you as a pariah. Do you really think they’re going to understand my reasons for hitting their hometown celebrity?”

      “Yes!” I cry. “Because I’m who made him a celebrity. I didn’t do or say anything when the rumors began because I expected him to stop them. I thought there was no way an entire town would really believe it, and I certainly never thought they would ever hold on to the rumors for so long. In high school, rumors filtered in and out on a daily basis. If I had known then that I would still be called a whore every time I walked through the produce department, I can guarantee you I would have done things a little differently.”

      “Where did the rumors even begin?”

      “I have asked myself that question a million times,” I tell him. “All our discussions were by phone or in writing or in one of our houses. And I never screamed at him. Never threw something at him. Never threatened him. None of it. I kind of wish I had since everyone thinks I did.”

      “His wife?”

      “I don’t think so. Lindsay and I have a very strange relationship, but I’ve never felt like she hated me. Honestly, I think she blames Patrick, though she’s never outright told me so. She can’t have kids, so I think in some ways she even blames herself, which is complete bullshit.”

      “And fuckface probably lets her.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he does. Patrick can’t accept responsibility for anything. If he does anything wrong, there’s going to be ten reasons for why it happened, and they’re all someone else’s fault. ‘I hit the mailbox because they built their house too far to the west and you get blinded by the sun as you come up around the bend, and the weatherman said it was supposed to be cloudy, and the deejay on the radio was talking too loud, and my wife called me, and I had just saved ten people’s lives on my last shift and was too tired, so clearly, it’s not my fault.’”

      Coen smiles, and having it be the first time I’ve seen it today makes me realize how concerned and worried he is. I scoot my chair a little closer to Hayden’s bedside and take one of his hands in mine. It’s pliant and warm, as though he’s asleep in his bed at home, and my chest aches, that special spot in my heart tearing.

      “I shouldn’t have let him go tonight. If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t be here. Hayden wouldn’t be in a hospital bed with wires tracking his brain activity and tubes breathing for him, and you wouldn’t have had to save his life, or have gotten in a fight with Patrick, and I’d be at home getting Hayden ready for bed and waiting to hear from you.” I can see the alternative so perfectly and clearly, it’s difficult to realize this is our reality instead.

      His hand brushes the length of my back. “Life is too short to think like that. We’ll get Hayden home and back to feeling better, and then I’ll figure this mess out. It’s not going to be a big deal. The most important thing right now is that Hayden gets better.”

      Neither of us sleep or even try to. I am too afraid Hayden will wake up or that I’ll miss something—anything that will give us more news. Coen looks exhausted, but I stopped suggesting he go home and rest after the second time when he leveled me with a silent glare that he maintained for a solid minute before reminding me he would be with us the entire time. When Hayden was six and continually got tonsillitis and eventually had to get his tonsils removed, Patrick only stopped by at the end when he was already in recovery, and when Hayden’s been sick with the flu, it’s always been me who stays with him and rubs his back and watches his favorite bad cartoons. Now, while I endure one of the hardest and worst parts of being a parent, I’m grateful to have someone next to me to help dull the fears and watch him when I have to step out to use the restroom.

      It’s the middle of the night when I pick up my phone and send an email to Mr. Hakes, explaining to him that I won’t be available today, giving him a brief recount of Hayden’s situation.

      Then I text Rachel, and my emotions begin to drown me once again.

      
        
        Me: He went to Patrick’s for a birthday party for his dad, and the cake they served had peanuts either in it or was exposed to them. He had a horrible reaction and no one there knew how to help him. Coen’s station was the first one there, and they had to restart his heart.

        

      

      Her response is instant, even though it’s the middle of the night.

      
        
        Rachel: Oh my God. Ella. Are you okay?

        

      

      
        
        Me: Once he wakes up and they can tell me he doesn’t have any brain damage from the lack of oxygen, I will be.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: He’s not awake yet?

        

      

      
        
        Me: They gave him something to help him sleep, saying it would help him most.

        

      

      
        
        Rachel: How can I help?

        

      

      A figure in the hallway pulls my attention from my phone.

      “Oh, no,” I mumble quietly, Rachel’s inquiry forgotten.

      Coen sits up. “What?” He turns to look out the door.

      “I just saw Tony, Rachel’s ex-husband.”

      “Rachel was married?”

      I nod. “They got divorced last year. It was ugly. He accused her of all kinds of things.”

      “Why’s he here?”

      “He’s a nurse,” I tell him.

      “God, I hate small towns,” he grumbles.

      “He’s a good nurse, but still, it seems like there would be some kind of rule about why he shouldn’t be caring for Hayden, doesn’t there?”

      But Coen doesn’t get the opportunity to answer because Tony appears with Hayden’s chart in his hands.

      “I saw the name, and had hoped it wasn’t you. I’m so sorry, Ella.”

      I swallow my discomfort and thank him.

      “It’s good to see you. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      “I’m Coen, Coen DeLuca.” He offers his hand to Tony.

      “Tony Kosta,” Tony says, shaking his hand. “I hope you hit that son of a bitch a lot harder than people are saying.”

      Coen lifts an eyebrow. “There’s a rumor starting that I didn’t hit him very hard?” The note of sarcasm in his voice is nearly undetectable, but I see the humor in his eyes, confirming its presence.

      “Said you missed, and he got you on your back before you could him. That you only managed to get a cheap shot in at the end.”

      Coen chuckles and shakes his head, but he doesn’t disagree or tell him more. “I like that version better,” he says.

      “That guy had it coming,” Tony says. “I wouldn’t mind punching him a few times myself.”

      I try to hide my surprise as Tony checks all of Hayden’s vitals again.

      “He’s looking good,” Tony assures me. “I don’t doubt that the doctor will unhook a few of these machines when he gets in.”

      Every muscle in my body relaxes, slouching into the chair. Coen wraps an arm around me, pulling me against his side and kissing that spot right above my temple again.

      “That’s great news,” Coen says.

      When Tony leaves with the assurance that the doctor will be in within a few hours, I turn to Coen. “How do you know so much about medicine?”

      “Well, each shift at a firehouse has a medic on because we’re the first responders to any nine-one-one call.” He lifts his hand into the air, palm up as though weighing a decision—or possibly his thoughts. “I wasn’t interested in that at first. I was in one of the biggest firehouses in the country, and I loved it. I lived and breathed for my job. I was young and stupid, and I thought I was invincible, and if there was a job that sounded even remotely dangerous, I was in. Then when Carina was in her accident, everything just changed. I’ve played that scene out a thousand times after looking at all the reports, considering if they had done something different, just one or a dozen, would the outcome have changed? Would she still be alive? No one did anything wrong. They went by the textbook. I just wanted to be able to know all the textbooks. All the methods. Every theory, every option so that if I ever had the chance, I could save someone since I wasn’t there to save her.”

      My eyes are glazed with tears as I lean further into him, still keeping hold of Hayden’s hand. I hate that the reason I have Coen to thank for saving my son’s life is the loss of his sister’s. Nothing about that seems fair or right.

      “Why did you transfer out of DC?”

      “They didn’t have any medic positions open, and down here I could work and train, and still have my spot while I worked in the hospital.”

      “You worked in the hospital?”

      I can’t see him nod from where I’m resting against him, but I can feel it. “In the ER for six months.”

      It doesn’t come as a surprise, not really. I only saw a brief glimpse of him on duty last night, and it was obvious he had been in charge, and while riding to the hospital, the medics had made a comment that something had been done well to which another responded that it was because Coen had done it.

      “Why don’t I grab some breakfast? You have to be starving. Coffee with two creams?”

      I nod, my thoughts still on a younger Coen changing his entire life’s path because of a tragedy that led him here.

      My phone buzzes, and I take a deep breath. I need to call my parents and tell them what happened. I should probably be checking in with work to make sure someone received my email about being out today. I’ve been worried Patrick has messaged me and will randomly show up because I’ve been avoiding my phone except for filling Rachel in.

      There are several unread messages and a few missed calls from both Patrick and Rachel, and a few dozen emails.

      Work is a low priority right now, but keeping Patrick away is at the top of my list, so I open his messages first.

      
        
        Patrick: We need to talk.

        

      

      
        
        Patrick: I’m coming by the hospital in an hour.

        

      

      I check the timestamp and then the clock and realize he’s going to be here any moment.

      “Shit,” I hiss. I’m not sure if Coen’s absence is a curse or a blessing. Maybe if Patrick shows up while he’s still gone, I can get him to leave.

      “Hey.”

      Startled, I look up and find Rachel in the doorway with two coffees in hand. I stand up, but don’t move closer. I still can’t release Hayden’s hand, afraid he won’t keep fighting as hard as he’s been if he doesn’t know I’m here.

      Rachel’s eyes flood with tears. She sets the coffees down on a small table and comes over to us, careful as she wraps her arms around me.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she says.

      “Me either.”

      “What have they said? Are there any updates?”

      Tony’s name is on the tip of my tongue, but I stop and realign my words. “They think the doctor will remove some of the machines when she comes in and checks on him.”

      “That’s good.” Rachel takes a step back and reaches for Hayden’s other hand, which has a clip on his finger to measure the oxygen in his blood.

      “It is,” I agree. “I hate to ask you this, but you’re here at the best time. I really could use your help. Patrick’s on his way, and though he never shows up when he says he will, he’s supposed to be here any moment. Will you stay with me? I’m afraid I might try and claw his eyes out if I’m in here alone with him.”

      “Do you really think I’d stop you? I’d be holding him down.”

      “Whose phone is that?” Rachel asks, grabbing the cups of coffee she had set down.

      “Oh, um … it must be Coen’s. He came last night.”

      Rachel’s eyes are still rimmed with red, but they widen and she smiles. “Do you like him? It seems like there’s something going on between the two of you.”

      I stare at Rachel, my heart skipping beats.

      Does she know?

      Will this be easier if she already assumes?

      Harder?

      Is she going to hate me?

      “Do I like Coen?” I repeat the question back to her, sounding trepid and guilty.

      She stares at me, her blue eyes wide, pleading with me to say no.

      “We’ve become really close,” I begin. “I mean, he’s so great with Hayden, and…”

      “He’s so great with Hayden!” She emphasizes the point, and I blindly believe she’s thinking this is a good idea. That Coen might be the right man for me. “I’m being so ridiculous,” she says, laughing as she leans against the foot of Hayden’s hospital bed. My breath catches, relieved this is going to be so much simpler than I had feared. “I mean, I know you don’t like Coen like that. He’s a firefighter. He’s single and doesn’t have kids—and the biggest point—you like Garret.”

      The name doesn’t even register for several seconds, then I realize she’s referring to Outdoorsyman.

      “It was one date,” I remind her.

      “Sure, but every relationship starts out somewhere.”

      My head pounds. “I … I really don’t want to talk about this right now,” I tell her.

      Footsteps have us both turning before we can make it to neutral territory, and Patrick appears, his face heavily shaded with bruises that I try really hard not to react to.

      “Fall down some stairs?” Rachel asks.

      He doesn’t even acknowledge her. “They said he’s improving.”

      “They said Lindsay waited five minutes to call nine-one-one.”

      Patrick cocks his head to the side. “She was scared.”

      “Your wife was scared because my son was having an allergic reaction that she’s known about for the past eight years?”

      “Elle,” he says my name softly, in a tone that I know from years of apologies and pleas.

      “Ella,” I correct him. “My name is two syllables and always has been.”

      “He’s going to be okay.”

      “Thanks to Coen, not you.”

      Anger flashes across his face, narrowing his eyes and thinning his lips. “He was doing his job, Ella. Since when does that deserve your highest accolades? You’ve always gotten pissy at me when I have to go save people’s lives because you think I’m working too much.”

      “Saving lives isn’t volunteering to go shoot off all the confiscated fireworks. Saving lives isn’t blowing off trainings to go screw with your underage girlfriend. Saving lives doesn’t involve signing up for every burn project in the state.”

      I think I’m more shocked than Patrick that I’ve finally snapped at him.

      “I understand you’re upset right now, and I think we should talk about things, but I also think you’ll agree with me in saying this isn’t the time or place.”

      I hate that he’s right. I hate agreeing with him even more.

      “You should go,” I tell him. “I’ll let you know what the doctors say.”

      “I want to hear what they say. I want to be here when he wakes up.”

      “You weren’t here all night!” I cry. “You obviously don’t care enough!”

      We all turn at the sound of someone clearing their throat and see Coen standing inside the door with a drink tray and bag in hand.

      Patrick stands taller, and for a moment I fear the two might continue what Coen referred to as an altercation, right here in the hospital room.

      “I think it would be best for you to leave,” Coen says.

      “I told you to stay away from them.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Coen says.

      “I can take your badge,” Patrick says, taking a step forward.

      Coen shrugs, remaining planted in the same spot.

      “Try it and you’ll never see me again,” I warn Patrick. I don’t mean for there to be an implication, but I can tell by Coen’s wince that they all hear one.

      Patrick turns to me, his mouth open, ready to protest.

      “I need you to leave. We can talk about this later, but right now I am so close to hating you, and I don’t want to hate you, Patrick. I’ve never wanted to hate you. But right now, I’m too close.”

      “Ella.” His voice sounds pained, and his eyes give me that familiar plea, the one that’s worked too many times, and it only makes me angrier.

      Shaking my head, I point to the door.

      “Don’t make me hate you.”
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      “So, you’re really going to date her?”

      I look to Justin and stare blankly at him. “Do you really need me to answer that question again?”

      “You’re committing social suicide.” Kristy’s lips pucker with disgust.

      “You mean no one’s going to vote for me at prom?” I give her my best look of surprise, which has her rolling her eyes in return.

      “He could sabotage your career,” Justin warns me.

      “So, I’m supposed to be afraid of this asshole?”

      “I’m not telling you to be afraid of him, I’m telling you to consider your future. Is it more important to date a hot chick now or have the career you’ve been working your ass off for later?”

      “Honest to God, you’re lucky I like you.”

      Justin snickers. “Why? You want to knock me out too?”

      “Ella’s not just some hot chick. I’m not dating her to piss off her asshole of an ex, either. This isn’t some reality TV drama.”

      “You really think you could marry her one day?”

      I don’t even recognize my friend. He’s always been an asshole, but I’ve never taken his words as being more than a crude joke, but right now I realize how offensive most of what he says really is.

      “’Cause if you can’t look me in the eye and tell me you want to do anything more than sleep with her and piss off Patrick, then go for it.” He shrugs. “Kiss your career good-bye, and don’t come cryin’ to me when it does.”

      “Justin, stop being an asshole.”

      I turn to Kristy, amazed because of all the people in this town, I would have picked her to be siding with her husband right now.

      Justin is also shocked, his eyebrows raised high into his widow’s peak. “You hate her,” he says. “You’ve always hated her.”

      “That’s because I’ve never seen or heard anyone, including herself, say anything different.”

      “She thought it would blow over if she didn’t feed into it,” I explain.

      Kristy looks like she’s eaten something sour. “That just makes her look guilty. We know she’s smart, so if she isn’t willing to defend herself and we keep hearing about how big of a slut she is, what are we supposed to believe?”

      “I was starting to like you for a second,” I say.

      “I am not the enemy. I have never once started a rumor about Ella because I don’t know her, and while I might spread rumors about others, I am a fact checker.”

      Disregarding all the messages and hymns of my childhood spent at Sunday school, I stare at Kristy with a new question I haven’t even considered before. “Who is making and spreading the rumors?”

      She lifts her shoulders. “I’m not sure, but rumors that live this long are typically true. It’s not as though we heard these eight years ago and just can’t forget about them.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      Kristy leans forward in her seat. “There are new rumors all the time about her. Saying things about how many times she calls Patrick and begs him to meet her somewhere, how she’s always texting him, following him.” She waves her hand in the air. “I hear a new one at least once a month, sometimes more.”

      “So is it him?”

      With another sour face, Kristy shakes her head. “No, like three years ago now, Patrick punched someone for throwing a five-dollar bill at Ella and telling her he wanted her on her knees.”

      My body heats with anger before I can stop it with reason. “Who in the hell said that to her?”

      Kristy’s eyebrows draw up as she leans back. “We’re not going there. You aren’t going to get away with acting like Rambo every time someone says something about her, or you’re going to be hitting everyone in this town.”

      “Is it his wife?” I ask. “Is she the one spreading the rumors?”

      She shifts her eyes, considering the possibility. “I don’t think so. Lindsay’s sweet. She took the news really hard. I think she even felt guilty because she can’t have kids.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I hear her say that again, but this time in Ella’s voice, because that’s where I heard those same words before.

      “Who told you that?” I ask.

      Kristy shrugs. “I don’t know, why?”

      “Curious.”

      Justin releases a long breath through his nose and sits back in his seat, cradling his beer. “The guys at the station all have your back,” he tells me before taking a long swig. “Me included. Lance even threatened to walk out if Captain tried to suspend you, and you know what that means.”

      I do. The entire station looks up to Lance, including the captain. He’s our father figure and one of the most trusted and respected people in this town. Having him stand up for me is huge.

      “Don’t blow off your shift tomorrow,” Justin adds.

      “Careful. You’re showing your soft side,” I tease. “You don’t want anyone thinking you might have a heart somewhere in there.”

      He flips me off.

      “They’re only willing to take me back because of my medical training.”

      “Who gives a shit about the why? Care about the what,” Justin says.

      “I don’t want to be there if they’re going to look for every excuse to get rid of me later for this.”

      “Dude, are you hearing me? The entire station has your back. Don’t worry about it. No one’s even talking about what happened.”

      I had been expecting everyone to be talking about Ella and me after punching Patrick in the face. My intentions had been as clear as his, and there was a full room of people to witness it. But Ella told me she had spoken to Rachel, and she still had no idea that we were seeing each other.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at some barbecue? Isn’t that why you were originally going to blow me off again?”

      “Oh, stop. I wasn’t blowing you off. My neighbor Rachel invited me over and you know she’s Ella’s best friend.”

      “So Rachel likes you. Ella and you are dating. And Rachel has invited you over for dinner?” Justin smiles, his eyes bright with humor and dirty jokes that I can hear without him saying a word. “I thought you said your life wasn’t a reality show?”

      Kristy turns to me with disbelief framing her rounded eyes. “You guys haven’t told her?”

      I shake my head. “We were taking things slowly. Ella doesn’t want to hurt her. They’ve been close for years, and well … you’ve seen how this town treats Ella. I don’t want her to lose the one person who’s been a true friend through all the shit people have put her through.”

      “Good luck with that,” she says. “You’re going to hang out with Ella’s best friend who likes you, all by yourself? You realize she’s inviting you over for a reason, right?”

      “Do you really think I’m that stupid?”

      Kristy looks at me as though considering her answer.

      “It’s at Ella’s house,” I explain. “Since Hayden was discharged, she’s having a hard time being away from him.”

      “How is he?” Justin asks.

      I suck in a deep breath. “He’s lucky. Another couple of minutes and we’d be in a very different situation.”

      “Was it really bad?” Kristy asks.

      I look at her, and for the first time wonder what this town is saying about the night of Hayden’s reaction and the fight between Patrick and me that followed it.

      “He was dead when we arrived.” My words are harsh and cold because the question is ridiculous. It doesn’t matter how severe his reaction was. What matters is that it occurred. That there was no one there to save him, and Hayden is now terrified to eat anything or leave his mother’s side. And it’s pushing Ella far outside of her comfort limits as she pretends to act unfazed by the situation, working tirelessly to show she isn’t afraid so as to not perpetuate his fears.

      Kristy lowers her gaze and then looks at me. “Maybe after you tell her friend, you can bring her and Hayden over for supper?” she says.

      For years, I’ve always seen Kristy as a ball buster. She’s bossy and loud and gives looks that make you feel like less of a person, but as her light blue eyes glance up at me while extending this olive branch, I can see a glimpse of her loyalty.

      I don’t know what Ella would think of this idea, but I nod with appreciation.

      

      Rachel opens the door when I knock at Ella’s. “Hey, you,” she says with a smile. “How are you doing?”

      “Hey.” I had hoped to beat her here so I could spend a few minutes with Ella and just unwind. There’s something therapeutic about her presence and being able to share my thoughts with her—or just the same moment. I work to not show my disappointment by smiling at Rachel as I step inside.

      “I hope you’re hungry. I got off early and started cooking all my favorite barbecue dishes,” Rachel continues as we walk toward the kitchen.

      There’s a big box fan between the kitchen and living room, and the back door is open. It’s finally cooled down a little, but it’s still too hot out. I feel Ella’s attention in my chest like a switch being flipped, and then that warmth that comes when she’s near spreads, and much like a fire, it climbs, fast growing in intensity and heat.

      My hands itch to reach out and rest on her hips, and my lungs crave to breathe in her scent, making Rachel’s presence an even greater struggle.

      “Burn the bacon?” I ask.

      “It’s been an hour, and I opened all the windows! How can you smell it?” she cries.

      I place a finger on my nose. “Comes with the profession.”

      Ella’s smile becomes blinding. “It was her fault,” she says, pointing at Rachel. “I got a call from work, and she said she would watch it.”

      “Technically, you were off the call when it burned. I assumed you had taken the baton.”

      Ella laughs, but I see traces of fear and sadness lingering in her eyes. She wants to tell her tonight after I head home, and though I’ve suggested we do it together, she insists on doing it alone so if Rachel is upset, she doesn’t have me there to witness it. She’s been trying to arrange time with her all week to let her know, but Rachel’s business just moved to a new and bigger location and she’s been gone a lot. This has been the first time they’ve spent time together, and Rachel had taken it upon herself to invite me as well. It is my own selfishness that is making this more difficult for Ella, because I didn’t want to be away from her for a night, especially when I have to be back at the station tomorrow.

      “Well, I was just going to do hotdogs and hamburgers, but Rachel insisted we actually barbecue, so we’ve got enough to feed an army. There’s ribs, short ribs, pulled pork, barbecued chicken, and every side dish you can think of. She even made okra.” Ella points to a large bowl.

      She’s telling me this for my own benefit, knowing I can’t stand okra, but I smile and tell them how grateful I am. And it’s genuine. While I don’t care for all the dishes here, I have a deep appreciation for someone cooking for me. I know from the station how much time, work, and energy goes into it and will never take that for granted.

      The doorbell rings, and Ella and I look to each other. There’s been silence regarding any and every thing pertaining to Patrick, and as she looks at me, I know we’re both questioning if this is the moment when the pin enters the balloon of silence.

      Rachel smiles and claps her hands. “Perfect!”

      “What’s perfect? Who is that?” Ella asks.

      “Garret!” Rachel’s smile grows before she disappears to answer the door.

      “Garret?” I ask, unfamiliar with the name.

      Ella’s frown tells me enough, but she tries to explain in a hushed whisper, “We went on a date a few weeks ago. Things have been so busy that I forgot to even send him a message and tell him I’m not interested.”

      Annoyance burns stronger than jealousy. I know how much Ella hated the online dates, and seeing her look more defeated than embarrassed tells me it’s explaining to Rachel that she not only doesn’t like Garret, but that she and I are together that’s weighing on her.

      “Where’s Hayden?” I ask.

      “In his room watching a movie. He’s tired today.”

      “That’s normal.” I assure her before glancing toward the front door where Rachel is opening the front door. “We can do this now. Tell both of them at the same time.”

      Ella begins to speak as Rachel appears with a man holding a large bouquet of red roses.

      Fuck me.

      This guy is totally invested, and his cocky grin makes me want to shove him back outside and into whatever car he drove over here.

      “Surprise!” Rachel announces, lifting her arms in the air like he’s something to be celebrated.

      “Hi, Ella,” Garret says, smiling unabashedly.

      Ella steps forward, accepting the goddamn flowers and hugs him. He begins apologizing about Hayden’s recent “incident” but I miss most of it because Rachel steps beside me and wraps both of her hands around my bicep and pulls her chest closer to me.

      “Aren’t they adorable?” she says.

      I take a deep breath to calm myself, but it seems to only add fuel, as though a real fire is currently burning inside of me.

      “I’m so proud of her for finally stepping outside of her comfort zone and finding someone she’s interested in.”

      She already has, and it’s me.

      “How did you pull this off?” Ella asks, looking to Rachel.

      “I know you’ve been really busy with Hayden, and so I just logged in to touch base with him on your behalf and thought this would be perfect since we were all getting together anyway.”

      “I hope this is all right,” Garret says, looking between the two women.

      “Of course it is!” Rachel answers for them. “I hope you brought your appetite.”

      Ella looks to me, her arms full of the roses and her dark hair curled in the loose curls I love weaving my fingers through. Everything about this moment is a hundred times worse than I expected this evening to go, and it’s only the beginning.

      Once in the kitchen, Rachel releases my arm and opens Ella’s fridge. “Would you like a margarita?” She holds up a large pitcher of the light green liquid.

      I tell her I don’t, fearing it could lead me to say something that will make this all even worse.

      “So how is Hayden?” Garret’s question makes Ella’s shoulders square, and anger and frustration subside so I can pay attention to what has her currently on edge.

      “You know, I should probably check on him,” she says. “He still isn’t feeling a hundred percent.” As she brushes past me, I see the note of fear in her eyes.

      “So you’re Rachel’s boyfriend?” Garret asks.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Rachel cries. “Where are my manners?” She laughs and holds my arm again, her fingers icy from handling the margarita pitcher. “This is Coen. Coen, Garret.” She waves between us, and I feel the obligation to offer my hand.

      He takes it, shaking my hand loosely, not realizing he will want to break my nose when he learns Ella and I are together. “It’s nice to meet you,” he says.

      I smile, because I can’t manage to repeat the words back to him. “Excuse me,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Oh, sure. Did you need the restroom? Do you know where it is?” Rachel asks, taking two steps to follow me.

      “Yeah. I’ve got it, thanks.”

      I likely know this house as well as she does, possibly better, considering I’ve switched Ella’s air filters and checked numerous other safety features throughout her house on more than one occasion. I take the steps two at a time, not caring as much as I should about the noise of my footsteps.

      Ella is in her room where Hayden is propped up on her million pillows, watching a movie.

      “Hey, Coen!” Hayden smiles and sits up.

      “Hey, man. How are you feeling today?”

      “Good. I just wasn’t in the mood to hang out with Aunt Rachel tonight. She’s been acting crazy all afternoon.”

      Smiling, I nod my understanding. “Did you find something good to watch?”

      “Yeah, this is my favorite movie.”

      “Ninja Turtles. Nice.”

      “You want to watch it with me?” Hayden asks.

      “Yeah, just give me a second with your mom, okay?”

      Hayden shrugs his approval, moving his attention back to the TV. Reluctance leaves Ella at his side, but she looks at me, and finally I realize what this is all about.

      “Just the hall,” I assure her.

      If it weren’t about Hayden, I’d have the conversation with her here, but the last thing he needs is more to fear. Ella kisses his forehead and stands. Meeting her halfway, we share a look, one filled with promises and trust that I don’t have to search for a response to, because her fingers twine with mine and she leads us to the hall where she pushes the door closed.

      Releasing her hand, I run all ten of my fingers through her hair and then kiss each of her temples before pulling back to see what degree that fire in her eyes is burning.

      “I can’t believe she invited him to my house,” she exclaims. “I barely know the guy and she told him about Hayden, his name, my address. What if he’s some kind of murderer?”

      “I think she wanted it to be like a double date,” I explain.

      “Of course that’s what she wanted. She’s obsessed with you! I swear. And I’ve been so worried about hurting her feelings that I think I’ve only compounded the issue. Now I’m so angry with her that I don’t even care if she’s upset. I just want to scream it so she knows, and she gets out of my personal life.”

      “She’s your best friend,” I remind her. “She’s always going to be in your personal life.” I can’t believe I’m defending Rachel, especially when I agree on every front that inviting this clown over was a mistake. “I’ll make sure nothing happens, and I’ll stay over. You don’t need to worry about anything.”

      “Do you think we should just go down there and tell them both?”

      Resting my hands on her waist, I stare at the conflict happening in her eyes, knowing she’s far more worried about the possible outcome of this situation than she’s trying to admit to herself. “I think it’s your call. Whatever is going to make you the most comfortable is what we’ll do. If you want to go now, we can. I’ll explain it to them, or if you want to wait until that guy’s gone, I can stick around and help do it then, or we can go with your original plan.”

      We stand in the hallway together for several moments as she debates the options, and I can tell she doesn’t want to make the decision, so I try to make an easier choice for her.

      “Do you want me to stay up here with Hayden for a while or come down with you?”

      “Come with me?” she asks. “I can’t be down there by myself.” She lifts a hand in the air. “But, can you help tag-team watching Garret with me?”

      “Tag-team? I’m going to watch the asshole’s every move until he leaves.”

      Ella smiles and leans into me. “Is this what jealousy looks like on you?”

      “Are you implying that I have something to be jealous about?”

      “Depends.” Her eyes narrow.

      “On what?” I ask.

      “Will you keep looking at me like I’m yours if I tell you there’s nothing to worry about?”

      I pull her hips against me, then release my grip with one hand to run it through her hair again. “You just haven’t been paying attention. I’ve been looking at you like you’re mine since I first saw you.”

      Ella tilts her head back and kisses me hard, with the same passion that resonates within me.

      “Think if we wait up here long enough they’ll get the hint and go home?” she asks.

      I don’t tell her what I’m actually thinking, which is that we’re likely making things worse for ourselves. Instead, I smile, because that kiss was worth having to face the most difficult of tasks.

      Ella heads down first, and I visit Hayden for a few moments, watching what he refers to as an epic fight that his mom usually makes him fast-forward. When the scene ends, Hayden turns to me and leans back farther into the pillows.

      “You know how you said you like my mom a lot?”

      I nod and lie back too.

      “My dad says he likes my mom a lot too, but he’s married to Lindsay…”

      My face turns somber. I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been for Hayden to understand their relationship, and I’m sure I’ve done nothing but add more questions and turbulence to the equation.

      “I like you being around,” Hayden says. “I really hope you don’t marry someone else.”

      I’m not sure if he’s insinuating what I think he is or anything at all, but I try to reassure him with a smile. “I like being around too. You and your mom make me really happy, and I plan on being around a lot.”

      Hayden’s blue eyes burn bright as he stares at me for a prolonged moment, and then nods. And like that, whatever he was considering, he’s at peace with because he turns back to his movie with a serene look upon his face.

      I’m frozen in time, debating whether I should be attempting some sage advice, or asking him more questions about what he’s thinking or feeling like Ella does. Then, I think of what my father would have done in a situation like this, and realize he likely wouldn’t be up here to begin with, and think that while I may not be the perfect example for Hayden—I want to be.

      I want to be what is best for him, and it isn’t only because Ella has crawled so deeply under my skin, it’s because Hayden has too.

      “You know what’s pretty cool?”

      Blue eyes stare at me, and I see that spark of hope that sometimes lights his mother’s.

      Don’t fuck this up.

      “You know how you’ve been debating which position to play with baseball?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden sits up.

      I attempt to match his body language, squaring my shoulders. “Well …when you get older … much older, some of your relationships will be kind of like that. You’ll have to decide who you want to spend your life with. It’s a big decision, but you’ll know when you meet the right person because everything will feel different. Better.

      But there are many other relationships in your life with friends, and teammates, and colleagues where you don’t have to make a decision.”

      His furrowed brow confirms I’m confusing him.

      “For example, I have four sisters and a brother, but I don’t have a favorite sibling. I love them equally. My brother and I play sports together and like to watch movies. My youngest sister and I watch baseball together. And my older sisters are really great to talk to when I’m struggling with making a decision.”

      “Are you guys going to have a baby?”

      I cough, the shock of Hayden’s question causing me to choke.

      “No.” I shake my head, but the thought filters through my mind, and my no becomes less vigorous. “What I’m trying to tell you, is regardless of what the future brings—you and me—we’ll remain close. You can trust me, and if you want to talk about anything, or play baseball, or go see a movie, or whatever—I’m there. You don’t have to worry about choosing between me and someone else.”

      He turns his attention back to the TV. Concerned I’ve overstepped, I prepare to say something more. Explain he doesn’t have to tell me anything or feel obligated to spend time with me. Nothing.

      Hayden nods and his eyes shift back to me. “You saved my life. Twice. But that isn’t why I love you. You’re nice. And you’re really nice to my mom. You’re funny, and you come to my baseball games. Plus, you don’t treat me like I’m a kid, or like you have to put up with me.”

      Those three words are said so often, so easily, and too regularly mean so little. There’s no way Hayden has lived long enough to understand the ramification of them, but he also hasn’t learned to be superficial or abuse the term either, making them genuine and sincere.

      “I love you too, buddy.” With my arms wrapped tightly around him, I pledge to be the first to tell him those words next time. To say them often and earnestly.
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      I stir the baked beans a final time before turning off the burner. Garret steps behind me, and I try to smile while considering a dozen things to ask him. I have countless safe surface topics for discussion in my dating arsenal, but as his hand goes to my waist, my thoughts stop.

      My heart stops.

      My lungs stop.

      And yet, the world seems to spin faster. I step away from Garret’s side, bringing the pan over to where I’ve already set a bowl out to pour the contents of the pan into. I’m not sure if I’m moving away from him so quickly because I don’t want him touching me or because I’m afraid of Coen’s reaction—or both.

      Undeterred, Garret follows me, and though he doesn’t touch me again, he stands too close.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” he asks.

      “I’m good, thanks. I’m just going to get a plate for Hayden, and then we can start eating.”

      “He isn’t going to join us?” Garret asks.

      I look over his shoulder at Coen who’s watching us as he talks to Rachel about something. I’ve never liked jealous guys. It’s never been a trait I’ve wanted when considering my perfect match, and though I like the way Coen’s focus moves when Garret’s hands do, the fact that he remains so calm and easy going becomes just another reason on the mile-long list of reasons I like him.

      I turn my gaze to Garret and don’t bother trying to force a smile or even appear patient. “Like I said, he’s tired tonight.”

      “Garret, you want to help us?” Rachel calls. “Can you grab the lighter for these candles? It’s in the top right hand drawer next to the dishwasher.”

      “Candles?” The word is a thought that somehow skips all my filters, and I phrase it as a question with more attitude than it had in my head.

      Rachel looks up, her hands frozen midair with two large orange votive candles. “We don’t have to.”

      “No, no. I’m sorry. I just … I’m just tired too. Candles are great.”

      “I just thought it could help make things a bit more festive, and help with the smell of all these onions.” Rachel laughs nervously. I’ve embarrassed her, and in doing so, hurt her feelings.

      “Sure.” I reach for the lighter and hand it to Garret, my thoughts of the candles forgotten as I ramble about what a great idea they are.

      I fill a plate for Hayden, and unlike last time when my mind was focused only on Hayden’s safety, I consider what will transpire while I’m upstairs. Will Garret say something to heighten the unease? Will Rachel make a move on Coen?

      This past week has been exhausting. I’ve been trying to maintain this façade at work that nothing is wrong because I’ve already received dozens of comments over the past years when Hayden has gotten sick or something like baseball or a school play has had me leaving early. Regardless of all the additional hours, long nights, and weekends that deepen my guilt for not giving Hayden my undivided attention, those extra hours are forgotten the moment I leave an hour early, even if I put in two additional hours in the morning. I know that not going in all week has everyone assuming I’m doing absolutely nothing, and Hayden has been upset because I keep missing all the punch lines in the movies, and have to be reminded it’s my turn while we play board games. This barbecue was supposed to be an end of one of the biggest causes of stress in my life, which is telling my best friend the truth. Admitting to her that I like Coen as more than a friend and trying not to break her heart in the process.

      “Hey, Mom.” Hayden presses pause and smiles.

      Guilt and fear release my heart with that one look from the person who means the most to me in this world.

      “Hungry?” I ask.

      His smile fades. He’s broaching that age where his trust isn’t so easily repaired, and now that it’s been so severely damaged, he seems skeptical of even me. All week it’s been adding to my rage with Patrick.

      I set the plate on the nightstand closest to him and sit beside my son. “Hayden, I swear, you’re safe. I will never, ever, ever give you anything made with peanuts or that has been exposed to peanuts or anything else that could hurt you. I promise.”

      His eyes well up and he looks to the ceiling, because he’s also at the age where he no longer thinks it’s acceptable to cry—even in front of his mom. “I don’t want to go to Dad’s this weekend.”

      I hate admitting how relieved I am to hear that. I don’t want him to go either. “How come?”

      “Dad’s never there.”

      My gut twists.

      “Lindsay is always busy.”

      My stomach rolls.

      “And I don’t want to die.”

      My heart aches.

      With my eyes burning with unshed tears, I wrap my arms around Hayden and feel the dampness on his cheeks against my neck.

      I want to promise him that I can protect him. That I will protect him. Hayden’s safety and happiness have always been the epicenter of my anxiety, and when I can’t make these promises because he isn’t in my care, it creates a crushing feeling on my entire body.

      “I’ll call your dad and cancel, and we’ll figure things out, okay?”

      Hayden grips my neck tighter, not ready for me to let go, and I hold him just as tightly.

      

      When I make my way back downstairs, the three are standing in the kitchen with Rachel being the perfect Southern host she always is, keeping conversation light, easy, and continuous with the assistance of margaritas and lots of laughter—mostly on her part.

      “We thought you decided to eat upstairs,” Garret says. “Is everything okay?”

      I want to scream that it’s not. That nothing is okay right now, from feeling obligated to work additional hours for my job with no appreciation or credit. To the threat of Patrick potentially damaging Coen’s career and needing to tell him that our son doesn’t feel safe in his care. To telling my best friend that I have been sleeping with the guy she likes. And the most not-okay part of this week is that my son literally died this week, and all I want to do is cry and hold him and shove the rest of the world outside my front door and lock it.

      But I take a deep breath, push my shoulders back, and smile. “It smells so good down here. We should eat!”

      My kitchen table that is too often used as an additional workspace for me has been transformed into a picture from a magazine with a tablecloth, centerpiece, and candles surrounded by bowls overfilled with food. It’s nothing like what I had imagined when I suggested we do the barbecue at my house where I would  pick up some tater tots and spicy curly fries, a jug of potato salad and a watermelon, and watch Hayden play outside in the sprinkler with Shakespeare while Coen grills.

      I realize, as the thought percolates through my mind again that I was never including Rachel in that idea. I hadn’t considered what she would be doing or feeling, because if I had, I wouldn’t be so shocked to see what’s transpired tonight.

      Coen stands behind me, his chest grazing my back. I want to lean against him so badly. Tell him about Hayden’s concerns and discuss how I’m going to approach things with Patrick, but Rachel walks to one of the six empty chairs at the table and looks to Coen. “Why don’t you sit here, Coen?”

      There are two additional settings across from where Rachel and Coen are now seated, and when Garret takes the one across from Coen, I feel as though I’m a million miles from him.

      Dishes are passed around along with polite conversation that I work to steer.

      I don’t taste my food, or pay enough attention to what we’re talking about though I’m contributing. Garret keeps placing his hand on my thigh, and on my hand, and on my back, and by the time I’m done eating, my patience is shot.

      “Can we talk for a minute?” I look to Garret.

      “We haven’t had dessert yet,” Rachel interjects.

      I look to her, upset because I’ve finally built up the gumption to take him outside and apologize for the confusion and try to break things off amicably, and she knows me well enough to know that’s my intention. I know she saw me scooting my chair over each time I pretended to need to move so I could get a little more of something.

      “Why don’t we give them a moment? We can clear these dishes up,” Coen says.

      “I made a sheet cake,” Rachel insists.

      Cocking my head to the side, I glare at her, but she refuses to acknowledge me. Poor Garret, however, does, and I know by the way he keeps his hands at his sides as he walks toward me that he knows what’s coming just like my best friend does.

      We stand in my foyer facing each other. Garret’s smile is polite and shy. “I understand you aren’t ready yet. Rachel explained to me about your ex and how messy that situation was, and I get it. I don’t want you to rush into anything you aren’t ready for.”

      Offense compounds with frustration and I shake my head. “He has nothing to do with this, with us,” I explain. “I met someone and I should have reached out to you and let you know, but things have just been really busy, and it was kind of unexpected. You seem like a really nice guy, and I’m so sorry to have given you the wrong impression. I truly hope you find the right person and until then keep enjoying those little guys you have back at home.”

      He smiles graciously though defeat pulls the edges of his lips into a frown. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

      “I really hope you find your happiness, Garret.”

      As the door closes behind him, my nerves duplicate because telling Rachel this same news is going to be a thousand times harder.

      “What went wrong?” she cries as I enter the kitchen. “He was so nice. You were laughing. He looks normal. Why did you break up with him?”

      Coen stills from where he’s dropping biscuits into a bag. He doesn’t look at me and question if I want his support, already volunteering it by becoming attentive and quiet.

      “Coen, do you mind checking on Hayden?” I ask.

      He glances at me, his brown eyes warm with support and understanding as he nods.

      Rachel watches him leave before turning to me. “You still haven’t forgiven me, have you?”

      “Rachel, I’m not mad at you,” I say, shaking my head.

      “I didn’t say you were mad. I said you haven’t forgiven me.”

      “For what?”

      “For letting Hayden eat that stupid granola bar!”

      “This has nothing to do with the granola bar,” I say. “It has to do with Garret.”

      “You’re upset that I invited him over?”

      “Yes! I’m upset you’re pushing him on me when I’ve been trying to tell you that I don’t like him like that.” I take a deep breath, trying to steel myself and reach forward to touch her hand. “I don’t like him because I like Coen.”

      “What?” She pulls her hand away from me, her eyes growing wide with betrayal.

      “I’ve been trying to tell you. I’ve wanted to tell you.”

      “You’ve liked him all along, haven’t you?”

      “I was trying to ignore it because I knew you liked him, and then when I realized I had feelings for him I tried to stop.”

      “You tried to stop? Really? How, Ella? By having him come over every single day and talking to him on the phone all the time? No wonder you stopped doing the online dating!”

      “I stopped doing the online dating because I hated it! You of all people know that!”

      “That’s because you always went into it expecting to hate it! If you had actually been doing it for any other purpose other than getting over Patrick, you would have found all kinds of great people. But instead, no one was ever good enough.”

      “I went on a date with a man and his mother! I ate a kid’s meal at McDonald’s with another. I got bit by fleas! Had to hold a man who was crying about his ex-wife! I deserve more than that!”

      “Of course you do! I’ve been preaching that to you for years! And what do you do? You take the first guy that I’ve been interested in since my divorce. The guy you’ve known all along that I care about.” She stares at me with wide, tear-brimmed eyes, and I don’t know which hurts more—the fact that I’ve hurt her or the clear accusation.

      “I didn’t mean to fall for him,” I admit quietly. “I never want to hurt you, Rachel, never. It just happened.”

      “So make it un-happen.”

      “I can’t. I can’t tell my heart to stop. If I could, I would never have moved to this town in the first place. Don’t you understand? I moved here on the premise of love, and now I know how wrong I was, how what I had felt at that time was the need to be loved and infatuation and hurt. That wasn’t love. Patrick created a self-doubt in me that made me work so hard to be perfect so I could be seen as good enough for a town of strangers who have never once been willing to listen to my side, see my points, understand my reasonings.”

      “Why does that mean you have to be with Coen? You can’t love him just because he saved Hayden.”

      “I don’t love him because he saved Hayden. I love him because he saved me. Because he makes me acknowledge my feelings rather than feel ashamed of them. And he makes me feel calm and safe—two things I haven’t felt since I was seventeen.” Tears speed up, racing the last ones down my cheeks.

      She looks at me with arched brows. “You love him?”

      I sniffle and nod, feeling a well of emotions about to break. “I do.”

      Rachel purses her lips, and her red eyes well with tears. I want to hug her. Hold her because I know she’s hurting, and being the reason for her sadness makes my chest physically ache. I stand up, and she shakes her head, backing up.

      “I can’t forgive you,” she says. “You lied to me. You’ve been lying to me for months.” She shakes her head again. “I don’t want to ever speak to you again.” She slams the front door behind her, and I lie on the couch, too tired to cry, and too numb to think.

      A few moments later, Coen appears beside me and gently rubs my back as I stare off at nothing.

      “I have to call Patrick,” I tell him. “Hayden doesn’t want to go over there this weekend. He says he never wants to go back over there.”

      “Is that possible?”

      I sigh so deeply my stomach goes nearly concave. “I don’t know. But I do know Patrick’s not going to take this well.”

      “Why don’t we wait and do it in the morning?”

      “I’d rather go through the entire firing squad at once,” I tell him.

      “What did Rachel say?”

      “I’m surprised you couldn’t hear her.”

      “I closed the door and turned up the movie so Hayden wouldn’t hear anything.”

      “Thanks.” My tone is emotionless. The tears I cried while trying to speak to Rachel have already run dry, and I don’t know why or even how because my entire body feels the weakness and vulnerability that comes with crying.

      Sitting up, I reach for my phone and scroll down to Patrick’s name. My heart hammers in my chest as I wait for him to answer, and I think back to when this fast rhythm was due to excitement and lust rather than dread and fear. It now seems so ironic that such opposite emotions can lead to the same effect.

      “Hey,” he answers on the second ring. We never talk on the phone. Ever. Not since I found out about Lindsay. All of our communications are handled via text or email which I have preferred because it allows me to weigh out and consider my responses, but with this I feel it’s necessary to speak to him and let him know how serious this situation is. “Ella?” he asks when I don’t answer right away.

      “We need to talk about Hayden.” I need to make this clear up front.

      “I’m on my way home from visiting a friend. Why don’t I stop by?” His voice is calm and assuring, filled with that attentiveness I used to yearn for—like he knows I’m stressed and need to be comforted.

      “Why don’t we meet somewhere instead?”

      Coen straightens beside me.

      “I’m like five minutes away from your house. That would be silly.”

      “Patrick…”

      “He’s there. Isn’t he?”

      “We need to talk about Hayden,” I say again.

      “I’ll be there in four minutes.”

      I hang up and turn to Coen. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to ask you.”

      His jaw pulses, but he doesn’t provide me with advice, and I’m not surprised. I’ve put him in an awkward position. He hates Patrick for far more reasons than putting his job in a precarious position. I can’t imagine being in his shoes, dealing with him confessing to once loving a person and fearing being incapable of loving again.

      “Will you stay? Please?”

      “I was hoping you’d want me to. Otherwise, I was going to have to sit in your neighbor’s yard, waiting to make sure nothing happened.”

      I grin at the thought. “He won’t do anything. As you’ve learned, Patrick is all talk. But … if he says anything tonight, don’t react. I honestly think that’s what he’ll be looking for.” I stand from the couch. “I’m going to meet him in the driveway so he doesn’t try to come inside. I don’t want Hayden having to deal with him.”

      “I’d rather stay downstairs just in case things get heated.”

      “He won’t touch me,” I assure him. “And since he knows you’re here, he’s going to likely say something rude and offensive, and I don’t want you to have to hear that.”

      Coen brushes my cheek with his thumb. “Wait until you meet my brother. You’ll learn I have really thick skin.”

      “But how thick is it when it comes to Hayden or me?”

      He breathes in deeply, and I can see thoughts registering. “Not very,” he admits.

      “There’s nothing to hide, so if it’ll make you feel better, you can listen—but I promise everything will be fine.”

      I hear the rumble of Patrick’s sports car and lean up to kiss Coen. Not to comfort him, but to give me strength.

      I’m barely out the front door and Patrick is already on my front porch, his intention to come inside clear.

      Patrick’s eyes flash to the closed door and then to me. “Is this really how things are going to go between us now?”

      “I don’t understand how this is any different than before?”

      “We’re standing on your front porch, Ella.” Patrick swats at a moth circling around him.

      “And I’m pretty sure if you think calmly and rationally about it, you’ll know why.”

      “Ella, we’ve known each other for ten years!”

      I pull my chin back, and my eyebrows furrow. “I thought I knew who you were. I really did. And then I realized I’ve never known who you are. I have a child with you. A child I trusted in your care, and I don’t know you at all.”

      “He’s filling your head with lies. This … we never had an issue until he came along.”

      I shake my head, and tears burn at the inner corners of my eyes. “No, it was watching a man stare at a girl that made me realize it. You never loved me, and I never loved you. We were each other’s dirty secrets! Our entire relationship was built upon lie after lie after lie. That’s not love. That’s not even friendship—that’s just pure and simple greed.”

      “I’ve always loved you.” Patrick’s eyes are wide and bright with an intensity I recall seeing many years ago. “I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you.”

      A sick and perverse side of me wants to hear these words I’ve longed for him to say so many times for so many years. Make him give me an actual explanation beyond telling me that it’s complicated. I already know it’s complicated. Life is complicated. Relationships are complicated. Everything is complicated, but that doesn’t mean I have to accept it. Not anymore.

      “You loved that I was easy to manipulate and control. You loved that I was impressionable and naïve. I don’t even doubt that you loved spending time with me because I made you feel like a bigger man.” I shrug, not embarrassed to admit that it was my insecurities that allowed his illusions. “But you have no idea who I am, to love me, Patrick. Because knowing my favorite candy at the movies, or my favorite drink, or color, those things don’t define me. They aren’t what make up my soul. They’re a mirage of inconsequential details because you never took the time to see the full picture, to know what makes me laugh so hard my cheeks burn, or what causes me to wake up at night, or what I hate hearing but need to. You know none of that.”

      “You pushed me away.” His temper makes his voice grow deeper.

      “You were married!” I cry. “What did you expect me to do? I moved here with a baby. Your baby. And I learned you had already created your own life, complete with a wife and a white picket fence.”

      “Things weren’t supposed to turn out this way.”

      I laugh humorlessly. “What part?”

      “We were happy.”

      “We were a lie.”

      “We weren’t a lie. What we had was honest and simple and true.”

      “Patrick. You. Were. Married. I was your affair. Nothing about our relationship was honest or simple or true.”

      “There were no expectations. No complications. What we had was what I imagine great loves are all about. What Shakespeare wrote about!”

      I glare at him, hating that he’s thrown Shakespeare into this mess, though I shouldn’t be surprised. His words make it sound like Coen is merely a safe and dependable guy and that’s the only reason I’ve fallen for him, and I know that’s wrong and ridiculous because nothing about our love has been easy, yet it’s all been real to the point he’s seen my ugliest sides, ones Patrick doesn’t even know exist—and Coen still wants more. He’s still here.

      “Our relationship wasn’t built for longevity, Patrick. And it never will be. I don’t know why we’re discussing this now. We need to talk about Hayden, because he doesn’t feel safe anymore at your house.”

      “Oh, come on, Ella! He’s playing you.”

      I don’t know if he’s referring to Hayden or Coen so I stare at him blankly.

      “Hayden knows exactly how to get whatever he wants from you. He’s manipulating you, and you can’t even see it.”

      “He died last weekend, Patrick. I’m pretty sure that’s a valid reason to spark concern.”

      “He’ll be safe,” Patrick argues. “Come on. You know me. You know how much I love him.”

      “How was it possible that your wife didn’t even know how to use the EpiPen? We’ve discussed this a thousand times, and you’ve always assured me she did. You lied to me, Patrick. Again. And once again, our son is who paid the price.”

      “Don’t give me this guilt bullshit. A few weeks ago it happened under your care, and that’s why this reaction was so severe. You were letting Rachel babysit our son while you went out on a date with some guy, and you want to stand there and point fingers at me. Well guess what, Ella? I’m not the only one who fucked up!”

      “Rachel isn’t his stepmom, and at least she knew to get help right away!”

      “Oh, that’s right, from your boyfriend.”

      I ignore this dig as well. “Hayden knew to ask if there were peanuts in the cake or if it had been made around any peanuts. He did his responsibility, and it was your wife who gave him a piece. It was your wife who didn’t know where a single EpiPen was, and it was your wife who waited five minutes to call nine-one-one. Don’t you dare try to compare what happened with Rachel to what happened with Lindsay.”

      “I don’t care if you think this guy is Superman, I don’t want him around Hayden.”

      “Can we finish one goddamn point before you go chasing your tail in the opposite direction?”

      “I don’t want that guy around my son.”

      “Well that’s too bad.” I cross my arms over my chest and lift my chin.

      Patrick takes a step closer to me. “I’m not going to sit by and allow some other man to raise my son!” His eyes flash to me, burning me with accusation and contempt. “I’m his father, and he’s lived with you for nine years; I think it’s my turn now.”

      Blood is draining from my limbs, leaving me chilled and weak, unable to respond to him or even function as I hear his words run through my head again and again. “You’re. Not. Touching. Him.” My voice is icy as I enunciate each syllable.

      He gives a cocky shrug. “What are you going to do about it? Did you really think I was just going to come over here and let you tell me that you’re sleeping with some guy, and that I’d be okay with it?” His lips remain parted, his eyebrows heavily furrowed.

      I stare at him so hard my eyes become slits. “That’s what this is all about? Me sleeping with someone else? Me getting over you?”

      “He’s some big city asshole who doesn’t even belong here. I’ll be damned if he…”

      “If he what?”

      Patrick nails me with another glare. “Keep him away from my son. If I hear anything about him being around Hayden, I’ll take you to court and you’ll never see him again.”

      Patrick turns and climbs into the driver’s seat of his sports car, the one I’ve always wondered what it would be like to sit beside him in, and now see it for what it truly is, what it has always been: another thing he has acquired because it’s fun. Just like I was, just like he uses Hayden.

      And all at once, my tears arrive.
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      I’m not sure why I’m here. It’s been thirty-two hours since I last saw Ella, and when I left for the damn station, her eyes were still red and swollen from crying. I was prepared to call in and tell them I had caught the flu that had me picking up extra shifts the week before this hell storm began falling. But Ella was insistent that I go, promising nothing would happen. I spent my shift texting and calling her and ignoring nearly everyone because I didn’t want to discuss why I’d punched Patrick, or why I was dating Ella, or anything else. The only one who worked to seek me out was Drake who was working with our team again because Probie was out sick.

      “He deserved a lot worse. We’ve got your back,” he had told me. When I looked up from my phone, he nodded. “I’ve met Ella a few times through school stuff. My daughter’s the same age as her son, and she’s always been really nice. I don’t know how she’s managed to get the short stick so many times, but she’s lucky to have you.”

      Work was bad enough, being here at my parents’ is harder because they want to know everything that’s been going on since my call to Sofia asking for a legal reference since she’s in the field.

      “You punched someone?” Mom’s eyes grow wide with horror after my brother asks who I decked.

      “Multiple times, from what Justin said,” Arianna says.

      “I did not raise an animal!” Mom cries.

      “Have you seen him eat?” Joey asks.

      “What happened?” Mia asks.

      “He punched someone!” Mom repeats, her voice louder.

      “I know that, Ma, but why?” Mia looks to me, silencing the family for a second.

      I spin my fork around my pasta and shake my head. I don’t know how I’m going to explain this. Any part of it. They don’t even know about Ella, and there’s no way they’re going to understand why I would be willing to risk my career for her.

      “It’s because of a woman, isn’t it?” Sofia asks.

      “What woman?” Mom demands. “He’s not dating anyone.”

      I scrub both hands over my face, my eyes dry from exhaustion. “I am dating someone, and yes, I punched a guy, but it wasn’t for her.” I pause and shift in my seat. “Not exactly.”

      “You’re dating someone?” Mom sounds even angrier.

      “Focus, Ma!” Joey says. “He hit somebody over a woman. This is like Jerry Springer shit, right here.”

      Mom swats the back of his head for swearing at the dinner table, but doesn’t bother to argue, because she wants to know too.

      “We’re not talking about this,” I tell them. “This is my business.”

      “Your business?” Mom asks, dropping her chin. “Your business?” she says it again louder. “We’re a family. We share what’s happening in our lives!”

      “It’s done!” I say.

      “What’s done? Did she break up with you?” Sofia asks.

      “No!” I scoot back from the table. “You guys aren’t going to understand.”

      “Coen Mario DeLuca, if you dare to walk out of this kitchen, you are disrespecting me and the rest of this family. Why are you acting like this? Why are you keeping secrets from us?”

      “We all keep secrets from you, Ma! Because you don’t know how to let things go!”

      She looks around at my siblings, and then shakes her head. “You are the only one who keeps things from me. I know all of their issues. They talk to me. They call me. You’re the only one who refuses to ask for my help.”

      Her words are a slap across the face, one that wakes me up while planting guilt deep in my gut. “I hit the father of her son,” I explain.

      “You’re dating your neighbor?” Mia asks, her jaw dropping. “You said she was just a friend.”

      “This,” I say, pointing to my sister. “This is why I don’t talk to you guys. I tell you one thing and you attack like a pack of hyenas.”

      Mom glares at Mia, pointing a single finger to silence her before my sister can argue with me.

      “Junior, sit down,” Dad says from his seat at the end of the table. “Tell us what in the hell is going on.”

      My dad usually ignores everyone and eats or tells everyone to shut up so that he can eat. On the rare occasions that he barks out an order, I still listen, so I slump into my chair.

      “But it is that chick you were telling us about, isn’t it? The neighbor?” Joey asks.

      I close my eyes and turn my head to face my brother, showing how annoyed I am by his know-it-all tone. “Her name’s Ella, and yes. And I punched her ex because we responded to a call for a kid who had stopped breathing due to a peanut allergy. It was Hayden, Ella’s son.” I take a deep breath. “He told me to get out of his house after I got done saving his son’s life because he wasn’t there to do it himself. Because he wasn’t a father enough to make sure the fucking cake he gave to his kid didn’t have the single ingredient that’s capable of killing him. And now he’s threatening to take Hayden away if Ella doesn’t stop seeing me, and that whole stupid town has been saying horrible things about her for years, and the captain is pissed off at me.” I lick my lips and tick off the points again before looking across at my family. “I think those are the highlights.”

      Everyone begins talking at once, questions, opinions, outrage. It’s a web of anger that forms when any one of us is under attack.

      Dad places two fingers in his mouth and whistles, ending the chaos in a second. He sticks his finger in the air and turns it in a full circle. “Everybody out.”

      “We can help!” Sofia cries.

      Dad shakes his head. The rest of my siblings don’t question him. We know this drill, and they file out with their plates of food in hand. Mom and Dad sit at each end of the table. “You move back home,” dad says matter-of-factly.

      “I’m not moving home.”

      “Bring Ella and Hayden. We take care of our own.” He nods once, and then picks up his fork and digs into his noodles and Bolognese sauce.

      My exhaustion triples. “Pops, it doesn’t work that way. There are laws to stop people from taking kids away from parents.”

      “He’s not being a parent!”

      I can’t argue with that point.

      “What about that position Joey mentioned to you? The captain spot that opened up in Haven Point?” Mom asks.

      “I beat the shit out of a well-liked, well-decorated fireman in his own house, Ma. The fact that I haven’t been fired is a miracle all in itself. There’s no way I’m going to be made captain anywhere. You know how politics work.”

      “You need to get the town’s influence,” Mia says from the doorway.

      I drop my head back. I’d known they’d all be listening, so I shouldn’t be shocked they’re already back and wanting to join in.

      “He won’t have to do that,” Joey says, taking a long swallow of his drink. “I told you, McNally owes me. If you want this position, it’s yours. Just don’t pop somebody else in the face, and if you do, don’t do it with a fucking crowd.”

      Mom stands and smacks the back of his head again.

      “Coen’s dropped the F-bomb at least ten times. Why aren’t you slapping him upside the head?”

      “He has enough problems,” Mom says.

      “I don’t want to be in somebody’s pocket,” I tell my brother.

      Joey shakes his head. “I helped stop a drug ring that was encroaching on the town. Once you’re in, it will be a clean slate and you won’t have to do anything for anyone. But, it’s a small town. You won’t have many advancement opportunities, and it will be a drive from your woman.”

      My elbows drop to the table. The information overload makes my head feel like it could explode.

      

      Traffic getting out of DC is a nightmare but it gives me time to think. I never used to want to leave the city. The action, the excitement, the palpable energy at all hours were hard to leave behind. For a while, I felt stir crazy in Silverdale. There was nothing to do, and too many people had never left, but now even it feels too big for me. In Haven Point, I could find a house with some acreage, surrounded by trees, and build a big pond. Shakespeare would have miles to run and explore. And Hayden and I could build a tree fort and camp in the backyard, and hike through the woods. And I would build Ella a bedroom ceiling made out of only glass so she would catch every falling star in the sky.

      As the stoplight in front of me turns from red to green my foot pushes against the gas pedal, and I realize I’m already making plans with them in it, and I have no idea if I were to go if they would come. We haven’t been together that long, and if she’s stayed in Silverdale for all these years, what is to say she’ll leave now? How much influence does Patrick have? And is she truly over him? I’ve been asking myself the last question every single day since I saw that stupid box she kept. A part of me understands her attachment to him—I can still remember my first bad breakup when I was eighteen, and my heart still burns when I think about it. But I’ve realized that burn is simply a part of life. It shows that I’m not invincible, that I can learn, that I want to get better, that I need to love and be loved, and that I am merely a man. I don’t feel ashamed to remember that time in my life or regret what went wrong because it led me here to this town where I have learned to be a better fireman, rekindle old friendships, play harder and work smarter, and I found Hayden and Ella who make me want to be better at everything. A better person.

      Miles of memories lead me to Ella’s house and when I get out of the truck, I feel no more prepared to ask her this question than I did hours ago.

      Hayden answers the door with a goofy grin. “Can we go to your house?” he asks.

      “Where’s your mom?”

      Hayden looks at the ceiling and after a few seconds, I stare too.

      There’s a thud, followed by several more. “Which room is she moving around?”

      “My bedroom.”

      I nod and head for the stairs.

      “She can’t be stopped!” he calls after me.

      I find Ella in Hayden’s room. Her hair’s tied back, but several strands have fallen out, and she’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt once again making her look too young to have a nine-year-old son.

      “Want some help?”

      She looks up and stops clearing things out of Hayden’s closet. “Hey.” Her hands go to her hair in an effort to fix it and I step closer to stop her. “I didn’t realize how late it’d gotten.”

      I kiss her forehead before dipping my face so I can kiss her on the lips. “Do you want some help?” I repeat.

      Ella laughs. “My OCD tendencies can’t accept your help. I haven’t been able to bring myself to move things around in the living room because you’re who put them there. Though they do provide me with a good laugh when I look at them.”

      I pretend hurt as I ask why.

      “Your single rule of organization was to put things on the shelves.”

      That night my intent had only been to put things back away because I knew something much larger than the way things were arranged was bothering her.

      “You okay?” Ella asks, her smile slipping.

      I brush a hand over my hair and try to make my smile look assuring. “Yeah, yeah.” I take her hand and lead her over to Hayden’s bed and sit on the edge. She follows me, revealing a level of shared comfort that’s taken weeks to build, and I have the potential to destroy with a few wrongly chosen words, possibly even thoughts.

      “There’s a captain’s position opening up at a firehouse a little north of here in Haven Point, Virginia,” I tell her.

      Ella stares at me, her eyes glazing with that wall of defense I’d feared.

      “So … you’re moving?” Ella pulls back.

      “It might make things easier. I mean, this way I can come down on my days off and you guys can come stay there, and we won’t have to worry about what fuckface is doing, or who’s watching us, or all these ridiculous rumors.”

      “You’ll be hours away.”

      “You could come with me.”

      “I can’t come with you. This is my home. Hayden’s home. I thought this town was your home too.”

      “Ella, I hate this place. I don’t want to be able to look into my neighbor’s house while I’m taking a shower, and I don’t want to hear someone’s dog barking when I wake up, and I’m so damn sick and tired of hearing what these people say to you.”

      “So leaving is going to make that better? Out of sight out of mind?”

      I growl with frustration. “I could make captain, and we could start over. I don’t have many other options here.”

      “Yes, you do. You’ve just already made up your mind so you’re not seeing them,” she says.

      “I bought my house here, wanting to make it my home. A place I would live forever, and I wanted that so badly, but I knew all along this wasn’t the right place. This town has never felt like home, and I know you’ve said you felt the same. This place has never offered you a single ounce of kindness, either.” Ella flinches with my reminder. “Move with me,” I say.

      “How?” she cries. “Coen, I have a job. I have Hayden.”

      “So you’re going to let a paycheck keep you here?”

      “Hayden’s school is here.”

      “There are schools everywhere, Ella.”

      “But he has friends here.”

      “Do you really not see the way other parents and kids look at him? They know he’s the product of an affair. This whole fucking town knows it, and it’s not just you living here that reminds them of that.”

      “So I’m supposed to just run away with my tail tucked between my legs?”

      “Hell, no. We aren’t going to run from this place. We’re going to get out of here and do what’s best for us. Stop living in this town with a bunch of judgmental assholes. We can get a house together, and if Patrick wants to take us to court, let him. Let him try and fight us.”

      “Coen, I…” Ella’s mouth falls shut and she shakes her head. “This isn’t at all what I was expecting to hear. I don’t know what to say. I need some time to process it all because right now all I see are obstacles like Patrick, and selling my house, and getting a new job, and tearing Hayden from the only home and town he’s ever known.”

      I nod. “Before you decide, I’d like you to come with me. Come see it. Look at the town, meet some people, see if you could see yourself living there.”

      Ella’s eyes fill with tears. “It sounds like you’ve already made your decision.”

      I hadn’t realized it until now, but I have. “It won’t change anything,” I tell her. “We’ll make this work.”

      She nods, but doesn’t say anything.

      Driving here, all I saw was Ella and Hayden with me. The realization that there’s a very real chance they won’t be is both sobering and paralyzing.

      “Ella, we can do this,” I insist.
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      Three weeks later

      

      My heart races. My vision is blurry. My head feels unsteady on my shoulders.

      Do I have a brain tumor? Am I experiencing a heart attack? Am I dying? Who will watch Hayden if I die?

      Within a few seconds, my breathing stabilizes and I sit up and place my hand on Hayden’s back.

      One, two, three. I silently count his breaths until I hit ten, and then take a deep breath of my own. Between Hayden’s hospitalization, my fight with Rachel, my fight with Patrick, preparing for my presentation which is in just a few short hours, and Coen moving, I’m struggling. I don’t know how to keep my head above water, so rather than think of all of them and working my way through each, I’ve been trying to avoid everything and focus my attention on the one thing I know how to do well—work.

      I haven’t been sleeping well since I became a mother, but the past month has been exceptionally brutal, thus everyone has been receiving emails from me at all hours of the night, including Coen.

      Coen has kept his promise. We’re both trying our hardest to make things work, and in some ways, life feels more familiar with his frequent absences. It’s back to Hayden and me, but now we’re missing both Rachel and him and we sometimes find ourselves struggling to fill those spots we shaped for them.

      A week after Coen told me about the position opening, the three of us went to Virginia and spent the night in a small motel in the town of Haven Point. The woman at the even smaller diner that was beside the hotel served us dinner and then breakfast the next morning, and when she remembered our names, something felt uniquely right about the place. We went inside the local grocery store, and laughed when we learned there were only two restaurants for twenty miles and then laughed harder when we had to stop and listen to several songs on the radio when we came across cows in the middle of the road on the outskirts of the town which sprawled much farther than we had initially realized.

      The town was having a farmers market that Hayden groaned about us stopping at until he got out and saw it was in the center of the town in a large grassy area that butted up to a field with a playground that was filled with kids of all ages beside it.

      We ate locally grown fruit, homemade cookies, and fried pickles for lunch and Coen bought me a bouquet of flowers that are currently being dried in my bedroom.

      Another week passed and Coen spent hours showing me houses on his phone that all had yards the size of our current neighborhood. Some had large gardens, others woods, some were near a river or lake, and all of them promised to be far away from all of my headaches. Last weekend, he put a sign up to rent his house because the new station said they needed him to come. I tried to remind myself that I would be seeing him in less than thirty-six hours, but I felt restlessness and a sense of unease that grew with each passing hour.

      He came home and confirmed what we both had feared, that he was going to have to be there a lot more frequently until the station became more stabilized and smooth. What was supposed to be him coming back to stay for four days at a time turned into him coming for two nights and then leaving again.

      My alarm will be going off in an hour, but now that I’m awake my presentation looms over me. I look to Hayden and think of all the times I used to sneak out of bed when he was younger, from the stages where I removed every pillow from the bed, to when he was older and I pressed them to his sides so he wouldn’t feel my absence, to when I propped them on the edges so he wouldn’t roll off. I don’t know how nine years have passed. How I’ve been a mother for so many years when I am just now beginning to recognize myself and my past.

      I kiss Hayden’s forehead and slide out of bed without moving a single pillow, and head to my bathroom to shower, my phone vibrating in my hand.

      
        
        Coen: Morning, babydoll.

        

      

      I don’t know if it’s strange that neither of us asks the common pleasantries like how are you? How did you sleep? How are you feeling? But we don’t. When we call, the strands to those questions are loosened and pulled one at a time as we explore our days together, and ask questions that are much more specific. It’s one of the things I like best about him because I don’t have to put on a good face or try to be positive while fearing being honest.

      
        
        Me: You’re up early. Did you get called in?

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Something way more important.

        

      

      I sigh on his behalf, knowing this has been a far bigger undertaking than he had known. I think he’s relishing in it in many ways. The chief has already made it clear that he wants to retire in the next five years, and wants to see what Coen can do to transform the station into his own. The possibility of making chief before he hits thirty-five would be huge, and open nearly any door that presents itself. I can’t tell him that I hate how much he’s gone. That I feel physically cold because of his absence. That I think of him all day and night, fearing he might meet someone else.

      
        
        Coen: Why aren’t you drinking coffee and reading your emails? I relied on your morning routine.

        

      

      I read the message twice before I dash down the stairs and into my living room to find Coen standing on the other side of the glass slider. Lifting the dowel and unlocking the catch, I throw my arms around him.

      “I thought you had to work today?” My voice is muffled by his shoulder as he holds me close.

      “I do,” he says.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His hands loosen so he can pull away enough to look at me, confusion knitting his brows. “Because this is a really big day that you’ve worked tirelessly for, and I want to be here for you.”

      “You said you had to work last night.”

      He shrugs and my eyes narrow.

      “Does that mean you didn’t work last night?”

      “I worked things out.”

      My spine tingles with memories, of vague wordings that provided little answer and lots of distraction. “So you were working or you weren’t?”

      “Why does it matter? I just want to see you for an hour before I have to drive back.”

      “Back to work?”

      “Yes!” His brown eyes are stretched with annoyance, his tone exasperated.

      “I’m not in the mood to fool around,” I tell him when his hand slides lower on my waist.

      He doesn’t move his hand, but nods. “Do you want to rehearse your pitch with me?”

      I shake my head. “No, I just need to get ready and make sure all of Hayden’s things are set for school.”

      Coen holds up a bag I hadn’t noticed before. “Well let’s eat something first.”

      “I’m not that hungry.”

      Coen moves his free hand from my waist to my jaw, lifting my chin so our eyes meet. “What’s wrong? What did I say? What did I do?” His tone is gentle and soft, one that has managed to unlock many secrets I’ve hidden even from myself.

      I shake my head more brusquely. “Nothing. I’m just exhausted and nervous.”

      Coen stares at me for several seconds, debating my sincerity. I don’t know if he realizes it’s a lost cause this morning or finds whatever he was hoping to, but he leans forward and kisses me, then lets me go.

      “I learned something yesterday,” Coen says, walking toward my kitchen and setting down the bag. He proceeds to fill my coffee pot with water and takes the steps to make a fresh batch.

      “What did you learn?” I ask when he doesn’t say anything more.

      Coen grabs two mugs and sets them on the counter. “You know how you were telling me your blueberry bushes haven’t produced any fruit? Well, I learned you have to have both a male and female blueberry bush.”

      I try to hide my scowl as I look at him, wondering why he would mention this. Since he’s moved, we spend most of our time making out or discussing which houses he’s been looking at and what it would require for Hayden and me to go.

      “I was going to ask a bunch of really inappropriate questions about how plants have sex, but the guy was a diehard gardener and didn’t seem very amused.”

      Him talking about my garden seems like a subtle hint for me to stay here. Why else would he be talking about my yard?

      “I’m really sorry,” I say. “I know you drove a really long way to come see me, but I just need to focus and get things together for work.”

      “You want me to leave?” He doesn’t sound shocked, not even hurt, almost expectant. It makes that niggling feeling in my chest grow wider and begin eating the side of trust that grows beside it.

      “Hayden and I will be up this weekend like we planned.”

      Coen looks at me for too long with zero emotion, and I wonder if he wants me to rescind my words and would rather us not come. “We can work out the details later this week,” he says.

      I nod, and my heart beats violently within my chest. I am so torn between wanting him to leave and needing him to stay, that tears fill my eyes and I have to look away before they have the chance to betray me.

      “Well … let me know how things go. I know you’re going to kick ass at your presentation, but fill me in on the details when you get some time.”

      I clear my throat to get rid of the lump that’s forming. “I will.” My empty promise doesn’t make him turn around.

      Coen heads to my front door and I follow him out to his truck where he turns and takes a deep breath.

      “I feel like I should tell you it’s just a job, and if this account doesn’t happen that it’s okay, but I know words like that don’t make people like us feel better.”

      He’s right. They don’t make me feel better and never have.

      “Just know that regardless of what happens, I’m here for you and we’re going to celebrate all the hard work you’ve put in.”

      His assurance makes my eyes cloud over again, but I squeeze them shut and kiss him so I don’t have to say anything. My lips are closed, making the kiss short and bordering on polite rather than romantic.

      Coen gets into his truck and waves at me once before disappearing.

      While showering, I convince myself it’s best that he left, and again while I dress, and while I pack up my things, and while I drink my coffee while Hayden eats his cereal, and while I drive Hayden to school, and then I don’t have to try so hard because the moment I step into my office building an entirely new set of nerves swarms over me as I wait to lead my presentation.

      Fresh pastries from a local bakery have been brought in along with cookies and fruits, and hot coffee and tea is set up beside them. Each seat at the large conference table has a notepad with our company’s name and logo on it along with a matching pen. Some elect to do lots of special effects and graphics or to decorate the room further when making a pitch to a client, but I prefer to keep it minimal so as to prevent distractions.

      I run through the slides of my presentation one final time, ensuring they’re paced correctly and that everything is where I need it to be, then head to the front lobby and wait for Weile’s corporate team to arrive.

      As soon as I see the first black SUV pull into our small parking lot, my heart quickens. They always pull up in black SUVs, as though they’re a part of their ensemble.

      I exchange firm handshakes, full smiles, and pleasantries with each of them along with Mr. Hakes, and then we lead them to the conference room to begin the biggest moment of my career.

      While charts, graphs, and the numbers portion of my presentation are what I generally spend the most time on creating, they strangely aren’t what I show the most during a presentation. I focus on the hook, remind them of their return on the investment, repeat the main figures I know are going to be the most persuasive, and then I show them what it will look like. How customers will react. How successful they will be. How we will continue to build them and their projections for the next year, three years, five, ten and more. By the end, I can see it in most of their faces. They can already see it in motion, like my plan and design has already been established and they’re waiting to reap the benefits and learn more of my ideas. And when they look to each other and smile when I ask if they have any questions, my heart begins doing cartwheels.

      I distribute another copy of the schedule to each of them, reminding them of how quickly things can go into motion once the contracts are signed, and then my part in the presentation is over, and Mr. Hakes and Mr. Le, our COO, complete their portion of the close while I head back to my office.

      No one pops out of their offices to find out how things went or hear about the presentation, but I pretend that doesn’t bother me.

      There’s a large bouquet of multi-colored roses sitting on my desk when I arrive, and on the card is a note that reads:

      
        
        Good Luck.

        

      

      
        
        Love,

        

      

      
        
        Hayden and Coen

        

      

      Grabbing my phone, I enter a quick text:

      
        
        Me: The flowers are beautiful! Thank you!

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Did they arrive in time?

        

      

      
        
        Me: It’s okay. I received the luck before the flowers.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: It’s done?

        

      

      
        
        Me: Well, my portion is.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: Did they offer blood as payment?

        

      

      I smile, my chest feeling lighter.

      
        
        Me: We’ll see. I think they’re convinced now, as long as the price tag doesn’t scare them off.

        

      

      
        
        Coen: You’re a rock star. I have a call, but I’ll talk with you soon.

        

      

      I sit back in my chair and breathe as I make plans for Hayden and me to spend the night doing nothing but vegging out and relaxing, and swearing I won’t check my emails once tonight.

      Twenty minutes pass before Mr. Hakes enters my office, rubbing his palms together, his eyes bright. “That was quite the presentation. You should be celebrating.”

      I smile and a small laugh follows. “I plan to tonight.”

      He nods. “You should. They loved you.”

      “Did they indicate when they’ll sign?”

      “Already done.”

      I lean forward, my eyes stretched with surprise. “You’re kidding?”

      Mr. Hakes’ smile grows and he shakes his head. “They said you knew exactly what they didn’t know they wanted.”

      I laugh again, this time louder. “That’s hilarious.”

      He smiles and steps into my office, taking a seat in one of the two chairs that sits across from my desk.

      “How are you doing, Ella?” he asks.

      Flustered. Exhausted. Confused.

      “I’ve been great. How have you been?”

      His gaze drops to his hands. “You’ve always been a work horse. Always striving to be the best, even working to outdo yourself.” Mr. Hakes’ eyes are shining with pride, but I can see the reservation of something else there as well, making my palms sweat with nerves. “Ella, I want you to take some time off.”

      I take a deep breath and try to remain calm, though I know my widened eyes are betraying me. “I don’t understand.”

      “Ella, when I was your age, my third child was born, and I wasn’t there to see it happen. In fact, of my four children, can you guess how many of their births I was present for?”

      My defensiveness builds with the question. Is he insinuating I’m not there for Hayden? That I’m not a good mother?

      “None,” Mr. Hakes continues. “I missed each of their births, their birthdays, tucking them into bed, chasing out the monsters—I missed a lot. Too much. And while the extra work got me here, I can’t help but wonder what not missing it would have done. The richness of the memories I’d have instead of the few.

      “Now, I know you’re a good mom, Ella. That’s not what I came in here to say. You always put your son first, but you’ve put yourself last in the process.” He raises a hand and points to me. “You’re going to crack or burn out, and I don’t know which one is going to come first. If you want to continue in this industry, you’re going to have to put in extra hours, there’s no getting around that. This will never be a forty-hour-a-week job, regardless of which firm you work for, but you have to stop checking your emails in the middle of the night and devoting entire weekends to working. And,” he leans forward on his seat, “you need to be factoring time in for yourself.”

      We stare at one another, my fears erupting with emotions that are betraying me with the yearning to be acknowledged further.

      “Your job isn’t going anywhere, Ella. I’m not putting you on probation or asking you to take some time to consider if this is the right career for you. The Weile account is yours, though I’m going to have Jordan be your backup while you’re out for the next week in case they have any questions. I highly doubt they will, considering they now likely think my entire staff works on their account since you’ve managed to expedite each process.”

      “All week?”

      “Starting now,” he says. “Consider it a sabbatical. You’ve been with me for three years now as a full-time employee and three more before when you interned for me. I think you’ve earned it. And I want you to leave your work here.” The friendliness that showed in his long face even when he told me of his previous regrets vanishes, aging him. “This is your time, Ella. Focus on that as much as you do your work.”

      My throat is too swollen with emotions to reply so I simply nod in response.

      With a tight-lipped smile, Mr. Hakes nods and then disappears.

      I quickly swipe a renegade tear away and then slump down in my chair, feeling far less like an adult, let alone a successful one. Having my personal failures be pointed out to me by my boss of all people seems to capitalize how big of a loner I am. I have no idea what I’m going to do for an entire week, especially with Hayden being in school and Coen living hours away.

      While Mr. Hakes has instructed me to leave my work here, I still pack up my laptop and several files because I know I won’t be able to fully unplug. It will make me go far crazier to do so.

      I feel eyes on me as I make my way to the front of the office, and I wonder if they think I’ve been fired or rewarded.

      My stomach grumbles the reminder I’m running low on groceries, and so before going home to change into my sweats, I head to the grocery store to stock up.

      I’m dropping apples into a bag when someone calls my name. The act is so uncommon I nearly drop the produce before turning to see Tony coming toward me pushing a shopping cart.

      “Hey, how’s Hayden?” he asks.

      I never see Tony and though I felt we had a good relationship when he and Rachel were married, talking to him now feels extraordinarily awkward. “He’s well. It took a while for him to fully recover, but he’s back to himself now, thankfully.”

      Tony smiles. “He’s such a good kid. I’m really sorry you experienced that. I’m sure it was traumatic.”

      “Thanks, Tony.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re a better person than I am. I don’t know how you’re so forgiving.”

      “It takes too much energy to hate people.” I’m lying because I wish I could hate plenty of people.

      “Rachel should be lucky you’re her friend. I could never get over it. I just felt like she cheated on both of us.”

      “Tony, I know she got crazy and was investing a ton of time into the store, and that had to have been so hard, but I really don’t think she was trying to hurt you.”

      “You never want to believe he does anything bad, do you?”

      My brows furrow. “What?”

      “Patrick,” he says. “You’ve always held out hope that he’s not as big of an asshole as he seems, but he is.”

      “How does this involve Patrick?”

      Tony’s eyes grow wide. “Ella…” he says, staring at me.

      I wait, my head inclined as though I might miss what he says.

      “Never mind.”

      I grab his cart before he can move it away. “What do you mean never mind? What are you talking about? What does Patrick have anything to do with Rachel?” I can’t think of a single time I’ve used their names together in a sentence and everything about it sounds so wrong.

      “You should ask her.”

      “Well, I might if she were talking to me, but because she hates me now, that really isn’t an option.”

      “Ella.” Tony’s voice is hushed as he leans closer to me. “I don’t want to be the one who tells you this.”

      “Do you think anyone else in this town is going to?” My own voice is too loud, making the few around us turn to look.

      Tony smiles politely, waiting for our audience to move on, then turns to me. “She told me you knew, but that you were sensitive about it all and said we shouldn’t bring it up.”

      “Oh my God, Tony. I’m trying not to scream and shake you, but you’re killing me. Tell me what happened?” My skin feels uncomfortably hot, and my clothes too tight and restrictive.

      “Rachel had an affair with Patrick. I thought it was over before we got married, but it wasn’t. I found them last year…” Anger flashes in his eyes. “In our house.”

      I rip through every memory where the two were present, trying to recall a single hint that would have told me the two were in any way connected.

      She mocked him.

      He ignored her.

      They avoided each other.

      They hate each other.

      She calls him the devil.

      “Ella.” Tony places his hand on my arm. “I thought you knew. She swore you did.”

      I shake my head slowly, wondering how much of what she has said to me over the years has been a lie. How much of what she did was a lie.

      “Ella,” he says my name again, but I’ve already turned my back and am headed out of the store, my empty fridge forgotten.

      I get in my car and drive directly to Rachel’s store, hoping she’s at the new location because I’m not sure I can hold this in long enough to drive back to the old one. I slam my car door shut when I see her car, and still wearing a pair of heels and a dress, I march across the parking lot and into the store, not seeing the racks or customers or new details or anything else in my path as I approach where she’s folding jeans.

      “You hypocrite!” I cry.

      Rachel turns to me and her blue eyes are wide with apprehension.

      “You slept with Patrick!” My face screws up with disgust as flashes of my history with him are replaced with her face and body rather than mine.

      Rachel looks around, a fake laugh breaking through her lips as she tries to usher me toward the back break room.

      I shake my head and stop moving. “I moved here because I thought I loved him. Because I had a baby with him, and you befriended me. You said you wanted to help me. You told me I could trust you!” More sentences that begin with “you” and end with lies are lining up and waiting for me to throw them back in her face. “And you kept sleeping with him? You knew he’d had an affair and that he was married, and how much I struggled to get over him, and you still continued to sleep with him even after you got married!”

      Rachel tries to speak, but I don’t let her. I don’t want to hear what kind of excuses she has to offer.

      “Do you understand how many people you hurt? From Lindsay, to Tony, to me, to Hayden, and then you want to hate me because I fell for a guy. A really good guy who actually liked me, and you couldn’t get over yourself enough to be happy for me?”

      “I didn’t even know you!” she screams, surprising me. “When I met Patrick, I had no idea who you were. Then you came to town with this sad puppy-dog look and this little baby and all these big ideas, and I hated you. I hated you so much I thought I could make your life miserable and then you’d leave. And the more time I spent with you, the more I liked you. I hated you, but I cared about you. Do you understand how difficult that was for me? I didn’t want to hurt you, I just wanted you to stop liking him, to hate him so he would stop caring about you.”

      Through tears I see that Rachel’s eyes are red and spilling tears as well. “You’re the one?” I whisper. “You’re who started all the rumors?”

      “I figured he’d hate you. That he’d forget all about you or get the town to chase you out. I loved him and I thought he loved me.”

      Every cruel word that I’ve heard whispered behind my back originated from the person I’ve trusted the most. The one I’ve cried to over the whispers and lies that she spread.

      “I loved him,” she says again.

      “So why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I couldn’t. You loved him too, and I’m pretty sure he’s always loved you, and I was so jealous.”

      “He didn’t love me, Rachel. He’s never loved me!”

      She shakes her head. “He’s always loved you. Why do you think no one dates you? He’s made it so no one in this town goes near you.”

      “That’s not love! That’s control! How can you not see that?”

      She’s crying harder, her breaths now gasps, and nine years of friendship have me wanting to comfort her and tell her we can get past this and everything will be okay, understanding how hard it is to love someone even when you don’t want to. But my arms won’t rise and my feet won’t move. The rumors she spread are being whispered in my ear louder and faster, building a resentment that is too large to overcome, at least for now.

      I turn on my heel and shove the door open hard enough to get out some of my anger, and stop when I nearly run into Patrick and Coen.
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          Coen

        

      

    
    
      Ella’s eyes look nearly feral as she looks over me and then Patrick and then me again.

      “Ella,” I begin, but she shakes her head and moves past us.

      “Ella!” I yell, following her at a jog so I can keep up.

      “I don’t want to talk to you, Coen,” she says, fishing for her keys.

      I grab her purse, afraid she might actually try to drive, though, she can barely see because she’s crying so hard. “Talk to me. What’s going on?”

      “What are you doing with him? Is this a joke? Am I a joke?”

      I look over my shoulder to where Patrick is standing on the sidewalk, watching us. “I came to talk to him.”

      “You lied to me!” she yells. “I’m so sick and tired of everyone lying to me.” She reaches for her purse and pulls hard enough there’s a loud rip before one of the straps breaks and Ella stumbles backward.

      I grab her, dropping her purse in the process.

      “I wasn’t trying to lie to you—”

      “You said you had to work!”

      “Because I didn’t know how this would go.”

      Ella isn’t listening to me, she’s already reaching for her purse, slapping my hand when I try to help.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I tell her, grabbing the bag.

      “Yes. I. Am!” she shouts the words, her eyes glaring daggers.

      “What happened?” I repeat.

      “You’re all a bunch of liars! I hate you!” She slams her palms into my chest, pushing me back several inches, and then reaches for the car door and gets inside.

      I don’t know where to begin because I have no idea what went so wrong, but I open the passenger door and sit next to where her arms are folded over the steering wheel as she cries.

      Watching Ella cry is what I imagine torture to feel like. I want to make it stop but can’t, and the longer it lasts the harder it is to endure.

      “I came to talk to him,” I say, rubbing my hand across her back. “I wasn’t trying to lie to you, Ella. I just didn’t want to add more stress to you because I know how hard these past few weeks have been.”

      She doesn’t respond.

      “I wanted to talk to him about us and about Hayden. About me being in both of your lives.”

      Ella shifts, and I see a glimpse of her eyes, and like always, I see the blue zone, that area where the fire burns the brightest and hottest.

      “I explained to him that I knew he loved you, and that I understood why, and why he had such a hard time with me being a part of your life now, then said the best way to love you would be to let you be happy and promised I would do that.” I’d hated every damn second of it because I don’t feel that the bastard deserve either my time or respect, but Ella and Hayden do.

      “She had an affair with Patrick,” Ella says. “For years they’ve been having an affair.”

      She’s trusting me with the root of her pain, and though she doesn’t say it—I know she believes me. That fact slows her words from sinking into my thoughts. Then, like a key shifting, things begin to line up and the final confirmation is seeing Rachel come out onto the sidewalk, her face red and blotchy as she slaps Patrick across his face.

      “She hates me for falling for you, but she’s been lying to me since I met her, and I don’t know that I’m any better because I’ve been lying to her since I met you.” She buries her face in her hands again, and my heart grows tight.

      “You didn’t lie to her, baby,” I say, rubbing her back.

      She raises her head and nods. “I didn’t tell her I had feelings for you. She point-blank asked me if I did when Hayden was in the hospital, and I didn’t tell her. A lie by omission is still a lie.”

      “Babe, you were trying to do it in a way that would hurt her the least. I don’t think anyone would fault you.”

      “But they should,” she cries. “I was a terrible friend. And this morning all I could think about was if you were lying. If you were seeing someone else, and why you were being so vague. I’m so jaded, I expect people to lie. You don’t want me in your life.”

      Having been raised with four sisters and a brother who often is more dramatic than all of them, I sift through her words and focus on the important points and then reach for her again.

      “Let me drive you home. Let’s go talk.”

      When she doesn’t object, I get out of the car and go around to the driver’s side where I open the door. She slides out and with her head hanging, walks to the other side.

      Once her seat belt is fastened, I start the car and head to her house, keeping my hand on her knee.

      The moment we get inside, Ella kicks off her shoes and mumbles something about changing and heads upstairs. After locking the front door, I follow her up.

      She’s sitting on her bed when I enter and tears are again falling down her cheeks. “I don’t know how to not compare what you say and do to him.” Ella looks heartbroken to admit this, like it’s going to defeat her.

      Then I realize she’s worried it will defeat us.

      “I expect it will be like most adversities and take some time, and thankfully we have that. I told you before we will go at whatever pace is best for us.”

      “But is our relationship built on lies?”

      “Because you were trying to protect your best friend and didn’t tell her we were dating?” I want to simplify this for her, help her to understand. “Our relationship hasn’t been and won’t be touched by anyone else. It’s ours.”

      “I don’t want to ruin us.”

      I shake my head, keeping her blue eyes locked with mine. “You won’t, Ella. You can’t. If every omission is a lie, then I’ve been lying to you for weeks because all I want to do is tell you how much I love you and how badly I want you to be with me, and I don’t because I don’t want to force you to have to choose between what might be and what is.”

      I swear the blue of Ella’s eyes somehow manages to brighten even more, and like fire, it spreads, heating me, invigorating me. Each fire has a burning period: the time defined by when the fire spreads the fastest. It’s a term that has been incorporated into my life so deeply that I now judge everything by its speed and growth, and sitting here, looking at Ella, I know I’ll never be able to define the burning period when it comes to her because each time I think I can’t love her more, she proves me wrong again.

      Ella reaches for me, pulling me closer. “I choose whichever path includes you.”

      “They’ll both include me,” I tell her again.

      Ella’s lips press against mine and unlike this morning, they’re pliable and soft as she kisses me. My hands rove down her body, feeling her curves, and then her heart as my hands stop above her breasts.

      She reaches down and tugs the hem of my shirt, and as reluctant as I am to stop feeling the beat that has become my life’s rhythm, I pull back to yank the shirt free and let it fall to the floor.

      She’s already released my jeans and works to get those down as well, and I help her, before looking at her, waiting to recognize her expression before things continue. I place her hand on my chest, right beside my sister’s name. “Tell me you believe me.”

      “I love you,” she whispers before breaking into a smile. “I love you so much.”

      Those three words confirm she does. She believes me. Believes in me.

      I kiss her mouth, and then her cheeks, and her eyelids, and her jaw, tracing every line and contour of her face with my lips, savoring her as my hands grip her hair, directing her neck to the side so I can run my tongue along the soft skin to the edge of her dress and then up again, stopping below her chin. Ella’s lips part, and her breathing becomes a pant as my hand tightens in her hair and I pull her in the other direction so I can kiss that side of her neck too. She lifts her chin and her eyes close as she licks her lips, and I feel as though I could explode. With my other hand, I massage her breast while teasing the sensitive skin of her neck with my lips, sucking and nipping, kissing, then licking as my hand rubs her breast and moves to just her nipple through her dress.

      With her eyes still closed, Ella reaches beneath one arm and pulls the zipper down to her hip. I step back long enough to help her pull the dress off and then I set her back on the bed, allowing the fire that burns inside of her to warm me as I work my way down her body, taking my time as I taste every inch of her skin, relishing my name being said as a plea and then a moan until she can’t articulate words any longer.

      I move back up the bed, holding my weight on my hands so only our chests are grazing. Ella’s bottom lip is pressed against her front teeth, and her eyes are closed, her short hair mussed and splayed across one of the pillows surrounding us. I hover over her, kissing her chin, her jaw, and then biting her earlobe, making her chest rise and flatten firmly against mine, her breaths becoming labored once again.

      With one more swirl of my tongue under her jaw, I move over her and wait until she slowly opens her eyes. They’re bright with desire and need and something more that I now recognize as love, and when I guide myself into her, I know I will never be able to stop. I can’t. Somehow Ella has changed everything in my life, turning it upside down and somehow making it all right.

      We lie next to each other, our breaths and hearts once again slowed and even as I trace promises against her skin with my fingers, until she falls asleep.

      Knowing her routine, I know she has a few hours until Hayden is out of school, and having her trust me with so much feels insurmountable.

      While she rests, I look through some real estate sites, examining properties and houses, looking for things I hadn’t when I bought the house here. It makes me realize that when I’d sought out to buy a house with enough room for things like my pool table and a garage to fit my truck, I had been so naive and wrong. Those things are on the bottom of my list as I look for homes with multiple bedrooms, a yard to play catch in and let Shakespeare race around, a master bathroom with a tub for Ella to soak in, and a dining room large enough to fit a giant farm table so our families can visit for the holidays.

      One house turns into fifty and then I hear the change in Ella’s breathing and look down to see she’s watching me.

      Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, I hold her tighter. “What are you thinking?”

      “What did Patrick say?” Ella looks at me, and I can see the hope in her eyes.

      “Initially, he was angry.” Outraged might be a better word for it but Ella balks and I chuckle. “After a couple of hours,” filled with arguing, pleas, and finally threats from both sides, “he was slowly led to a different state. I don’t think it was a single statement that changed his mind. Or even the threat that I would fight him in court to be involved in Hayden’s life, I think he realized I was never going to stop. That I will always be a part of your lives, whether he was willing to accept it or not. I guess he recognized it would be a whole hell of a lot easier on everyone, including you and Hayden, if he would just accept me. Accept us.”

      “So that’s it? He’s okay with everything?”

      I nod. “But he said he won’t attend the wedding.”

      “The wedding?” Ella’s eyes slant with confusion. “Whose wedding?”

      “Ours.”

      She pulls her head back and her blue eyes stare at me, unblinking.

      “I told him that one day in the future, when I’ve shown you what trust and love really look like, when you know what it feels like to be loved and respected and cherished, I’m going to propose to you and that I’m going to work for it every single day to make sure you say yes.”

      Ella’s eyes soften and then close. Several seconds pass before she opens them again, wet with tears. And then she nods. “Yes,” she says. “I want that.”

      “And you’re going to have it.”

      I kiss her, pledging my vow, and then I roll on top of her again and make love to the woman who will always be my forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Ella

      

      With two filled glasses of lemonade, I head out the front door and through our opened gate into the backyard. Standing motionless so as to not attract his attention, I stare at Coen. He’s shirtless, and even with the loads of sunscreen I’ve been lathering on his shoulders, the rounded, pronounced muscles are a deep bronze. A large, rectangular pencil is tucked behind one ear, a measuring tape is clasped to his back pocket.

      At one time love seemed like a fairy tale. Something so grand and dazzling it could only be received in short, periodic doses. Now, I’m staring at the man who has shown me how to love someone so deeply and fully that I’m not considering how much I’ve given or received, because I’ve learned love isn’t a contest. Loving Coen has taught me love and respect are reciprocated and I don’t have to give everything and leave myself with nothing. He has taught me that trusting another person allows me to sleep easier, deeper, and longer. And by believing in me, he’s taught me one of the most valuable lessons—believing in myself.

      No longer does the internal struggle to be enough wake me in the early mornings. The nagging concern to be better doesn’t stare back at me in my reflection. Perfection is something I’ll never achieve, and loving Coen and being loved by Coen has taught me that’s okay. That life isn’t meant to be perfect because if it were, it would be boring, and dull, and we wouldn’t be able to recognize greatness without tragedy.

      I might never be able to look back and laugh at what happened between Patrick and me. However, I do know without a single doubt that it taught me to trust my gut and recognize how wonderful Coen is.

      “What are you doing?” A wide grin tugs his lips north as he saunters toward me, ending my thoughts.

      “I thought you might be thirsty.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working?” he asks, narrowing his eyes.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be telling me how great I am to have made you freshly squeezed lemonade?”

      Chuckling, he takes the glass. Sliding his free hand around my waist, he pulls me closer and takes a long pull from his drink. “Thanks, baby.” He runs the tip of his nose along my cheek, stopping where my chin and ear meet and kissing me there.

      “I can’t believe it’s nearly done.” Looking around the area we fenced in, it doesn’t seem like the same space we purchased six-months ago when ice and snow covered most of the open area, later revealing patches of weeds among vast areas of dirt. Coen adapted the vision he’d discussed at his old house, with added inspiration from new friends we’ve made in town to add rows of blueberries and raspberries, and fruit trees along the back, allowing plenty of space to lay grass for Hayden to play baseball and Shakespeare to roam freely, and an expansive deck.

      “Now to get the pergola set up, so we can get you some shade for this outdoor summer office of yours.”

      “I still can’t believe I get to work from home every day.” Sighing, I lean further into Coen.

      “It’s just a segue to you starting your own business.” Coen kisses my temple. The thought of becoming an entrepreneur had never crossed my mind, but Coen planted that seed and over the past year it’s grown and flourished, and now I’m taking measures and steps to eventually go in that direction. I don’t need to be as big as Wild Waves, or any of our competitors, but to run and execute my work with fewer clients and deadlines is something I plan to strive for.

      Anxiety still taunts me at times.

      Knowing I won’t receive a constant paycheck makes me sweat.

      But life has taught me that it’s too short not to throw the occasional curveball.
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