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  To my father—for loving me perfectly with an imperfect heart.
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Chapter 1
  “We’re going to have to bump you from first class to coach,” the bubbly brunette explained from behind the airline ticket counter. “You’ll be refunded the difference.”


  “But I have a first-class ticket,” I said politely, trying not to let my frustration show through. “I should be in first class.” It was the last $400 I had to my name. If I was going to bankrupt my savings, I planned to do it in style. “Can’t you bump someone else?”


  “You’re the last one to check in,” she continued with a smile. “That’s just how it works.” I so badly wanted to wipe that annoyingly big grin off her face. There was nothing amusing about this situation. “Next guest,” she said, motioning behind me.


  Apparently this conversation was over.


  I grabbed my oversize purse and slumped down in an uncomfortable torn pleather chair next to the Jetway. I tied up my long, honey-colored hair in a tight ponytail and slid the sunglasses down from the top of my head over my eyes. Yeah, I was indoors, but this suited my mood. This entire agonizing week of my life was falling apart quickly.


  Maybe my expectations were too big. After all, I was only twenty-three. But after giving up college for a career I was completely failing at, not to mention my crumbling relationship and the fact that I was about to be evicted from my studio apartment at the end of the month, it just felt like the world was giving up on me. Then, to top it all off, I got a call last night with news about my father’s ailing health. I just wanted to close my eyes and take a long nap, hopefully staying asleep until I was thirty and successful.


  Ooh, maybe that’s how I would strike it big—I could invent some type of hibernation capsule. You could push a button and not be let out until the world was finally ready to understand you and give you a chance.


  And that’s why my life is currently crumbling: I’m wasting all my brain power on dumb thoughts like that.


  “Get it together, Whit,” I mumbled, leaning my head back against the chair. I closed my eyes, hoping to wish this entire day away.


  My recent lack of sleep appeared to be catching up with me, and apparently I dozed off. I was startled awake by a splash of hot liquid cascading down my bare legs. I imagine I let out a squeaky, awkward scream, but I was too panicked to notice. I glanced down at my white sundress, which was now splattered with coffee. I raised my sunglasses. A tall man with short brown hair and an unkempt stubbly beard frantically rummaged through his pockets with his free non–coffee-holding hand.


  “I am so sorry,” he said sincerely. “I swear I have napkins in here somewhere.” He continued searching.


  “You keep spare napkins in your jogging pants?” I asked dryly, pointing to his thin black Under Armour attire.


  “Yeah, I always have a few napkins on me for my dog,” he stated, reaching into the small black bag he had slung over his shoulder.


  “You dump coffee on your dog that often, huh?” I snarled, not amused by this guy despite his athletic physique and flawlessly straight teeth.


  “No.” He smiled, showing off his perfectly placed dimples. Of course the clumsy jerk has a nice face. Why wouldn’t he? “The dog just has a bit of a drooling problem. Kind of like him.” He pointed to the old man sitting next to me, snoring in a deep sleep with his mouth hanging wide open.


  I couldn’t help but crack a smile, despite my annoyance at having coffee spilled all over my lap. I reached into my purse and pulled out a Kleenex. The damage was already done to my dress; there was no fixing that. I did, however, wipe the remaining drops of liquid off my tan legs. I’d had quite a bit of time in the sun lately, thanks to my very part-time, meager employment status.


  “I really am sorry. It’s a good story though, I promise,” he said reassuringly, finally locating a napkin in his bag. He held it out to me, and I proceeded to dry off my cute yet horrifically uncomfortable black heels.


  “Let me guess. You just got out of the hospital after learning to walk again, and it’s a miracle?” I speculated. “Or now that you’ve donated a kidney to an orphan in a third world country, your center of balance is off?”


  “Well, aren’t you a little bit cheeky,” he replied with an amused grin. “I like both of those options better than the real story, so pick whichever one makes me sound more noble. My name is Sawyer, by the way,” he added, taking the seat across from me. “Sawyer Grant.”


  “Oh, we’re getting acquainted now over this?” I said sarcastically. I still wanted to be irritated by this whole thing, but he had a sweet, genuine look on his face that softened me. I still, however, wasn’t in the mood to talk to handsome strangers—especially athletic ones. His running pants somehow made me feel insanely guilty about not waking up earlier in the mornings for a workout. I didn’t need that kind of pressure in my life. “Well, I’m Whitley Rose, and I’m going to the restroom now,” I stated, gathering my bag while handing him the coffee-soiled napkin. “With any luck I’ll smear this coffee stain even more, and it will look like I’ve had an unfortunate incontinence issue by the time I return. What’s not to love about that?”


  “You don’t want to hear me out? I don’t dump coffee on just anyone, you know.”


  I politely shook my head, wanting nothing more than to disappear.


  “Please, let me at least buy you a new dress,” he insisted sincerely, standing up as I did. “There has to be a gift shop in this airport that sells dresses.”


  “Thank you, but a ‘Welcome to Nashville’ dress isn’t really what I had in mind for my homecoming back to Nevada,” I teased. “Besides, I’ve already lived in Nashville for three years, and it hasn’t been all that welcoming to me,” I added before I could stop myself from rambling. I felt nervous while talking to him for some reason, though I wasn’t sure why, other than possibly the embarrassment of my soiled clothes. “I’ll suffer through it, but thanks for the offer.” I nodded courteously and made my way to the restroom. Eight paper towels and ten minutes under the hand dryer and I still had light-brown splatters on my dress, but there wasn’t much else I could do about it. Everything about this trip was already a disaster, so I suspected this wardrobe mishap was just the icing on my tasteless, dysfunctional cake. I spent another few minutes trying to pick soppy paper towel remnants off my dress, but I finally gave up once I heard the overhead speakers announce boarding for my flight.


  I grabbed my bag and handed the attendant my boarding pass, thankful not to run into Sawyer in the waiting area. Hopefully that meant we wouldn’t be sitting near each other. That was not what I needed.


  I boarded the plane, glancing up as soon as I stepped into the aisle. Lo and behold, my eyes locked with the same green ones I had been staring into fifteen minutes ago. Curse him. Sawyer was sitting in first class, his messy beard and jogging pants looking perfectly settled into the comfortable, cushy seat. Probably my seat. After all, I was bumped to coach for one of these smug people staring at me and my dirty dress.


  “I really am sorry for the—” he began, but I cut him off quickly.


  “Don’t mention it; it’s fine,” I huffed as I headed straight past him, walking shamefully toward the back of the plane. Excellent. Right by the stinky bathroom. This day has finally peaked for me.


  I checked my ticket, displeased to find that I was about to be smooshed into a middle seat sandwiched between two old ladies. This morning my plan was to give off some impression that I was well-off and successful, on the chance that I either ran into someone important from Nashville I could network with or, worse, in case I saw someone from back home. Instead, this travel experience was far too comparable to my regular, subpar life. Luckily I didn’t see anyone I knew on the plane heading back to Mountain Ridge, where I grew up. Also, I guess the back of the plane meant I wasn’t within earshot of Sawyer, so that was a plus. It appeared my first-class plane ticket would’ve been wasted anyway.


  “Are you traveling for work, or heading out on vacation alone?” the old woman on my right asked. The “alone” part seemed unnecessary.


  “Family emergency.” I shrugged, not really in the mood for conversation.


  “Oh, so you live in Nashville now?” she continued. “How lovely. What do you do there?”


  “I’m a songwriter,” I replied unenthusiastically. “Which means I’m a waitress. Don’t tell my mother,” I added dryly.


  Usually I explained my life to people the way my overly optimistic mother did: as a successful songwriter, working with big country music stars—dating one, in fact—with a beautiful apartment overlooking the city. On the surface, that was technically all true, which was why I never corrected her. The harsh reality, however, was less appealing. Yeah, I had a song picked up by a major label and was fortunate enough to work with some people in the industry, and yes, I could see tips of the downtown skyline from my apartment window. But my song deal collapsed, I had no celebrities lined up to work with, and my apartment faced a park where I often watched homeless men urinate, so I wasn’t exactly living the dream. And my heartthrob country-star boyfriend? That came with plenty of complications. I preferred my life story as my mom saw it, versus the stinging reality that I was nowhere close to “making it.”


  I rubbed my hazel eyes, feeling exhausted after working until three in the morning at the dive bar across the street from my apartment. I’d been working there for only about six months, and I appreciated the income, but the schedule was really wearing on me. I took a sleeping pill and shut my eyes, hoping to escape any further conversation about my disappointing life.


  Hours later, I was being nudged by the old lady on my left. “We’ve landed. Time to get up,” she said cheerfully.


  As the plane maneuvered its way to our gate, I pulled out a small compact mirror and assessed the state of my face. My eyes were a little puffy, but it wasn’t horrible. Mountain Ridge was a small beach town on the edge of Lake Tahoe. It was always full of tourists, especially since it was summer, but it was a small enough area that it felt impossible to remain unnoticed.


  I was hoping to be in town for only a week or so until my dad’s health improved. When I got the call last night, they had yet to determine the full extent of my dad’s heart failure. They needed a few more tests before they could decide on a course of action, but it seemed serious. My mother, no matter how positive she sounded about the entire thing, still had a hint of caution in her voice. It was that slight crackling in her words that had convinced me to fly all the way home for an unexpected visit. Something seemed off. I knew if my mom reached a point of worry, the situation was likely far worse than what I was being told.


  Even though I anticipated a quick trip, I doubted I would make it back to Nashville before running into at least a third of my past—some of it good, but most of it not worthy of revisiting. The only person I really wanted to see was my best friend, Brie. I would be okay without seeing a single other familiar soul besides her, my parents, and my annoying younger brother, Warren.


  As I exited the plane, I let my long hair back down, thankful for the comfort I felt over somewhat hiding my face. I made my way to the baggage claim area, unsuccessfully avoiding another run-in with the handsome jogger.


  “First class, huh?” I stated as he walked up to me, apparently waiting for bags of his own.


  “Why, do I not look the part?” he teased.


  “Well, your athletic pants and my assumption that you don’t own a razor led me to believe you were actually homeless,” I joked back.


  “Maybe I am,” he mused. “Where are the good parks to sleep at in Mountain Ridge? I’ve never been here. I prefer a firm bench though, for my back.”


  “Moonshine Park is my absolute favorite,” I replied, “but that’s my spot. So don’t even think about it.”


  “So you’re homeless too?” he said with a boyish smirk, reaching out to grab a large black suitcase from the luggage belt.


  I will be in less than two weeks when I can’t come up with my rent. My purple suitcase popped out on the carousel only a few bags behind his. I quickly grabbed it off the belt. “Only when I don’t want to stay home.” I politely grinned. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve slept there.” Again with the rambling . . . It has to end. “It was nice meeting you. Enjoy your stay in Mountain Ridge.”


  I smiled and gave him a slight wave, heading away from him and out to the parking area. At least that was over. I couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was about Sawyer that made me nervous. He was handsome, sure, but there were plenty of good-looking guys in Nashville. Looks alone weren’t enough to fluster me the way he did. He seemed like a sincere guy—maybe that’s the part that caught me off guard. He acted genuinely apologetic about the coffee mishap, though I previously learned the hard way that it wasn’t too difficult for men to fake kindness. Either way, this was surely the last of our banter. Odds of us returning on the same flight were probably less than 1 percent, according to my shoddy math, so I supposed I wouldn’t have to face anymore awkward, nervous conversation with him.


  I headed out the automatic double doors and spotted Brie’s red convertible down the way as soon as I stepped outside.


  Before I made it down to her car, however, the exact scenario I wished to avoid became a reality.


  “Whitley?” a male voice said from behind me. “Is that really you?”


  I slowly turned around, preparing myself for fake conversation with someone I barely knew from years past. Maybe an old high school acquaintance, or someone from the lifeguard or ski resort jobs I held before I left town three years ago.


  “Wesley Cartwright,” I said softly. I was pretty sure the color drained from my face.


  Of course. Not a former coworker or an old acquaintance. Just the only guy I had been madly in love with before I left. The one who gave me up. The one I moved across the country to get away from.


  And the worst part of it? He looked even better than he had the day he walked away from me.



  
Chapter 2
  “I had no idea you were coming home,” he said smoothly in his familiar deep voice. His thick, dark-brown hair was short on the sides and perfectly combed on top. His light-hazel eyes looked as inviting as they did all those years ago when they pulled me in. The only thing that had changed, as luck would have it, was his broad chest. He always had an athletic build, but his arms and torso looked so much bigger and firmer than I remembered. He no longer looked like the uncertain, love-struck boy I once knew.


  “I didn’t expect to be back; it was last minute,” I began, not sure how much more I wanted to say. “I’ll probably be here only a day or two. A week tops. Are you coming back from somewhere?”


  “Yeah, just a bachelor party in Vegas.” He shrugged. “You remember Joe Moreland? He’s getting married next month.”


  “You still hang out with those guys?” I asked with an amused expression. It seemed like so much time had passed. I wasn’t really sure who all stayed in touch anymore.


  “Of course. Why wouldn’t I? Not much has changed around here for the rest of us.” He grinned. He had such a kind face, yet I still heard a hint of animosity in his voice. The last thing I needed on this quick trip home was to be reminded of everything I left.


  Two arms reached out from behind me, embracing me in a tight hug. I could tell by the high-pitched squeal that it was Brie.


  “Look at you two together. It’s just like the good ol’ days when I was always the unwelcome third wheel,” she teased. Her short blonde hair framed her face perfectly, and her electric smile looked just like it did when we met as seven-year-olds. I turned around and hugged her tight, thankful for the interruption. “Do you need a ride, Wes?” she asked politely. My brain begged him to say no.


  “Thanks, but I have a ride.” He smiled, nodding courteously at both of us. “Nice to see you though, Whit. It’s been too long.” He flashed an innocent smile, and we hugged awkwardly as I vowed to forget the way his firm arms felt wrapped around me. “If you need anything, my number’s still the same,” he said sweetly as I pulled away.


  The guilt I held on to wanted me to believe it was an insult, like I wouldn’t know if it was the same number or not, since it had been years since I dialed it. But that was the thing about Wes: he was one of the most genuine people I knew. Despite the way we left things years ago, I was certain he meant those words.


  “Oh, and, Brie, don’t forget about Nathan’s bonfire next week. If you’re still in town, Whit, you should come by. Maybe we can catch up.” He nodded again with a casually confident smile and turned away, swinging his black duffel bag over his shoulder. He climbed into the passenger side of a dark SUV, and I couldn’t help but wonder who was driving.


  “What was that about? You hang out with Wes?” I grilled Brie as we walked to her idling car.


  “Not on a regular basis, obviously, but Mountain Ridge is a small town, Whit. We can’t all run away from our past life like you did,” she teased. “Trust me, every time I run into an ex at a Starbucks, I wish I had your life.”


  I studied Brie as we climbed into her car. She was always so happy and bubbly. She had three main obsessions in life: vodka, Taco Bell, and reality dating shows, in no particular order. She was a hairstylist at one of the trendy salons in town, so it made sense she would still be connected to so many people we used to know. We talked on the phone about once a week, but we rarely talked about other people unless I was recounting celebrity run-ins in Nashville. Considering she knew me better than anyone else in my life, I did feel somewhat ashamed of the fact that she didn’t necessarily know all the boring-but-true details of my life. I didn’t want to withhold anything from her, but I had this insane longing to make her proud. Unfortunately, my current life was nothing more than a letdown on anyone’s scale.


  “So how’s Kip Bentley?” she questioned as we pulled out of the airport and onto the highway leading to Mountain Ridge. I hated the anger that coursed through me at the mention of his fake name.


  I never bothered to mention to her that his real name was Chris Jones. His “team” thought that was too boring for a rising country star though, thus “Kip Bentley” was born. I hated the name. I was frustrated in so many ways by his dual identity.


  “He’s great,” I replied. That part was true. I imagined he was enjoying his new relationship with his marketing manager. At least that’s how they had appeared when I walked in on them pressed together in his home recording studio. “He’s on tour right now, doing some shows down south, so he couldn’t make it.” That part was only half true. His tour didn’t start until next week, but he definitely wasn’t invited on this trip. “I’m not sure it’s going to work out between us anyway. He’s gone a lot, and I’m really busy.” I shrugged. In reality I was devastated about the way we’d fallen apart, but I was trying to hold it all together. I would obviously tell Brie everything soon enough, but I just needed to process it all first. The call about my dad had been completely unexpected and out of the blue, and it had really thrown me for a loop. My head was spinning.


  “Do you want me to take you to your parents’ place first or straight to the hospital?” Brie asked, continuing to smoothly maneuver the car in and out of traffic. “Have you talked to your dad? How is he?”


  “I spoke to him briefly last night, but I don’t really know what’s going on,” I answered truthfully. “The doctor indicated he was in pretty bad shape, but my dad was making jokes and my mom just called it a little ‘episode,’ whatever that means. But there was so much concern in her voice despite her words, and that’s what really shook me. I feel like no one is actually telling me anything. So I guess I should go to the hospital first.”


  Brie flashed me a reassuring smile, and we changed the conversation. We reminisced about old childhood stories and sang loudly to our favorite old songs. I felt like I was in a time capsule, carelessly driving around in a convertible with my best friend, singing at the top of our lungs with the wind in our hair. It was as if time had stopped and we were sixteen again, with bad bang haircuts and no cares in the world. Oh, what I would give to stay trapped in this moment. But the truth was, my life was so far away from this feeling.


  Eventually we pulled into the parking lot of Mountain Ridge Memorial Hospital, and Brie parked right outside the main entrance.


  “Do you want me to go up with you, or do you want some time alone with your family?” she asked thoughtfully.


  “I should probably go up alone, just to see what’s going on. Hopefully it’s nothing.” I shrugged. I tried to sound confident, but my voice wavered. “I’m exhausted, so I’ll probably crash early tonight, but maybe we can meet up tomorrow?”


  “Call me if you need something,” Brie replied, reaching over to wrap me in a tight hug. “If anything, maybe I can cut your hair tomorrow and throw in some highlights. It’s so long I almost didn’t recognize you. Let me hack it up so you can’t be prettier than me,” she teased.


  I smiled warmly at her, and we let go of each other. “I could never compete with this face,” I joked back, tugging at her chin. She pushed me out of the car.


  I waved goodbye to her as I rolled my small suitcase toward the hospital. The warm summer air felt good on my face, and although I hadn’t necessarily been looking forward to this trip back home, I wondered if it might settle my nerves in some way with everything else I had going on.


  I made my way up the hospital elevator to the eighth floor, surprised by how eerily calm everything seemed. I hadn’t spent much time in any hospitals, but from what I’d seen on TV, they always seemed full of noise and chaos. Apparently this cardiac wing was the opposite of that.


  I nonchalantly peered into the rooms with open doors as I passed. I mostly spotted elderly men with oxygen tanks and thick socks, lying in bed. The only sound I heard was rhythmic beeping, erratic beeping, and horrible infomercial sales pitches.


  810. This was the room. I knocked softly and slowly entered. There were machines everywhere, ugly curtains, and an empty chair near the hospital bed. My mom must’ve gone down to the cafeteria to get some snacks, or perhaps she was pestering the doctors for more information on my dad’s condition. Other than the doctor’s explanation that he was in congestive heart failure, I didn’t know much else.


  I smiled as I saw the contents on top of the table next to the hospital bed: my dad’s glasses, his favorite leather journal, and a family picture taken on the beach before I moved. It was such a happy picture of us, splashing in the clear water on a bright summer day. We spent all of our summers that way. Well, until I moved away, of course. The following year my younger brother also moved away, to an out-of-state college in Utah. My parents were supposed to be enjoying life with their children out of the nest, but instead here they were in the hospital, my dad only fifty-two.


  I quietly approached the hospital bed, growing confused when I discovered there appeared to be only pillows underneath the sheets. Without warning, my dad jumped out from behind the curtain, making a loud grizzly noise, while my mother popped up from behind a hospital couch and snapped a picture.


  “Gotcha,” my dad said with a huge grin. He grabbed his mobile IV drip and reached out to hug me. I think I was in shock.


  “What’s going on here? I thought you were sick,” I huffed, baffled by whatever game they were playing. “I came all the way home, and you’re not sick? What’s wrong with you guys? Mom made it sound serious. That’s a horrible thing to do!”


  “Well, it is serious, sweetheart, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun.” My dad shrugged, climbing back into his hospital bed.


  “You were crying on the phone when you first called, Mom,” I replied with a hint of anger in my voice. “You said this was serious. I spent a lot of money to fly out here as soon as I could.”


  “It is serious,” my mom repeated as if I hadn’t heard my dad. Her tone and expression finally turned a bit less jovial. “Your father is really sick. His heart is in bad shape.”


  “And you’re jumping out from behind curtains, scaring people?” I questioned. “Aside from all the tubes, you look perfectly fine. What’s really going on here?” I looked back and forth between my parents, hoping there was a good, reasonable explanation for all of this.


  “Well, we do need to have a serious conversation. The doctors say I’m not going to make it,” my dad stated quietly, losing the smile he’d held on to seconds earlier. He pulled a blanket over his legs. “They said this is it for me.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” I repeated several times as my parents just stared back at me with sad eyes. “You’re perfectly healthy. We Skyped last week, and you said you were just winded from your afternoon hike.” I studied my father in the hospital bed before me. I don’t know what I expected to see when I walked in, but it certainly wasn’t this. Other than the medical equipment surrounding him, he looked exactly the same as when I last saw him six months ago, on their last visit to Nashville.


  “We thought it was some type of walking pneumonia,” my mom explained, settling in the chair next to my father’s bed. “They ran some tests, though, and it’s far more serious than we thought.”


  “I still don’t understand it,” I responded, shaking my head. “Did you have an actual heart attack or something? I saw all of these other patients up here. They’re all old and dying. They’re ancient, with purple skin and wispy white hair. You do not belong here.”


  “It wasn’t a heart attack,” my dad replied calmly, shaking his head. “Apparently I have two bad valves that have caused my heart to work far harder than it’s supposed to, and it’s been swelling beyond belief over time without my knowledge. I need an aorta repaired too, but my heart is so enlarged from the stress it’s been under. It’s not an easy fix.”


  “But there’s a fix, right?” I asked, not sure what to make of all this information. Their reactions were confusing me. My dad made it sound like he was going to die, but my welcome into the room suggested the complete opposite. My head couldn’t make sense of it.


  “I need surgery,” my dad continued. “But there’s only a five percent chance I’ll make it through that.” His eyes became a bit moist as he spoke, and I could finally tell by his face that this was in fact a very serious thing. “We’re not making a decision tonight,” he added, looking at my mom. “We want to wait until your brother gets in tomorrow, and we’re still waiting to be seen by another surgeon for a second opinion.”


  “Thank goodness,” I gasped, feeling at least a little relief. “So another surgeon might have a better prognosis.”


  “No, the last guy refused to operate because the odds are too low. But if I don’t do anything, my odds are zero.” He shrugged. “So we need to figure out what to do.”


  “Well, they have to fix you,” I stated a little too loudly, as if that was one of the options he had just detailed.


  “They don’t think they can,” he replied, staring back at me. His eyes looked like they had completely lost the spark they held before.


  “What does that even mean?” I asked directly.


  “That means this might be the end for me.” My dad’s eyes welled up as he said it, and my mom let out a soft cry.


  I stared back at the two of them in disbelief, expecting to throw up at any given moment.



  
Chapter 3
  I was awoken many times throughout the night by the erratic beeping of the machine next to my father’s bed. It tracked his heartbeat, and I started getting lost in which sound I preferred. The silence of it jolted me awake, as I realized that in those moments his heart was stopping periodically throughout the night, but the loud, chaotic beeps startled me as well. I struggled in the darkness to keep track of what it all meant. My mom had gone home for the evening at our request. She seemed in denial, and she looked like a ghost. She desperately needed a good, quiet night of sleep to regroup before our meeting with the new surgeon in the morning. I, however, couldn’t leave. My heart ached a thousand different pains, and it felt like an anchor in my chest, pinning me to the uncomfortable vinyl pull-out hospital couch.


  I got up around seven but stayed quiet so I wouldn’t wake my father. I headed out to the lobby area, just to be greeted by my past all over again.


  “How is he?” Wesley asked, holding out a cup of coffee for me. For some reason I thought of Sawyer in that moment, grateful that this cup wasn’t spilled all over my clothes.


  “What are you doing here at the hospital?” I asked, reaching to take the cup from him. His presence caught me off guard, especially this early in the morning.


  “Marissa told me about your dad,” he replied quietly. He awkwardly put his free hand into his jeans pocket, and his fitted red V-neck shirt made him look as handsome as he had yesterday at the airport. At the mention of Marissa’s name, however, I wanted to slap him. “She works at the hospital, you know.”


  “And how’s your engagement coming along?” I asked snidely. As if it wasn’t enough for him to give me up, he then went on to date and propose to a girl Brie and I used to be best friends with. I really didn’t mean to be so catty about it. I knew it was immature, but the whole thing really made my blood boil, even after all this time. You want your exes to pine after you and regret not holding on to you, or at the very least you want them to age poorly and become less attractive. Wes, however, hadn’t lost any time by moving on with her only weeks after I moved, and he was somehow getting better looking with time. All of it made me angry.


  “I’m sure you already heard the story from Brie.” He shrugged, unaffected by my sarcasm. Of course I’d heard it all from her. Marissa was a nurse at the hospital, and Brie knew the whole scoop from some other medical staff who were regulars at her salon. Apparently Marissa had cheated on Wes with one of the doctors at the hospital. Actually, she’d been cheating on him most of their relationship. The genuinely kind side of my heart wanted to feel bad for him when I heard about it. He was a good guy who didn’t deserve that from her, as I’m sure he treated her well, like he did me while we were together. But the way he abandoned me at the end had left a bitter taste in my mouth, so I couldn’t feel much sympathy over his failed relationship.


  “I know a bit about it,” I caved, not mean enough to make him recant the entire story.


  “Well, I just wanted to check on him, on you, to see how you’re all holding up.” He said it so sincerely that I believed him.


  “I’m not sure what’s going on with my dad, to be honest,” I replied.


  “I wish I had known you were coming home,” Wes said quietly.


  I wasn’t sure how to take that comment. “I’m not sure I’m glad to be home,” I answered truthfully. It felt weird being in a place I’d known all my life. It should feel comfortable and familiar, but instead I felt like an outsider. “I hadn’t planned on coming back for a while.”


  “Too busy living the dream?” he asked casually.


  “Something like that,” I murmured. I think that’s the part that was making me feel out of place the most. I had moved away to become something, but I didn’t seem to be anything different from that uncertain, heartbroken girl who left this place three years ago.


  “Do you want to talk about what happened?” Wes asked bluntly. “Between us?”


  “That’s an old story with a sad ending.” I shook my head. “Now I’m back for what appears to be another sad ending with my father. I don’t have it in me.”


  Wes looked at me with sympathetic eyes, and I assumed he didn’t know what else to say. “Do you ever think about it?” He paused. “Everything that happened with us?”


  Only every day for the last three years.


  “It’s crossed my mind,” I stated, trying to sound nonchalant. “But it’s all in the past, right? Not a lot can be changed now.”


  “What if something could be done about it?” he questioned, staring intensely at me. “What if we could change everything? Maybe we just need a new start.”


  “A new beginning just gets us another ending, Wes. And, truth be told, I didn’t survive the last one so well.”


  “I think we should at least talk about it.”


  “Wes, this isn’t the time.” I sighed, shaking my head. The crazy thing was that I had planned this conversation in my head many times. For so long I wanted to confront him to ask why he let me go. I was so hurt over it for so long. But now, I felt a whole different kind of heartbreak throughout my body, and the way he had hurt me seemed so trivial in comparison to the news that I may lose someone much more important. “Thanks for the coffee. And for coming by. I know you mean it. But I can’t do this.” I offered him a half smile and turned around, heading back into my father’s hospital room.


  My throat felt choked up. I wasn’t sure if it was old feelings for Wes or the sight of my father attached to machines, sleeping uncomfortably in a portable bed, but I lost it. Tears flooded my face, and I laid down in my unmade pull-out bed, wishing the entire world was kinder to me in this moment.


  Sometime later, I was startled awake by a gross wet finger in my ear—the last thing I expected. Of course it was my little brother, Warren, being disgusting. “You idiot,” I moaned, slapping his arm away from me. He reached out and pulled me into a big hug, and I so badly needed the embrace.


  “How is he?” he asked quietly as my father still slept.


  “He’s in too good of spirits for the words coming out of his mouth.” I shrugged. “One would think he has a head injury instead of a heart condition. He was joking one minute and then talking about death seconds later. It was weird.” My brother handed me a cup of orange sherbet he had snagged from the nursing station, and we sat together, eating out of small Styrofoam bowls.


  “I looked up some stuff last night,” my brother began, “and I didn’t find a lot of good news.”


  “That’s because it’s the Internet. I look up things all the time just to learn I have leukemia or some kind of rare tumor once a month.” I brushed him off. “Once I had Lyme disease for three solid weeks. The Internet cannot be trusted.”


  “Are you kids eating ice cream for breakfast?” my dad chimed in with a smile, finally awake. It was an inside family joke with us. Whenever things got bad, we pretended that life’s problems could be ignored with ice cream.


  “Your impending doom is a good excuse for orange sherbet,” my brother replied, moving to awkwardly hug him while leaning down beside his bed. My mom walked in shortly after. She looked rested and had her usual glowing expression—eternal positivity.


  “The new surgeon will be in momentarily,” she stated, reaching out to hug my brother. In a way it felt surreal to all be together. Other than one Christmas when all three of them had joined me in Nashville, we hadn’t been together since I moved away. It felt nice.


  Sure enough, moments later a surgeon with a squeaky voice came in. He was bubbly and kind, although he sounded like Kermit the Frog. No person saving your life should sound like Kermit.


  He introduced himself, and my brother and I tried not to giggle at his voice. “I’ve reviewed all the diagnostics, and unfortunately I wish I had some better news. Honestly, it’s one of the worst hearts I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot.”


  Who knew Kermit was such a downer.


  “Medically speaking, I’m not sure how you’re still alive. The condition of your heart is like that of a ninety-two-year-old man, not one belonging to someone in their fifties who is otherwise healthy,” he continued. “I don’t think we can help you here.”


  “This is a hospital. Where else is he supposed to get help?” I interrupted, unsure why no one was giving us some lists of options. Weren’t there medications or procedures that could fix this? My father looked perfectly healthy, yet every doctor seemed to be stating the opposite. It was a complete disconnect, and one I was not handling well.


  “We may be able to move you to another location, somewhere more specialized in handling the severity of this situation,” the doctor continued. “But some of my colleagues have looked over your case, and they agree that the prognosis is not good no matter where we move you. I think you need to spend this time with your family. If we can come up with an option, we’ll let you know. As of right now, the surgery is just too risky. We’re not sure how much time you have as your heart keeps stopping for seconds at a time, and we’re not sure exactly what can be done about that right now. So this may be a good time to gather your thoughts and spend time together.”


  My mom asked a bunch more questions, but I was somehow tuning her out even though I yearned for more information. I couldn’t process how this was happening to us. Spend time together? Doing what? Jumping out from behind curtains, or saying goodbye? What were we actually supposed to be doing?


  I felt so frustrated, and the entire thing felt heavy. The surgeon left, and my family—my wonderful, perfect family—sat together and cried. It’s amazing how one phone call can bring you to your knees in an instant. One moment you are in a picture, laughing together on the beach, and the next minute you are being asked to let someone go out of that frame. It was a cruel injustice, and I did not feel equipped to handle something so monumental. But I guess that was the point. No one is ever given the choice—otherwise such injustices wouldn’t exist.


  We wept together for what felt like an hour. Then we ate some ice cream. It was a completely pointless act on the surface; we all knew ice cream couldn’t save us from anything that might or might not happen. But during that moment we all smiled, and for the time being, that was enough.


  We filled the rest of the day with playing cards, telling old stories, and laughing as if it were any other day. Yet instead of being around the family dinner table or out enjoying the sunshine on the deck overlooking Lake Tahoe, we did it around a hospital bed. Somehow we were still able to joke and have fun, as if this situation was “normal” for us. By the time evening rolled around, visitors who had heard the news started rolling in. Relatives, neighbors, old family friends . . . The room started to feel crowded, and I needed some fresh air. My brother wanted to stay at the hospital for the night, so I said my goodbyes for the evening. I made my brother pinky swear he would call me immediately if anything happened, and I exited the hospital with my rolling purple suitcase.


  I thought about calling Brie for a ride home, but the idea of a late-night walk and some fresh air seemed necessary. My house was only about a fifteen-minute walk from the hospital, and I expected the solitude to clear my head. The sky was breathtaking, littered with stars as far as I could see, and it was the first time in twenty-four hours that I felt like things might be okay—simply because the world still looked beautiful to me. The universe was existing on its own, despite the doom swirling around those hospital walls, and I felt some sense of relief from that, no matter how little it made sense.


  As I walked, my mind wandered in ten different directions. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around my father in the hospital. The news was tragic and terrifying, yet he didn’t seem overly changed by it. He had a sense of calm I wouldn’t expect from someone in his condition. I couldn’t process that. I thought of my life back in Nashville—or what I had left of a life, anyway. I was still angry at Chris, or “Kip,” or whatever I was supposed to call him. For a brief period I was living in a dream world, writing songs with rising stars, dating a country hunk magazines declared the “next big thing.” It was only a few days ago that the entire thing had unraveled, but it felt so far away now.


  I smiled out of nowhere when I thought back to yesterday at the airport when Sawyer dumped his coffee on me. I was so overwhelmed with everything that I recalled acting kind of jerky and crazy toward him, but I had so much on my mind at the time. He was extremely  handsome and polite, and yet there I was, berating him for a stupid accident and chiding him for flying first class while I had to sit in the back of the plane. I was such a wreck. At least I wouldn’t have to relive that moment. Nashville was a big town, so I was pretty certain I wouldn’t have to worry about running into him again once I made it back home.


  Then I thought of Wes and the conversation we had this morning. I wasn’t sure why he had crept into my brain just now. Obviously running into him once didn’t help, but him showing up at the hospital was unexpected. And wanting to talk about what happened between us? Where had that come from? As badly as I wanted to get it all out, to say all the things I never got to say to him, I was also kind of glad that conversation had ended before it started. He’d already hurt me once. I didn’t need to relive it.


  Eventually I came up to Moonshine Park, just on the left side of the walking and biking paths near the main road. I spent countless days at that park, as both a child and a grown-up. During the day it was full of noise: crying, laughing, screaming children. At night it was free from all that noise and chaos. I used to stop by as a teenager and fly back and forth on the swings while I processed all my angst. I spent hours scribbling songs in the many notebooks I always carried around. In college I laid across the giant tire swing countless nights, trying to figure out my life. I stared up at the night sky, taking in the millions of stars overhead—constellations my father had taught me all about when I was a little girl. My father amazed me with what he knew, pulling out the telescope to show me Jupiter or forcing us outside for a backyard campout on the trampoline to watch meteor showers rolling through. Tonight, under these same stars I’d stared at so many times before, it felt like the perfect place to sort out my brain. It was exactly what I longed for: some peace and quiet to reflect on the chaos in my head.


  But apparently I wasn’t alone. Someone was already sitting in my favorite spot.



  
Chapter 4
  I narrowed my eyes as I made my way toward the person on the swings, wondering if I knew who it was.


  “Oh, my gosh, you weren’t kidding. You really are homeless,” I said as I approached, confirming the shadow was a dressed-up version of Sawyer.


  “Yeah, but I like to wear nice suits when I sleep in parks so people pity me and put more money in my paper cup,” he replied.


  I smiled, taking him in as he said it. His hair was styled and his tanned skin glowed under the moonlight. I realized he was clean-shaven, and he looked far more handsome than I remembered from the airport. He was sitting on one of the swings that overlooked Lake Tahoe in the distance. There were many trees in the way, but the moon cast a perfect spotlight across the lake, illuminating a strip of sparkling water. This was usually my serenity spot. Normally I would’ve been irked that someone else was here, but strangely Sawyer being here didn’t bother me so much. “So, how is it that you found my park? And what are you really doing in Mountain Ridge, anyway?” I sat on one of the old rubber swings next to him, smiling at the familiar sound of the chain links clanking against the weight of my body. It was one of my favorite sounds.


  “Well, I don’t want to seem like an overly exciting person, but I’m here for the convention on encopresis,” he said sarcastically. “It’s okay to be a little jealous.”


  “I’m sorry, what? I fell asleep when you said that gibberish word,” I teased.


  “That’s why I had to make a break for it tonight. It’s exhausting.” He laughed.


  “What about the next part of my question?” I pried. “Why did you come to the park? It’s not exactly a hot tourist destination.”


  “I don’t know. The name stuck in my head when you said it. I asked one of the local guys at the convention if he knew where this place was, and conveniently it was just a few minutes from my hotel. I figured I would get out for some fresh air. You were right; this is a great spot. I didn’t exactly expect you to be here, though.”


  “It didn’t cross your mind that it was a vague possibility?”


  His lips curled up into a smile. “I thought about it,” he admitted. “I still feel bad about the whole coffee thing. I thought if I ran into you again, maybe I would have the chance to make up for it.” He stared at me with his green eyes, and I was somewhat mesmerized by them, despite the circumstances surrounding my night thus far. The expression on his face was fun and carefree, which was a million miles away from my brain at the moment, yet I was pulled in by the way he looked like an escape from everything I was feeling.


  “I’m pretty sure I appeared to be a complete train wreck back at the airport, so I guess you’re here out of pity?” I speculated.


  “You’re feisty. That really stuck with me. I don’t know. I kind of liked it.” He shrugged. “You seemed pissed at me, but you were kind of smiling at the same time.”


  “I’m not all that feisty.” I laughed. “You just caught me at a bad time.”


  “I don’t know. You were pretty riled up. The tenacity in your voice struck me. It was sexy in kind of a scary way. Like maybe you were into me, but maybe you just wanted to throat-punch me and walk away.” He smiled again, and I stared back at him, in awe of his charm. He was a complete and total stranger, yet I didn’t want out of this conversation. Of course I couldn’t be further away from flirting at this point in my life. A man was the last thing I needed, especially since I hadn’t fully dealt with the last one I thought I was into before I left Nashville. I still had that mess to sort through.


  “I’m not so sure I can do this cute, witty banter thing right now,” I admitted, grinning back at him. “I’m a hot mess. My life is completely unraveling. I might insult your dog all over again before this conversation is over. Anything could happen.”


  “I already told you about his drool problem, not to mention he’s blind in one eye and constantly walks into furniture, so verbal insults are the least of his problems.” Sawyer smirked. “What’s your story? I gathered you’re from here but you live in Nashville now? So why are you back? Other than the encopresis convention, I can’t think of a single reason why anyone would want to come to Lake Tahoe in summer,” he teased.


  “Family emergency.” I shrugged, trying to keep the conversation light. “I’ll be here for only a week or so, then I’ll head back.”


  “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked politely, trying to gauge my expression as I spoke.


  “Not really,” I replied. “My dad’s sick. It doesn’t look good.” I choked back the emotion in my voice. “My family is really close, and I don’t know. It’s just hitting me hard. I feel like I can’t take a deep breath. I came out here tonight to escape from it for a bit.”


  “We don’t have to talk about it,” he said sympathetically. “Let’s talk about this park. It’s a great park. You spent a lot of time here growing up?”


  “Yeah, I used to,” I answered, nodding my head. “As a kid I used to come here all the time with my family. Then I became a teenager, which meant sneaking out with my friends late at night. We’d come here and drink bottles of Boone’s Farm and talk about how annoying our parents were and about how douchey the jocks at school were. Now, as an adult, it feels different, sitting on these swings, staring out at the lake. It’s like I’m supposed to be too grown-up and responsible to be here. Yet somehow I feel the opposite. I feel like I haven’t grown up yet, despite all of these stupid grown-up problems around me. I wish I were eleven again.”


  “Everything’s better when you’re a kid,” he agreed, looking out toward the water. “When I was really little, I was obsessed with pants. Like all the time, I just wanted to put on pants. Even when it was hot out, or when changing for bed, or even going to the city pool, my mom said I would freak out until I got to put on my favorite pair of pants. Now, as an adult, I’ve never been that happy putting on pants. Most days I don’t even want to put on pants at all.”


  I giggled. Then my mind wandered to thoughts of him with no pants. He actually looked like a guy you would see on an advertisement for boxer briefs.


  “You know what I mean, right?” he continued, interrupting my thoughts. “Adulting is never as much fun. It’s like you’re sold all these truths about being grown up, right? Like you can choose your own bedtime, eat anything you want, do anything you want. But grown-up life is so much darker than a kid’s make-believe version of it. You want to go to bed when you can’t, no one else is making snacks for you so you’re hungry all the time, and you have to wear pants when you don’t want to. It’s terrible.”


  “I feel like this is the part where you somehow get us to end up with no pants,” I joked.


  “Hey, you said it. You do whatever you want.” He laughed with his hands up in surrender.


  “Well, unfortunately I have an early morning.” I smiled, changing the subject. “So these pants are headed home. I imagine you have an early start at the nerd convention tomorrow?”


  “I have to be there by seven thirty if I want to sit in the front row, and you know I do,” he replied. “But maybe we can meet up here tomorrow night to escape from our real lives. Eight p.m.? I’ll bring the Boone’s Farm. Pants optional.”


  The look on his face was playful and sexy all at once. I thought for a moment he was kidding—just being quick and witty by referencing something from our earlier conversation—but he genuinely seemed to be waiting for an answer to his question.


  “I’ll give it some thought,” I responded, not totally sure it was even a good idea. With the current downward spiral of my life, it almost seemed like a nice distraction from it all. Like being in Brie’s car yesterday, singing loud with the wind in our hair, like we were infinitely sixteen. Maybe drinking cheap booze in the park with a handsome stranger was stupid enough to remind me that something in my life wasn’t completely grim. Unless that scene in itself was completely rock bottom. I couldn’t tell.


  I grabbed my bag and gave Sawyer an awkward wave goodbye.


  “Really, all that dialogue exchanged and I get a limp arm wave?” he teased. “I thought that enlightening conversation was more worthy of a fist bump or something. Maybe a secret handshake? An uncomfortable hug where neither of us knows who should let go first? I feel as though we can’t separate with such an impersonal gesture. We just spent four minutes swinging together. Our connection has to be deeper than a half wave.”


  “How do you say goodbye to people at your nerd convention at the end of the day?” I mused. “Maybe that will work for us.”


  “We usually go with lingering pats on the tush, but I think it’s too soon,” he joked. “We can just go with the half wave for tonight. That’s fine. Then we can up our game tomorrow night. Maybe a high five or something with sound. Just to keep in interesting.”


  “You are strange.” I giggled. “Look, if I don’t show up tomorrow night, don’t take it personally. I just have a lot going on.”


  “Nice—the polite excuse to get out of it before you stand me up. You are a lady.”


  “That’s not what I meant by it.” I laughed. “I just don’t know how tomorrow is going to go, that’s all.”


  “You and me both. That’s the fun of it.”


  He smiled from ear to ear, and it was contagious. He slid his hands into his suit pockets, and part of me didn’t want to walk away from him, but I knew it was necessary. He was already clouding my judgment, and I wanted no part of where that led.


  “Good night, Sawyer Grant,” I stated, extending my fist toward him. He nudged it back and winked.


  “Good night, Whitley Rose.”


  I turned away from him and headed west down the bike path, making the short walk back to my parents’ place. Everything along the way looked the same as when I’d left. The log cabins appeared untouched, other than a new bright-red mailbox at old Mr. Earl’s place up the street from my parents’. He used to drive an ice cream truck, though I was unsure if that was still the case. The pine trees were just as tall and majestic as they always were, and the lake’s water looked as peaceful and perfect as it had throughout my entire youth.


  Even the shadow of the boy sitting on my front porch swing, rocking slowly under the night sky—that looked familiar too. I’d seen it a hundred times.


  Although tonight that shadow was not invited. It was unwanted. Unwelcome.


  So I continued walking, undetected, six houses past my own, as relentless tears began to fall.



  
Chapter 5
  Brie quickly opened the door after my gentle knocking. She saw my tear-covered face and opened her arms. I hugged her back, and she led me out to the hammocks in her yard, overlooking Tahoe.


  “What happened?” she asked warmly as we each crawled into one of the hammocks side by side in her backyard. She technically still lived with her mom and stepdad, but her space was above a detached garage so it was like she had her own apartment. She’d paid to have the space renovated to add plumbing and a kitchen, and it was actually quite spacious and cute. She made a killing at the hair salon she worked at, and without rent, she saved most of it. She had big plans to buy a massive home on the lake someday, but those were an easy $3 million for what she had in mind, so she had quite a ways to go. That meant secretly she hoped to marry a rich Australian guy who would whisk her away to a new life. So $3 million or a hot, rich foreigner who looked like Thor—whichever came first.


  “Wes was sitting on my parents’ porch swing when I passed.” I sighed. “I presume he was waiting for me, unless he’s moved in with them and no one’s told me yet.” I rolled my eyes as if that was even a possibility.


  “It’s called guilt, Whitley,” Brie stated matter-of-factly. “He let you go, moved on with one of your ex–best friends, that turned into shambles, and now you’ve waltzed back into Mountain Ridge and he’s reminded of what he lost. That has to eat at him.”


  I told her about him surprising me at the hospital earlier. I knew his intentions were genuine, given how close I am with my family, and I’m sure he sincerely wanted to show his support. But wanting to talk about us—I was not prepared for that. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it.


  “This is why I don’t come back and visit.” I sighed. “It’s so much easier to live where no one knows you.”


  “I wish I had your guts. To just pack up your stuff and leave like you did. People think about it all the time, but barely anyone does it. You’re amazing.”


  “Not exactly,” I said quietly. “I didn’t do it because I was brave. I was running away.”


  “From what? A boring life in Mountain Ridge? Working as a lifeguard the rest of your life or doing something else around town?” Brie sat up as she spoke. “Whit, you’re like a hometown hero. Leaving it all to follow your dreams—that’s really commendable.”


  “I was heartbroken and angry. That’s why I left,” I said honestly. “Wes didn’t want to save what we had, and I didn’t know what to do with that. I thought we had some kind of plan, you know? And then he gave up on that plan, and I panicked. I sold it to everyone like it was courage, but it wasn’t. I was pissed and unsure of what else to do. It seemed like a more glamorous ‘ending’ for me rather than facing the music and running into the guy who broke me every time I went into a coffee shop.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. You did it, and you’ve made something wonderful out of it,” she said warmly.


  “That’s just it, I haven’t,” I groaned. “I mean, I’m trying, but it’s not working. On the surface it sounds swanky, like I’m some Nashville songwriter dating a superstar, blah blah blah . . . But that’s not the whole story.”


  “It was one song. Let them change your words if they want. It doesn’t mean you aren’t freakishly talented,” Brie continued, perpetually building up my confidence. The frustrating part was that one song was the only one that had been picked up in the three years I’d been in Nashville. Unfortunately, after the label changed the entire thing, it was no longer mine. It’s almost like it never even happened. Brie was truly the best kind of friend, brushing it off like it wasn’t a big deal. “You have a million more songs in those notebooks you always carry around. You have so much more to offer that town. It will happen.”


  “That’s not the only thing I’ve been screwed over by,” I admitted. “There’s also Kip. His name is really Chris. Kip is just the ‘persona’ the record label created to make more money. He’s been cheating on me with his manager. I feel humiliated.” There it was. I finally told her. It felt better to have a conversation like this with my best friend in person, rather than long distance over the phone. It didn’t stop the rage from returning, though. I so badly wanted to confront him and kick him in the exact parts he had pressed against his manager’s miniskirt. “Just a few days ago I walked in on them together. It was mortifying.”


  “Oh, Whit, that’s terrible,” she commiserated. “Come on, he’s just one more for the list, and someday he won’t mean anything to you. When has any guy ever treated us the way we deserve to be treated? You remember Paul Allen from eighth grade? It was a jerk move to ask both me and Chrissy Stevenson to the same dance. How do they learn to be such douchebags at such an early age? I swear it’s in their DNA.”


  “You’re still hanging on to that eighth-grade dance story?” I laughed.


  “That’s where it all began,” she whined. “What about you? Remember when you caught Ryan kissing that girl at the beach party in tenth grade? You thought you could pour the entire keg on him, just to realize you couldn’t pick it up on your own, not to mention the fact that kegs don’t actually dump out like you think.”


  “Yes, and everyone laughed at me and made fun of me for weeks. Thanks for allowing me to relive that horrible moment.” I giggled. Times like this with Brie were the best. She was the only one who really got me. I couldn’t imagine a guy ever being able to see through me the way she could.


  “Hey, I had it the worst,” she continued. “In fact, just a few months back at an engagement party for Becca Walsh, her brother reminded everyone of my period story from the girls’ state basketball championship. Everyone laughed all over again like we were all still seventeen. Guys suck.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. I thought of Sawyer in that moment for some reason. Why was I even bothering with him? He had “letdown” written all over him. Smart guys in suits were not to be trusted.


  “You want to crash here?” Brie asked sympathetically. “Maybe Wes will get eaten by a bear while he waits all night for you.”


  “One can hope.” I smirked and stretched back in the hammock. I closed my eyes, and within minutes the entire world finally shut off.


    ***
  I made it back to the hospital around eight the next morning, and my brother and mom were already talking to some doctors. We didn’t really have any different news. My dad’s condition wouldn’t improve on its own, and there was still no perfect solution to fix him.


  More visitors came and went throughout the day, and I faked smiles and explained my “stellar” life in Nashville to at least thirty people. It was draining. I couldn’t lie to everyone and tell them I’d made it big when I hadn’t yet, and my boring reality would’ve just confused people as to why I’d moved away in the first place, so I settled for some half-truths to get me through the day. Yeah, I write songs in Tennessee. Yeah, I “expect” some of them to do something big someday. Yeah, I’m obviously dating a country hunk, according to a miraculous picture that surfaced of Kip and I attending an awards show together a few weeks back . . . I could go on for an hour offering little exciting bits of myself mixed in with my daydreams. Instead I kept the spiel to a brief, two-minute overview of what I was doing and what I had planned. I kept it generic, and fortunately no one asked too many questions. No one seemed to understand the music industry anyway, so they weren’t even sure what to say to me.


  I headed down to the hospital cafeteria with my mom and brother to grab a late dinner while my dad visited with old work friends who had stopped by to see him.


  “I know you guys feel it’s important for you to be here all the time, but why don’t you go out and try to find some fun? Or at least catch up on some restful sleep or something,” my mom insisted.


  “It’s my turn to stay at the hospital tonight. I’m not missing that,” I chimed in quickly. “Not until things turn around.”


  “I’m exhausted from last night. Those loud machines are horrible,” my brother added. “I barely slept. I plan to go to the house tonight for some quiet. I’ll be back first thing in the morning.”


  “Well, actually, tomorrow your dad has a bunch of testing scheduled,” my mom explained. “So I know you guys want to hang around for news, but they won’t let you be in the diagnostics room all day for that. I know it seems weird to say right now, but I think you should do something tomorrow. Take a break from all this. Maybe go hang out with some old friends or something for the day. It may do you some good.”


  “Do you know if the Mason family needs a sitter at all this week?” I nonchalantly asked her. She looked confused by my change of subject.


  “Rachel is always looking for some help. Why do you ask?” she replied with raised brows.


  “I don’t know. I just thought maybe I could make some money while I’m here.” I shrugged. The truth was, I needed rent money stat, or I would have a whole new set of problems.


  “I thought your job was going well. What was that about a big song you had coming out? Isn’t that going to be released soon?” Mom asked in her overly optimistic voice.


  “It’s complicated,” I huffed, forever failing at trying to explain the music business to my fifty-year-old mother. The truth was, besides the only failed song I’d had picked up so far, my words just sat in a graveyard of notebooks. That wasn’t going to get me a paycheck.


  “If you need money, dear, just ask,” my mom replied sincerely.


  “I overheard her tell Brie on the phone earlier that she’s flat broke,” my brother interrupted. I punched his arm.


  “What? What’s going on? Is everything all right? Are you eating okay? How’s your budget? Is it off track? Maybe we can make some spreadsheets tomorrow,” my mom rambled. As usual, she wanted to fix everything.


  “No,” I said in an exhausted tone. “Spreadsheets hurt my feelings. I’m fine; it’s not a big deal.”


  “Don’t you have a rich celebrity boyfriend? Where’s he at? Why didn’t he come?” my brother further pestered.


  “You are seriously annoying, Warren. That’s none of your business. Just let it go,” I sneered. Usually we got along well, but he enjoyed pushing my buttons when he could. “I just need some money for the flight home once Dad gets better.”


  “Sweetheart, why didn’t you come to me sooner? We should talk about this. Let’s make a budget,” she reiterated. “You know how important it is to be financially responsible, Whitley. Budgets may not be fun, but they’re important. What about the future? I can get you some information on Roth IRAs and such. Do you have a Roth?”


  “What are you even saying? It sounds like you have a lisp.” I shook my head.


  “Why would she ask you if you had a Ross?” my brother scoffed.


  “What?”


  “If she had a lisp, Roth would be Ross. It doesn’t even make sense. She’s not asking you about boyfriends,” he mocked.


  “Just shut up, Warren. You’re not helping anything,” I huffed. “I’m fine, Mom. I don’t need spreadsheets right now. I’m going for a walk,” I declared, standing up from the blue plastic cafeteria table. “I’ll be back later, once everyone clears out.”


  I walked away and felt their eyes on me, but I didn’t care. I just needed a break from it all, something to take my mind off this horrible hospital with bad food and ugly, cream-colored walls. I checked the time on my phone and was surprised to find it was almost eight o’clock.


  The park. Did I really want to meet Sawyer tonight? What was I even doing? As Brie and I had discussed last night, guys were clearly just a waste of time. Although I had nowhere else to go, and he was the only person who didn’t know a thing about my life. I welcomed that kind of company at this point. If I went anywhere else, I would likely run into someone I knew from my past, which was the last thing I wanted.


  I left the hospital and made my way down the bike path to Moonshine Park. Typical for this time of night, the area was perfectly quiet and the swings were still. I smiled as soon as I caught a glimpse of the silhouette sitting on a bench. He had two glasses with him and a couple of brown paper bags. Classy.


  “If there’s anything fancier than Boone’s Farm in those paper bags, I’m walking away right now,” I teased as I approached. He was far more casual-looking tonight, dressed in dark jeans, a fitted, light-gray shirt, and a baseball hat. I liked him dressed up, but somehow he looked even sexier like this.


  “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about how to keep a girl’s attention, it’s clumsiness and cheap alcohol,” he joked. “I believe I’m successful in both those areas. First the coffee incident, and now this . . .” He pulled out one pink bottle and one blue bottle of Boone’s. I smiled. “His and hers.”


  “You know how to throw a park party,” I said sarcastically, sitting down next to him on the bench. The sun had just set, and the stars began to appear above us. He held out a glass to me, but I shook my head.


  “You can’t drink Boone’s out of a glass.” I smirked. “It’s best straight out of the bottle.”


  “Wow, full homeless alcoholic style. I knew I liked you.” He passed me the pink bottle and held up the blue one for himself. We twisted off the caps and clinked the bottles together before each taking a hefty slug. “That is as disgusting as I imagined it to be.” He grimaced.


  “You’ve never had this before?”


  “Nope, I was never a teenage girl.” He laughed. “That’s who this stuff is made for, right?”


  “Probably,” I razzed. “So what did you drink back in the day?”


  “Energy drinks and tea,” he replied with a smile. “I wasn’t exactly a partier.”


  “Right, nerd conventions. I should’ve had you pegged. What exactly do you do for a living anyway? Tech stuff or something?”


  “I’m a doctor,” he said casually. I definitely spat out some of my drink. I couldn’t even reply. “Are you okay? Are you testing me right now to see if it’s true? Do you need CPR? You’re drooling and kind of gagging. Is it because you’re drinking pink rubbing alcohol? I swear to you I will check your airways if you need me to. Blink twice, and I’ll do it.”


  “How are you a doctor?” I asked with an exacerbated voice.


  “Um, I think med school is the answer you’re looking for?” he said jovially. “What about me makes you think I can’t be a doctor?”


  “I don’t know. That’s, like, a really important job. And here you are drinking teenage liquor with a stranger on a park bench. I think we’re actually committing a felony right now. It’s a state park. I thought you were a nerd convention guy.”


  “Well, it’s science, so . . .”


  “I know, I just mean . . . I don’t know, I just thought . . .” I couldn’t articulate what was in my brain. I was too caught off guard.


  “I graduated a year early from high school and started college when I was seventeen. I finished my bachelor’s in three and a half years, then went to med school.”


  “Seriously?” I looked at him with an uncertain expression, still wondering if he was just messing with me. I’d guessed he was a couple of years older than me, and apparently that was right, but I never would’ve guessed he was a doctor.


  “Well, ‘doctor’ is the fancy answer. The whole truth is that I’m still in my residency, so I’m not exactly done yet. I want to specialize in pediatrics. I still have a ways to go.”


  “Oh, good, just a pediatric doctor. That takes the pressure off,” I replied, waving my hands around in the air in a dramatic fashion.


  “What about you, what’s your story? What do you do in Nashville?”


  “I’m not following up the ‘I’m a doctor’ conversation with my employment history. That’s not fair,” I teased. “I’m still working on mine.”


  “So am I, so what’s the difference? We’re both still works in progress. There’s nothing shameful about that.”


  “Except that your story ends with saving children, and I’m a songwriter who will be lucky to save my crappy studio apartment,” I blurted out. I couldn’t believe it had come out that way. I would’ve wanted him to hear the fancy version first, the way my mom told it.


  “You’re in the music industry? That’s amazing,” he replied genuinely. “Wait, you . . .” He looked at me with accusatory eyes, as if he was about to say something bad. “I knew I recognized you.”


  I laughed. “Trust me, you don’t recognize me. I haven’t done anything yet.”


  “No, a couple Sundays ago in the paper. There was a picture. That new country guy—what’s his name, Ken? Kurt?”


  “Kip?” I said dryly.


  “Yeah, there was a picture at some awards thing. You were in that picture with him.”


  Well, this was awkward.


  “Wait, you’re dating Kip Bentley?”


  “Do you want the fancy answer, or . . .” My voice trailed off, and I could already feel the embarrassment on my cheeks.


  “Whoa, I did not see this coming.” He smirked. “No wonder you’re so feisty. You’re a celebrity.”


  “I am far from a celebrity,” I interjected quickly, shooting that idea down. “It was one picture. Who even reads the paper anymore? Anyway, he’s the star. I’m nobody.”


  “You’re a musician!” he said excitedly. “That’s something.”


  “I’m not even that.” I sighed. “I’m just a writer. I don’t sing, nor do I want any part of all that. I just write. I hear music in my head, and I write the words. I’m a nerd with a hundred scribbled notebooks. That’s it.”


  “So you write his music? I actually kind of like his sound.”


  “I didn’t write anything on his EP, and he’s actually a toe.” I shrugged. Apparently we were getting into this. I took another slug of my liquid past.


  “Yeah, I mean, I don’t actually like his music,” Sawyer added, trying to recover from his comment.


  “No, it’s fine. He’s talented, I know that. We’ve been writing together for a bit, working on a new album for him, and we kind of started something.” I hesitated. “But then a couple days before I got the call about my dad’s health, I walked in on him and his PR manager. They weren’t maintaining a professional relationship; I can tell you that much. I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”


  “I can’t believe I’m drinking Boone’s Farm with a celebrity,” Sawyer teased.


  “I was just dumped by a celebrity. There’s a difference,” I clarified. “So I’m back to a life of nonexistence.”


  “But most importantly, you guys are broken up, right?” He smiled.


  “Let’s just say if I was a jerk to you for spilling coffee in my lap, the words I had for him were a little more harsh,” I explained. “Technically I don’t think I said, ‘It’s over,’ or anything that specific, but the expletives would indicate, to me at least, that we’re broken up. And the expensive speaker I threw at him was probably also pretty indicative of my feelings toward him.”


  “So what now?”


  “So now I’m apparently not writing songs with anyone, which means my power and water should be shut off in a few weeks, I’ll get to watch ‘Kip’ rise to stardom while working his way through every miniskirt in Nashville, and it turns out my dad might die.” The emotion finally caught up with my voice. “I get to be nobody, poor and unsuccessful, drinking Boone’s Farm in a park like I’m sixteen. All the while beating myself up over everything I left here in Mountain Ridge, for a life that I am completely sucking at.” There it was. This was bottom.


  “Geez, and I complained yesterday about having to put on pants all the time,” he joked, lightening the mood. “You win, hands down. That all sucks pretty bad. I should’ve brought more to drink.”


  I snickered as he made fun of me, and I took another slug of my bottle. “Aren’t you glad this is how you’re spending your Monday night?” I teased. “Looks like you spilled coffee on the wrong girl.”


  A warm smile spread across his face, and he stared at me. “I don’t know, I kind of like this.” He shrugged. “Usually when you get to know someone, it’s only the good stuff. You’re supposed to tell me how smart and successful you are, like you’re the only girl who actually has her life all together. It’s like social media—everyone is full of all these half-truths, right? Their life is perfect and happy and everything goes their way . . . And, even better, when something doesn’t go their way, they go on and on about the injustice of it all, and they get to spill the dramatic takeaways of the positive life lesson they endured. Or at the very least they get a hundred other people to commiserate with them so they aren’t alone in it, and then it’s okay. But I hate all that. Sometimes things just suck. I hate that no one can just say it.”


  “Are you patronizing me?” I said speculatively, trying to read him. He was always smiling, so I couldn’t necessarily tell if he was being serious or just completely mocking me.


  “I’m serious,” he said warmly. “You’re the first girl to tell me you’re unsuccessful, poor, and possibly a little crazy when a man does you wrong. No girl ever admits to that. Not on the first date, at least.”


  “Whoa, who said this is a date?” I laughed.


  “Right,” he countered, nodding. “Well, two strangers in a park drinking three-dollar liquor is every bit a perfect date if I’ve ever heard of one. Or it’s a ‘missing girl’ story on the local news, but I guess we’re not going to know which one this is until the night ends. So you’re right. It’s anyone’s guess at this point.”


  I stared back at him, smiling because my face matched his when he spoke and I couldn’t stop it. I had just told him about my crumbling life, and he didn’t seem phased by any of it. He was able to make light of everything and put me in a good mood anyway. I had laughed more with him in our thirty minutes together than I think I ever laughed with “Kip” for the entire six months we dated.


  “What about you? What’s your life story?” I asked, changing the subject. All my secrets were out, so it made sense to turn the tables and find out about him.


  “I live in an apartment in the city right now. My commute to the hospital isn’t so bad,” he began, still trying to drink from his glass bottle despite grimacing every time the liquid passed down his throat. “But I grew up in a small town outside Nashville up until I moved for school. I was raised by my grandparents mostly, out in the country.”


  “What happened?”


  “Car accident.” He shrugged. “I lost my parents when I was six. Honestly I don’t remember a lot. I have weird memories here and there, but not about anything important. Just my mom and the pants.” He smirked as he said it. “And memories of my father at the local park, teaching me to ride a bike once, fly a kite . . . that kind of stuff. Random memories, but not many of them.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said quietly. “What made you decide to become a doctor?”


  “The old man was a doctor,” he explained. “He had all these books. Medical journals, things like that. After he passed I was obsessed with those books, even though at first I could barely read them. I don’t know exactly why I was so drawn to them right away. Maybe it was because I felt it was the only tangible connection I had with him, or they were just a good excuse to stay withdrawn for most of my childhood because I was always busy reading. I read all of those books front to back, multiple times. My grandparents would always beg me to go outside and play with all the other kids, but I preferred to sit and read those books. As I got older, that was the only thing I knew to do. My grandparents lived about forty minutes outside the city on a beautiful pond in a small town. I’ve always loved that spot, and all I wanted was to live in that house forever and be a doctor. So that’s been my entire focus ever since.”


  “I marvel at people who know exactly what to do with their life,” I stated sincerely. “That’s really amazing.”


  “I don’t know if it’s amazing,” Sawyer continued. “I think as a child I felt some tremendous pressure to be something big, as if it would replace the tragedy in some way for my grandparents, who lost their only son. I felt like the hole in me couldn’t be fixed, but maybe I had it in me to fix the hole in them by doing something big with my life. I swear every time I accomplished the next phase of my plan, the pride on their faces made me think that was what I’d really accomplished—that I’d fixed them from any pain they’d ever had in their lives, which they deserved for all they’d done for me. Then they passed last year, within four months of each other, and now I wonder how much of them I really fixed. Because the hole I feel from losing them—I don’t feel like anyone can fix that.”


  I stared back at him, unsure of exactly what to say. I had chosen to meet up with him because his constant joyous expression seemed so distant from the heartache I was feeling over my father, yet I was learning how much more heartache he had endured himself. I couldn’t imagine losing everyone close to me. I wasn’t sure I could make it through one loss, let alone all the people I loved.


  “But that’s the beauty of this world, right?” he said. “Horrific things happen, but it keeps on spinning. And somewhere in that there’s purpose, and beauty, and happiness, despite all the things that have gone so wrong.”


  “I don’t know how you do it.” I shook my head.


  “What?”


  “The way you can talk about all that but still look like you’re happy. The way you still seem to have perfect focus over what you want despite the world throwing you those kinds of curveballs. I’ve never lost anyone, and I feel like I can’t keep it together most days.”


  “You’re probably doing a better job than you think.” He smiled.


  I wondered if that was true. Sure, people probably fell apart over far less. But being twenty-three without a college degree, on the verge of homelessness—not to mention the humiliation over being cheated on by essentially the only career prospect I had—felt like a pretty deep pit to me.


  “I don’t know. I just feel like I’m doing it all wrong,” I replied. “Maybe I should’ve listened to my mother. I should’ve finished college, majored in something really practical like engineering, or marketing, or accounting . . . I could be working a normal, stable job by now doing, I don’t know . . . spreadsheets all day or something.”


  “Bleh, no, spreadsheets are awful.” He laughed. “That’s no life for a girl like you.”


  “I know, right?” I agreed.


  My phone buzzed at that moment, taking away my focus. I read the text on the screen next to my brother’s name.


  Not sure where you are, can’t find you in the hospital. Meet us back in the room. It’s important.


  My heart sank.




  
Chapter 6
  “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?” Sawyer asked with heavy concern in his voice. Apparently he could see the fear on my face.


  “I’m not sure. It’s my dad,” I said quickly, standing up from the bench. “Something must be wrong.” I handed him my near-empty bottle as guilt washed over me. Here I was, irresponsibly drinking at a park with some guy while my family was looking for me with news—obviously bad news—about my dad. What was I doing?


  He stood up as well, setting everything down on the seat. “Are you heading back to the hospital? Can I walk with you, or do you want to be alone?”


  “I’m fine,” I choked out, hoping not to cry in front of him. “I’ll go alone.” I appreciated his concern and politeness, but I had no interest in turning to mush in front of a guy I barely knew. He may have been impressed with my honesty about my finances and poor choice in men, but this was all far too personal.


  He reached out and grabbed my phone from me, quickly maneuvering his fingers across the screen. “Here’s my number, just in case,” he stated, handing the phone back to me. “If you need anything, even just someone to talk to, I’ve been through it all. I’m a good listener.” He offered me a sincere smile, and I reached out for his hand and gently squeezed it.


  “Thanks for the park party,” I said quietly with a smirk, still trying to force back my tears.


  “Hand squeezing. This is a better goodbye than yesterday. We’re making progress,” he teased. “Seriously, call me. Please. Just to tell me how you are. Even if you tell me you’re fine and it’s only half true, that’s okay too.”


  “Thank you,” I replied quietly. The tears slowly fell from my face, and I smiled back up at him, knowing it was time to walk away. I offered him one last light grin, truly thankful for his company, then turned and headed toward the walking path that led to the hospital. The tears came faster as I walked.


  Within minutes I made it through the main entrance doors and began my ascent up the elevator to the eighth floor. As soon as I stepped off into the hallway, my brother intercepted me.


  “Where’ve you been?” my brother asked curiously, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.


  “Out getting some fresh air. What happened?” I questioned. “Is he okay?”


  “Why do you smell like alcohol?” he asked, stopping to look down at me.


  “I was just out with an old friend, waiting for Dad’s buddies to leave.” I shrugged. “What does it matter?”


  “Does ‘old friend’ mean you were with Wes?” he probed.


  “What does it matter to you? Stay out of my business,” I huffed. “Just tell me what’s going on.”


  “I don’t know. They want to talk to us together,” he said nonchalantly, as if perhaps it wasn’t such an emergency after all.


  We walked into the hospital room, and my mom and dad were lying side by side in the tiny, awkward hospital bed.


  “Looks like we should’ve knocked,” my brother joked as we entered.


  They both smiled at us.


  “We talked to someone new tonight,” my dad began. My mom got up from the bed and moved to an open chair instead. “He’s a surgeon, who also won’t perform any kind of surgery on me. He agrees with the others that it’s too risky. But he knows someone who will do it.”


  “So that’s great news,” I said skeptically, still unsure of the entire situation. I wasn’t a fan of the word risky, but it sounded like this was still progress nonetheless.


  “There is a doctor at Stanford who takes worst-case scenario patients like me,” he continued. “He doesn’t necessarily have a better prognosis for me, but he’s willing to attempt it.”


  “What does that mean?” Warren asked for clarification.


  “Well, it means that the situation still doesn’t look good,” my mom explained, “but at least at Stanford, they have other backup plans if the surgery doesn’t work. Something called an LVAD, I think? Or possibly even a heart transplant, if it comes to that.”


  Whoa. That sounded big. I knew nothing about procedures like that, but at least it sounded like we finally had an option. No one else had really given us one yet.


  “So that’s great. When is that happening?” my brother questioned.


  “Well, they don’t have a spot for me right now,” my father said hesitantly. “They’re full.”


  “What does that mean? They won’t take you because you don’t have a reservation?” I muttered sarcastically. “There’s no room at the inn, so they’re cutting you open in a stable of hay?” I put my hands on my hips, completely frustrated by this entire ordeal.


  “We just have to wait,” my mom said calmly.


  “Wait for what?” I raised my voice. “Every doctor who comes in here has worse news than the last, and every single one says Dad won’t make it through surgery. You’re telling me there is only one person who will even attempt to do anything for him?” My anger was rising. This entire situation baffled me.


  “Well, there are two, but one is across the country in Ohio. Transporting your father anywhere is an issue in his condition, because if something goes wrong en route, they don’t have the capability of resuscitating him given the condition of his heart,” my mom regurgitated as if she was simply stating words someone else had used earlier. “So given that Stanford is just a few hours from here, that seems to be our best choice.”


  “As if we have so many choices to make,” I mumbled.


  “What does this actually mean?” my brother asked.


  “We wait,” my dad said softly.


    ***
  I peeled my face off the sweaty vinyl hospital couch and looked around the room. My eyes were puffy from crying the night before, not to mention my lack of sleep from the repeated wake-ups all night long. It was ironic that every nurse and doctor had instructed my dad to rest when they kept coming in every hour to take his vitals, give him pills, check his urine output . . . There was nothing restful about nights in this room. The erratic machine sounds never gave me peace or comfort, yet any pauses in their rhythm caused me to bolt awake as well. There was no solace here.


  My dad was still sleeping, so I gathered some toiletries from my bag and opted to take a nice long shower. I even straightened my long hair and put on a little makeup in an attempt to feel human again after living out of a suitcase on a pull-out couch.


  “They’re going to kick you out of here in just a bit,” my dad stated as I ate orange sherbet for breakfast by his bed. “I have a lot of tests today. They’re going to wheel me out of here, and I won’t be back for a while.”


  “I know, Mom mentioned that.” I sighed, looking out the hospital window. The sun was bright, and there were no clouds. It was the kind of day made for spending at a pool or hanging out on a sandy beach, but there seemed little room for daydreaming now. I couldn’t possibly relax with everything going on.


  “Why don’t you get out and do something fun? I’m guessing you don’t need a ‘life is short’ speech from me this morning,” he said with a cracked smile.


  “No jokes today.” I shook my head.


  “Just promise me you’ll do something fun today. Get away from all this.”


  “I’ll strongly consider it.” I smiled, cleaning out the rest of my Styrofoam bowl. Warren walked in and sat down. He explained he was going to spend the day waterskiing with his old high school buddies. He asked if I wanted to join, but that sounded like torture. I hadn’t been waterskiing for years, not to mention his friends were dopes who used to spy on me in my room every time they were over at our house. They were lame and annoying.


  Sure enough, we were eventually ushered out of the room. I dialed Brie’s number.


  “What are you doing today?” I asked as soon as she picked up the phone.


  “Working, story of my life,” she replied. “Why? Are you going to let me hack up your hair? Pretty please? Come by the salon.”


  “Maybe.” I shrugged. “I don’t know. My dad is in for testing all day, so I just kind of wanted to get out.”


  “Dang, I have appointments all day. Give me thirty minutes, and I’ll see if I can get them cancelled.”


  “No, don’t do that,” I responded.


  “Come on, it’s not every day my best friend randomly shows up in town,” she pointed out.


  “I know, but you’re busy. All those cancellations will just anger people. There’s no need for that. Let’s just hang out later,” I insisted. “Maybe you can hack off my hair some other time.”


  “I’m off at four,” she informed me before we hung up. “I’ll call you then.”


  I stood in the hospital lobby for a minute, unsure of who else to call. My fingers scrolled across my phone screen and finally stopped at Sawyer’s name. I knew he was probably at his convention already, but I felt compelled to call him anyway, if for no other reason than to apologize for my abrupt exit last night.


  He picked up on the third ring. “Hello?”


  “It’s Whitley,” I said quickly, unsure if he would recognize my voice.


  “I’m sorry, who?”


  “Whitley, from last night?” I felt stupid saying it, but his reaction confused me.


  “From the escort service?”


  “What?” I replied, taken aback. “No, from the park.”


  “I know, I’m kidding.” He laughed. “Sorry, that sounded better when I thought of it silently in my head.”


  “You make me question your sanity.” I shook my head. “What are you doing today?”


  “Learning about intestinal obstructions, obviously.” He snickered. “What else would someone rather learn about over crappy coffee and stale muffins?”


  “Right, you’re at the convention all day. I kind of figured that, but I just . . . I don’t know, I just . . .” I wasn’t sure what I even wanted to say. It just felt good hearing his voice.


  “More importantly, what are you doing today?” he asked sincerely.


  “I guess I’m trying to figure that out. My dad is undergoing a bunch of tests today, so they kicked me out. I was just walking around the lobby of the hospital and thought . . .”


  “That I may be the only thing better than pacing a hospital corridor for the next eight hours?” he interjected.


  “Something like that.” I laughed. “I’ve been pacing by the front doors for fifteen minutes now. I just thought I should get out and do something. I feel like I need to clear my head.” I heard weird noises in the background, like music or something, and it sounded like cars were starting and shutting off around Sawyer. Perhaps he was walking through a busy parking lot on the way into his meeting. “But I know you’re busy with your seminar or whatever. I guess I really just called to apologize for last night. I know we were in the middle of talking, and I left quickly.”


  “Want to tell me about your night?” he asked genuinely. “You looked pretty shaken.”


  “My dad may be sent to Stanford, if they can get him in,” I explained. “Words like heart transplant and such were being thrown around. I don’t know. We’ll just wait and see, I guess. That’s all it was. There’s not much to tell.”


  “Well, tell me anyway,” he stated. My attention was diverted from our conversation as a horn honked right in front of the hospital entrance. There was a black Jeep outside, and a handsome guy in the driver’s seat was motioning his arms at me. “Walk forward twenty feet.”


  I smiled once I realized Sawyer was in front of the hospital. I was suddenly ecstatic that I’d taken the time to do my hair and makeup this morning. My light-blue sundress fit me well, and I actually felt somewhat put together despite the tightness around my eyes from all the crying. I hung up the phone and walked through the hospital entrance, smiling as soon as I made eye contact with him.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked as I approached the Jeep. “That was eerily stalkerish, like you’ve been out here waiting.”


  “The conference center is attached to the hospital,” he said, pointing to an area of the parking lot behind him. “I had just pulled up to the lot when you called, preparing to head in to the first meeting. As soon as you asked me what I was doing today, the first thing that came to mind was rescuing you. So I’m here.”


  I stared back at him in complete disbelief. “Well, I’m sure you have a lot to do today, with your meetings and whatever, so I don’t want to keep you from that,” I admitted. It felt somewhat selfish to encourage him to drop his responsibilities just because I had nothing else to do for the day.


  “Come on, get in,” he insisted.


  “Really, if you have events already planned for the day, I’m not trying to interfere with that,” I continued rambling. “I know you’re doing something important. I wasn’t looking for a pity party or anything. I just wasn’t sure what to do, where to go . . .”


  “Get in the Jeep, Whitley Rose.” He pointed to the passenger seat.


  I climbed into the vehicle, feeling more joy than I expected to experience under the weight of my current situation. I looked at my surroundings. There was a rental car sticker on the glove box and a small black briefcase on the backseat. Sawyer was dressed in gray pants and a crisp, dark-blue dress shirt. It seemed like odd attire to wear for driving around Lake Tahoe in a topless Jeep, but obviously he had had other plans when this day started. I was sure this wasn’t even on his radar before I called.


  “Are you up for an adventure?” he asked with a boyish grin.


  I nodded. In a way I felt careless in the moment, leaving my father in a somber hospital while I was out doing who knows what with a gorgeous guy I’d just met. A guy whose life was worlds away from mine, no less. We probably didn’t make any sense together. Not that logic had anything to do with it. After all, it was just a fluke we were in each other’s world for a brief period of time. We would finish whatever we were doing here in Mountain Ridge, then disappear back to real life in Nashville, where our paths had no business intersecting again. For the time being, it was the only thing that made me feel something other than sorrow, and grief, and anxiety over what was happening to my family. I needed the distraction of Sawyer Grant so very badly.


  He pulled onto the highway, the wind hit my face, and I felt rejuvenated. He looked over at me from the driver’s seat, and I knew I was smitten. The way he made me laugh, the way he made me feel about my screwed-up life, and, most importantly, the way he made me feel happy when deep down I was terrified—at this moment it was something I couldn’t turn away from.


  “Are you sure you won’t get in any trouble for whatever you’re missing out on today?” I asked with genuine concern as we drove.


  “This seems more important,” he replied sincerely. He shot me a sideways glance, and I’m pretty sure I blushed. “Besides, I have a feeling I could get into a lot more trouble with you.” His lips curled into a mischievous smile, and I knew that was it for me: Sawyer Grant was going to be either my savior or my rock bottom—and right then I didn’t care which one.



  
Chapter 7
  “How do you know where you’re going?” I questioned Sawyer as he maneuvered the Jeep down the highway around the lake. He checked his GPS as if he already had a destination in mind, which surprised me. I was the local—I should be the one showing him around. “I thought you’d never been here before? You look like you have some kind of plan.”


  “I’m an excellent tourist,” he replied. “I’m a research guy.” He pulled a small, stapled set of papers out from under his seat. Top 10 Hidden Spots Around Lake Tahoe. “It was actually in the rental car already when I picked it up,” he admitted. “Have you been to all these places already?”


  I thumbed through the papers as he drove. Most of the spots on the list were familiar. They definitely weren’t crowded with tourists like the rest of Tahoe, but plenty of locals seemed to know about them. Surprisingly, there were a few locales on the list that I hadn’t heard of. It was amazing to me that I could live in one place my whole life without truly knowing everything it had to offer. I had obviously spent endless days at various beaches around the lake, some of them busy and some more discreet. A few of the spots on the list looked pretty remote. Definitely not places the average tourist would know about.


  “Please tell me we’re not going to Secret Cove.” I blushed, setting the papers down in my lap. “How have I lived here my whole life without knowing there was a nude beach nearby? I thought that was only a European thing! Oh, my gosh, what if my parents have been there before? I am so grossed out right now. Please don’t tell me that’s where we’re going.” I groaned.


  “Really, nude parents? You went there with it?” He laughed. “Don’t worry, that’s not what I had in mind. We’ve never even had a meal together, so I doubt you’re going to get me naked already.” My mind quickly started to wander. “Have you been to number eight on the list?”


  I picked up the papers and rummaged through them. “Eagle’s Cove?” I read aloud. “I’ve never even heard of it.” I studied the small picture next to the description. It looked like a quaint, beautiful, secluded spot with giant boulders and a small waterfall pouring out of the mountainside into a swimming hole. It was breathtaking in the photo. “I’m not exactly dressed for hiking,” I quipped, looking down at my sundress and three-inch wedge shoes. “Actually you’re not either.” I smirked, taking in his dress pants and nice shirt. “You really want to do this?”


  “We’ll improvise.” He was beaming as he said it.


  “What does that even mean? It says it’s a mile hike down just to get to this spot from where we have to park,” I continued, still studying the paper.


  “I’ll go straight piggyback ride if that’s what it takes,” he joked. “Wait, you can hold my weight, right?”


  I playfully rolled my eyes at him.


  “I’m not afraid. This is happening,” he added.


  “We don’t even have swimsuits. What are we going to do once we get there? Take a picture and leave?”


  “We’ll just check it out.” He shrugged. “If we like it, we can come back to it some other time.”


  I stared out the passenger side window, trying to hide the color probably rising in my cheeks at the idea of making future plans with this guy. He had said it so casually, as if we would certainly be hanging out again, even though reality could set in at any moment with a phone call or text that would completely derail any of my plans. Part of me wanted to abandon this whole thing before it could begin, but I felt like it was already too late for that. Naturally I felt guilty for being away from the hospital, but they had kicked me out anyway for all the testing my dad had to undergo. Coupled with the fact that my brother already had plans of his own and Brie had to work, I wasn’t sure what else to do. I would just be in the way if I had stayed around the hospital, so I had to go somewhere. This seemed like a good escape for the time being.


  “So you like country music, I take it?” he asked, messing with the radio dial.


  “I like everything,” I answered. “Country is just my favorite genre to write. I love that it’s more like a story. For some reason that type of music comes easiest to me when I’m writing. It just flows out.”


  “Are you going to let me read any of your songs?”


  “Of course not.” I blushed. “They’re only half songs. Just words without music. It’s like poetry, except of course no one reads poetry anymore.”


  “I do,” he replied sweetly. I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me. “I swear. Fitzgerald, Whitman. Not all the time obviously, but when I’m in the right mood for it.”


  “Seriously?”


  “I told you, I grew up reading a lot.” He shrugged. “That’s what I do for fun.”


  “Sounds like you have a booming social life,” I teased.


  “My schedule is busy and erratic, so when I have downtime it’s usually the middle of the night,” he explained. “Reading relaxes me. It’s the only way I can shut off my brain from everything else I have going on.”


  “That’s what writing is for me,” I agreed, understanding exactly what he was saying. “Sometimes late at night my head is spinning, and it’s the only thing that calms me. I stop worrying about everything else around me, and I can just get lost in what I’m doing. I absolutely love it.”


  “Sounds like the two of us could get into some real late-night trouble together,” he said sarcastically. He winked at me, and I smiled back. He turned the Jeep down a small dirt road off the highway. I’d never seen this trail before, and I was still amazed by the fact that someone could take me somewhere new around such otherwise familiar surroundings.


  He pulled into a small cutout and parked. There were no other cars around, but that probably had a lot to do with the fact that it was early on a weekday morning. By the size of the parking area, only a few other cars could fit here anyway. No wonder this was such a hidden spot.


  “So, are you ready? I believe the writer describes this place as ‘the hidden paradise of Tahoe,’ if I’m not mistaken. No one is describing the nude beach that way, that’s for sure.”


  “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” I snickered, shaking my head. We climbed out of the Jeep and made our way to a steep, narrow trail. It had been trampled on enough to suggest we had the right path, yet there were plenty of overgrown bushes laid out over the walkway that I had to watch my step closely. Within the first minute or two of walking, my foot ever-so-slightly slid on the rocky dirt beneath me. Sawyer quickly reached out his hand and grabbed mine.


  “So next time we’ll wear hiking shoes,” he stated, not letting go of me.


  “I don’t think I even packed any,” I mused. I hadn’t had plans to do anything adventurous while I was in town. I figured I would just be at the hospital a day or two until my dad got better, and at the house while he recovered for another day or so, and then I would have headed back to Nashville. Obviously I hadn’t planned for any of this.


  “Then nude beach it is.” He laughed. He clutched my hand tightly, and we continued down the trail. It was the most amazing view. Huge pine trees surrounded us, and the sparkling water of the lake stood out in the middle of it all, glistening in the bright sunlight. The water was bluer than any I’d ever seen, and the mountains around us were majestic. It was one of those views that made you feel like a tiny, insignificant human alone on a magnificent planet. I had yet to meet anyone, a tourist or a local, who wasn’t completely in awe of Lake Tahoe’s scenery. It was one of those images that would forever be burned in your mind, no matter how many lakes you saw before or after.


  “I’ve seen a lot of pictures, but nothing prepares you for how this looks in person,” Sawyer stated as if he was reading my mind. “How are we the only people out here? This is incredible.”


  “Most people have real life to get to.” I smirked. “It’s bad enough I pulled you away from yours just because I don’t have much of one at the moment.”


  “It makes me think we have it all backward.” He shook his head. “This is what people should be doing all the time. People spend all their time planning, and worrying, and working toward something. But then that’s it, right? Your time is up, and that’s all you did—the worrying and planning and all that.”


  “This is the opposite of the kind of pep talk I need right now.” I giggled. “My mom constantly tells me I need a plan. Spreadsheets. Budgets. More tangible goals. Boring, boring, impossibly boring things. I don’t have it in me. I just want to sit somewhere beautiful and write. Every day. For the rest of my life.”


  “You’re pretty much doing that, right?”


  “Well, that’s the problem,” I admitted. “My landlord disagrees with my plan. As does the utility company, and so on. So I need another plan.”


  “Not here.” He shook his head. “Not in this place. No plans.”


  The trail ended in a place even more awe-inspiring than the photo we had stared at before the hike. The boulders around us were massive, and the mountain we had traversed led to a cove where water trickled down the mossy stones and over eroded branches into a circular swimming hole. The boulders surrounding the hole made it private from the rest of the lake. The trees around us made it feel like we were inside a cylinder of sorts. It felt shameful that we were the only people here enjoying such beauty and even more devastating to think that most people in this universe would never get to experience such a brilliant spot on this planet.


  “I cannot believe I’ve stared out at this lake my whole life and I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said quietly, taking it all in. “I think this is the best place I’ve ever been.”


  “Agreed. Promise me we’ll come back here.” He smiled, leading me to the water’s edge.


  I wasn’t sure how to respond. It all seemed too surreal. We kicked off our shoes and put our toes in the water. Tahoe was always freezing, and the way the boulders blocked the sun from the water didn’t help the temperature, yet neither of us flinched once our feet were submerged.


  “I think we need to swim.” Sawyer raised an eyebrow at me. “How can we be in a place like this and not enjoy it? Come on.” He started unbuttoning his dress shirt. “I have an idea.”


  “Why do I feel like your idea involves us taking off our clothes?” I replied awkwardly.


  “Not exactly,” he stated, taking off his shirt first. He dropped it on the rocky, pine needle–covered sand and peeled off his black V-neck undershirt. He held it out to me. “Would you feel comfortable in this?”


  I appreciated that it was black at least. If it had been a white undershirt, there was no way I could have done it, but this seemed doable.


  He peeled off his dress slacks, which were already wet around the ankles, and tossed them next to his shirt. He was going to have sand everywhere later, but it didn’t look like he cared one bit. He stood in front of me in nothing other than his black boxer briefs, and I may have stopped breathing. His body was far more toned than I expected it to be, and I couldn’t help but stare at his hip bones and abs as they jutted out above his underwear line. He looked like he belonged in a magazine. If I was going to die drooling, this was the place for it.


  “Are you coming in?” he asked, distracting me from the thoughts raging through my brain. “I won’t look.” He turned away and dove into the water, leaving me on the shoreline with his T-shirt still in my hand. Without thinking about it any longer, I pulled my sundress over my head and slipped on his shirt. I was extremely thankful it hung long enough to cover the parts that needed covering. I wasn’t a prude by any means, but I’d always been in long-term relationships. The idea of moving quickly with a stranger never appealed to me, although the silhouette of Sawyer’s body dripping with water beads in the summer sun was quickly changing my mind.


  I slipped off my bra from underneath the shirt and threw it on our growing pile of clothes. I knew I needed it to be dry when we dressed later. I plunged into the water, both shocked and comforted by how cold it was. It was refreshing and piercing all at once, and a smile spread across my face. Sawyer’s mouth mirrored mine, and he motioned for me to move closer to him.


  “This is better than spreadsheets,” he said softly, “right?” I nodded, staring back into his green eyes. That was such an understatement. This exact moment was better than most things I could imagine. I wasn’t thinking of heartache at the moment. There was no chaos surrounding me. I wasn’t bogged down with the bitterness I felt about what had had happened with Kip or Wes. I felt happy, as if my life was somewhat put together, though I knew it was far from that. But this moment, under the summer sun with someone so warm and funny and compassionate—it was like life had paused for a moment. I finally didn’t feel out of place, despite the randomness of it all.


  He reached out his arm under the water and gently slid it around my waist, pulling me into him. Ever so slowly, his lips moved nearer to mine. I couldn’t take the anticipation, so I hungrily closed the distance between his mouth and mine. His lips were warm and wet from the water, and they kissed me back with as much intensity as I felt coursing through my own skin. My hands rested on his chest, and I could feel the strength and firmness of his body underneath my fingertips. I feared how quickly things could progress between us here; surely I wasn’t ready for that with everything else I had going on. Although I wasn’t sure just how much I was against it either.


  I felt his lips curl into a smile against mine. “What are you smiling about?” I asked quietly, moving back from his face to gauge his expression.


  “What is there not to smile about right now? Look at this place.” He motioned around us. “And you . . . I know I should feel guilty for playing hooky from my responsibilities today, but I wouldn’t change a thing.”


  “Me too.” I blushed. “This is nice.”


  He brushed a piece of hair back from my face. “So tell me everything I need to know about you in sixty seconds or less,” he said playfully, pulling me farther out into a deeper part of the swimming hole. “Likes, dislikes, greatest fears. This is a place for secrets.”


  “Sixty seconds?” I laughed. “That doesn’t leave much room for fluff. Let’s see, just the important stuff: I like writing and music, obviously. But I guess you already know that. I like the sound crickets make at night when there’s no other noise. I like stargazing, which sounds cheesy, but it makes me think of my dad. We used to do that all the time. I also like lazy weekends, binge watching whatever TV series I’m behind on. And cheap booze in parks with strange men.”


  “Men, as in plural? Like, you do that often?” he razzed.


  “Not exactly,” I replied coyly. “That one just made the list recently.” He smiled as I said it. “Dislikes, let’s see. I’m not a fan of snakes. Watching tennis is dreadful. Hairless cats, sensible shoes, paying bills, poorly placed tattoos, my mother’s life advice . . . Those are the basic things I loathe the most.”


  “What about your fears? My grandfather always told me you could learn a lot about someone just by knowing what they’re scared of.”


  “I’m not scared of all the usual stuff—bats, heights, bugs, that kind of thing. I grew up outdoors with a gross, worm-squishing brother no less. None of those things bothers me.”


  “Really?” he asked with a disbelieving tone. “So you would jump off that rock right there?” he questioned, motioning to a giant rock jutting out of the mountainside about thirty feet up.


  “As long as the water’s deep enough, sure,” I replied. “I’ve done that plenty of times with my best friend, Brie. Maybe not quite that high up, but pretty close. She’s as adventurous as they come. We do crazy stuff like that all the time.”


  “So nothing? You’re really not afraid of anything?”


  “Mediocrity maybe,” I said quietly.


  Sawyer brought his hand to my face, gently touching my cheek. “You are far from mediocre,” he said sincerely, not breaking his stare on me.


  “Your turn,” I deflected, changing the subject. “Would you jump off that rock if I dared you?”


  “Only if you dared me, just so I wouldn’t look like a wuss, but for no other reason.” He laughed. “Actually I’ll make you a deal. If you come back here with me someday, I promise I’ll do it. I’m not big on heights. I can’t imagine doing that willingly other than to impress you. But I swear I will, should we ever make it back to this spot.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I teased. “What else should I know about you?”


  “Likes . . . Let’s see, definitely canoeing,” he began.


  “Are you an eighty-year-old man?” I joked. “Who says ‘canoeing’ is one of the most definitive things about themselves? Don’t tell me you read the newspaper every morning too.”


  “What’s wrong with reading the paper? I told you, that’s where I saw your picture. I read it every day. There’s a lot of good information in there,” he said with a playful defensiveness.


  “Oh, my goodness, you are the one singlehandedly keeping print journalism in business,” I continued. “If you wear socks with your sandals too, I’m out of here. What about bird watching? Does that make the list?”


  “So I’m a little old school. What can I say?” Sawyer replied lightheartedly. “I also prefer an actual book in my hands compared to reading a screen. If real books ever disappear, I wouldn’t want to live in such a world.”


  “I feel like you just stepped out of a time capsule,” I razzed. “Anything you love from this decade?”


  “Netflix.” He shrugged.


  “Now you’re speaking my language.” I smiled at him.


  “Porch swings. Vegetables straight from a garden. Sleeping outside—that’s probably one of my favorite things.”


  “Camping?”


  “No, I mean just outside. No tent or camper. Just me and God’s earth,” he explained. “I find more solitude in that than any other thing. Just lying under the stars.”


  “You do that in downtown Nashville?” I giggled. “And you’ve never been hit by a bus?”


  He shook his head. “That’s why I hate living in an apartment in the city. There’s no sense of calm. It’s all noise and chaos. On the weekends I head to my grandparents’ place. There’s this dock over their pond. I throw down a few old blankets and just stare out at the sky. Life isn’t so crazy out there. Just nighttime noises and my thoughts.”


  “What do you think about while you’re out there?”


  “A lot about my grandparents,” he said nostalgically. “Maybe that’s why I’m an old soul. I was raised by seventy-five-year-olds.” He laughed. “I miss them. Then I find myself wondering if I’m doing everything right, you know? Busting my rear to hurry through school quickly so I can get right to work for the next forty-five years. But out there on that dock, it all makes more sense to me—working hard now just so I can stop to breathe whenever I want. I want to work hard when I’m in the ‘zone,’ so to speak, so that I can enjoy the world when I’m not. So I can just sit out in a canoe, enjoying the silence.”


  “That’s why I love Tahoe so much,” I interjected, understanding what he was saying. “There are people everywhere, noise, busyness, but within ten minutes you can find a perfectly unspoiled spot like this. It pulls you away from the chaos and gives it all purpose.”


  “I want to take you there,” he said softly.


  “Where?”


  “To my grandparents’ cabin,” he replied. “Will you go with me when we’re back in Nashville?”


  “I don’t even know when I’m going back,” I answered honestly. My mind was finally focused on the real reason I was home. “I may be here for a while. With my dad and everything going on . . . It’s not looking good. I don’t know what that means for me. Honestly I don’t have much to go back to.”


  He stayed quiet, studying my face as I spoke. My voice became emotional at the mere mention of my father. It was weighing hard on me, despite trying so hard to distract myself from it.


  “When are you going back?” I asked quietly. I badly hoped his time was equally infinite, though I knew that was impossible.


  “My return ticket is for Saturday evening, once the conference is over.”


  Four more days. That was it. I don’t know why it caught me off guard, but it did. It’s not like I expected this to go anywhere. We’d just met. He was still practically a stranger. Yet I felt vulnerable around him. Exposed. Honest. Maybe it was the way he’d entered my life at my weakest moment. Maybe it was the way he made me laugh all the time, as if my world wasn’t crumbling. But talks about future plans at this point seemed futile with all the uncertainty around me. What was I even doing here?


  I knew one thing: in the midst of losing someone important to me, I was not prepared to become close with anyone else I could lose. I didn’t have it in me. Not now. Future plans just seemed like future heartache. If I learned one thing from Wes and “Kip,” I had a way of losing, and it hurt so bad each time.


  In that moment I realized Sawyer Grant was not worth losing.


  Which is why I decided now was the time to walk away.


   
Chapter 8
  “Why are you getting out of the water?” he questioned as I maneuvered toward the rocky edge of the shore where we had set our clothes down. “Do you want to go somewhere else?”


  “Maybe I should get back to the hospital.” I shrugged. “I probably should’ve stayed there today.”


  “I thought your dad had diagnostics all day,” he quipped.


  “Yeah, well, maybe I shouldn’t have pulled you away from your seminars,” I replied. “I know this is fun and all, but doesn’t this seem a little careless to you? Shrugging off everything important for a swimming hole, making future plans . . .”


  “Whitley, what’s going on?” He raised a brow at me, no doubt waiting for an honest response.


  “I just . . . What am I doing? What are we doing?”


  “Getting to know each other. Hanging out. I don’t know,” he replied, sounding confused. “Is this about me reading newspapers? I swear I don’t do the crossword puzzles or anything,” he added, trying to lighten the mood. “I’m just trying to take your mind off everything. I know what it’s like to lose someone important to you, Whit. Trust me. And having a friend to talk about it with, or sometimes not talk about it with, depending on what you want—that doesn’t fix it or make it go away. I know that. But it helps. I’m just trying to help you. I’ve been you.”


  “Well, I don’t know how to do this,” I stated, full of emotion. “I don’t know how to be me and feel like an empty pit at the same time. I’m supposed to be fun, and adventurous, and witty, and adorable, and making plans to hang out at your cabin sometime . . . But honestly I feel like I’m falling apart. Like I’m just seconds away from crashing. I can’t even think about plans next week when I’m struggling to face what may happen six hours from now.” Tears crept from my eyes, and I quickly brushed them away, determined not to let him see me cry again. “I’m an emotional mess. I have this guilt for not sitting around sulking every second of the day. Instead I’m out gallivanting in the sunshine with a hot guy who’s charming and funny, but somehow I’m still breaking. I just . . .” I sat in the rocky sand near the edge of the pool, the lower half of my body still submerged in the water.


  “So break.” He shrugged, swimming toward me. He sat next to me, the side of his leg pressed up against mine. “You don’t have to be anything else. You don’t have to pretend everything’s okay when it’s not. You don’t have to act put together, not for me. I see you, Whit. You love your family. You’re passionate about what matters to you. You’re feisty and obviously strong-willed. Just because you’re breaking doesn’t make you any less of those things. So break. I’m here.”


  Unrelenting sobs poured out. I put my head in my hands and felt two strong arms wrap around me, holding me close against his warm chest.


    ***
  My phone chimed for the third time in a row, distracting me from my tears. Sawyer loosened his embrace around me and gently wiped my face.


  “Sorry,” I said quietly, trying to pull myself together. “I think you’re right. It felt kind of good to let all of that out.”


  “I meant what I said. I’m here,” he repeated sincerely. “I’ve been through my share of heartbreak. It consumes you, and that’s all you can feel sometimes. I know what it’s like. Go answer that.”


  I stood up and rummaged through my dress pocket for my cell phone. I had a pit in my stomach and hoped it wasn’t news from the hospital. It seemed too early for that. Instead it was a series of texts from Brie. She had ditched out on the rest of her workday and was begging to pick me up for an afternoon adventure. I smiled as I read her messages. She always had a way of lifting my mood. Maybe that’s why I was so drawn to Sawyer—he was similar to Brie in that way. As much as I wanted to walk away now before getting hurt, it was clear to me that he was actually lessening the hurt I already carried. That mattered. He was like a drug, easing the pain. Maybe he couldn’t erase it completely, but he definitely made it hurt less. It was hard not to be pulled in by that.


  “Want to go somewhere with me?” I grinned, turning my attention back on the mass of muscle pulling himself out of the water. I realized in that moment that the T-shirt I was wearing was completely suctioned to my skin. I was pretty sure even though the fabric was dark, it didn’t leave a lot to the imagination. I tugged at the material, pulling it away from my body.


  “That shirt looks good on you.” He beamed, obviously noticing what I hoped he hadn’t. “I will do anything you tell me. I swear I would jump off that rock right now if you asked me to.”


  “Good.” I giggled. “Because it’s something along those lines.”


  “Incredible,” he murmured.


  Like a gentleman, he turned around while I took off his soaking wet T-shirt. I slid on my dry bra and cotton sundress and awkwardly slid off my wet underwear. I discreetly tucked it into the shirt I was holding, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Looked like I would be going commando until we got to Brie’s. Of course he had to do the same. I tried not to look, but I did catch a small glimpse of him pulling up his dress pants over his bare skin. His legs were toned and muscular as the gray pants slid over them, and I had to admit I was intrigued by him. He turned back to face me, completely shirtless.


  Something about a guy standing in the sand in nothing more than business pants, his hand running through his wet hair—I finally realized why fashion magazines portrayed men this way. When I saw similar scenes in pictures, I always thought it looked ridiculous. Why would a handsome guy be standing in sand partially clothed in work pants? But now, staring at that exact image right in front of me, I knew I’d never seen anything sexier.


  “This is going to be a weird hike.” He laughed, slipping on his nice black shoes despite the sand covering his feet. “Tie this around your waist,” he directed, holding his dress shirt toward me. I wrapped it around my waist and tied it in a knot, though I wasn’t sure why. “You’re carrying the goods.” He tossed his socks and soaked boxer briefs at me, and I added them to my pile of wet clothes.


  “How noble, making the girl carry all the baggage up the mountain,” I razzed.


  “Yep, that’s what I’m about,” he replied with a sly smile. “That way I can carry the girl.” In one quick motion he knelt in front of me and I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, despite my tight grip on our wet undergarments. He lifted me, and before I knew it, I was being carried up the hillside on piggyback. “Aren’t you glad you tied that shirt around your waist now?” He smiled, obviously very aware that I had no underwear on. I appreciated his gesture of making sure I felt comfortable. There was definitely something to take notice about that.


  “Where are we going?” he asked as we began our trek up the mountainside.


  “To pick up a third wheel,” I replied. I hadn’t really given much thought to the afternoon I had agreed to when I’d quickly texted Brie to say we’d pick her up in thirty minutes. I wasn’t sure I was ready to introduce her to Sawyer. After all, I wasn’t convinced she would see him again after this, so it probably didn’t matter. Beyond that, I wasn’t sure I would see him again after he left town, but at the same time, I wasn’t ready to leave him just yet—not after the way he’d held me at my breaking point. As much as I wanted to forget he existed for the time being, I knew that was impossible.


  “If we’re picking up an ex-boyfriend of yours, I’m not into it.” He laughed.


  “Don’t worry, it’s not a guy.” I playfully smacked his arm. “It’s my best friend, Brie. You should meet her.” As I said the words, I realized it sounded like I was suggesting that perhaps there really was something going on between Sawyer and me. The truth was that I just wanted to hang out with the two people in my life who filled me with excitement at a time when I had nothing else exciting going on.


  Sawyer effortlessly carried me all the way to the top of the trail, which was impressive. The incline seemed more intense than I remembered from our descent just a short time ago. I obviously could’ve made the trek myself, but I was a little smitten by the ride. It was sweet.


  We loaded into his Jeep, and I texted Brie. Can you grab a swimsuit for me? Also, grab some of Phil’s trunks. We have a guest. See you in 20.


  She texted back some silly emojis that made me laugh. I gave Sawyer general directions to where we were headed, and he pulled us onto the highway. We cranked up the radio and sang along to anything and everything that came on. I swore I knew the words to almost every song on the radio, in any genre, and Sawyer didn’t seem too far behind. We sang eighties rock songs, country ballads, and even some current rap songs. The wind whipped around us, and it felt like I was reliving a scene I’d lived so many times before, as if it was perfectly natural for the two of us to be driving around Lake Tahoe, top down, belting out song after song. It felt comfortable.


  We pulled into Brie’s driveway, and she opened her front door seconds later, before I had time to hop out of the Jeep. She flashed me a mischievous look.


  “Well, well . . . We have company, eh?” She smirked as she jumped into the back of the vehicle.


  “Sawyer Grant.” Sawyer politely introduced himself, reaching his hand around to her in the backseat.


  “Brie. Nice to meet you,” she replied. When Sawyer turned the Jeep around and began pulling out of her driveway, she tapped me on the shoulder and mouthed OMG with a wide grin. I tried to hide my expression, but Brie knew me better than anyone else. I’m sure she could see my feelings all over my face.


  “Sawyer is from Nashville,” I began, trying to explain why I had arrived with a hot stranger. “He’s here for a conference, but he’s playing hooky for the day so I thought I’d show him around. He’s never been to Mountain Ridge before.”


  “So you know each other from Nashville then?” she questioned, prying for more information. I wished I’d had time to brief her before we picked her up.


  “We met at the airport on the way here, actually. It’s a long story,” I replied somewhat dismissively. We definitely needed to be alone before I gave her more details. I told Sawyer which direction to drive and cranked up the music, hoping Brie took it as a hint to stop asking questions while Sawyer was in earshot.


  Within twenty minutes, we had made our way to one of my favorite spots, called Rocky Pointe. Brie and I had spent endless weekends here together, lying in the sun and jumping off the large rocks piled around the shoreline.


  We unloaded from the Jeep and led Sawyer to our usual spot on the beach, sandwiched between some massive boulders. That was the cool thing about Lake Tahoe: the beaches were amazing. They weren’t pristine white sand like people expected from a beach; instead, the sand was gritty and often scattered with pine needles from the colossal trees that dotted the shoreline. There were massive rock structures everywhere, jutting out of the sand. They were perfect for shielding you from other beachgoers if you wanted a private spot or to use as a sunny perch. Or, in this case, they were nature’s diving boards.


  “What is this place?” Sawyer questioned as we set our stuff down on the beach. Brie had three towels in her giant beach bag and had brought a small cooler filled with sodas and snacks.


  “Rocky Pointe,” Brie and I answered in unison.


  “I take it you’ve been here before?” he asked with a smile.


  “Yep, all the time. It’s our spot. We spent practically every weekend here,” I explained, grabbing the suit Brie had brought for me as I headed behind one of the huge rocks for some privacy to change.


  “It’s not that busy here since there’s not a lot of beach space,” Brie continued, “but these rocks are the best. The water on the other side right there”—she pointed toward the rocks on the right—“it’s so deep. Perfect for jumping. It’s the most refreshing thing you’ll do all summer.”


  I emerged from behind the boulder wearing one of Brie’s green-and-white-striped suits. I was so much more comfortable than I had been in the T-shirt I’d had on an hour earlier. Sawyer slipped away to change into the swim shorts Brie had handed him.


  “Where did these come from?” he asked, stepping out from behind a rock with a firm grip on his bright-yellow Hawaiian-print shorts.


  “They belong to Phil,” Brie explained. “My stepdad.”


  “Any chance Phil weighs a little more than I do?” Sawyer asked with a laugh. The shorts were huge on him, and it looked like he couldn’t cinch them tight enough.


  “He’s probably got a hundred pounds on you. Sorry.” Brie giggled. “In my defense, Whit didn’t tell me who they were for.”


  “Sorry,” I said with an animated shrug. “It’s the best I could do last minute. Besides, your underwear is soaked, so you can’t wear that. You don’t have many options.”


  “Wait, why is your underwear wet?” Brie asked, looking back and forth between Sawyer and me. “What have you guys been doing all morning?”


  “First one to the top gets to know all my secrets,” I said quickly, darting up the side of the rock like we used to do as kids. We’d been playing games like this since we were little. Unfortunately for Brie, I was always a faster climber. I could think of only two times she beat me up the rocks. We giggled the whole way up, and Sawyer just laughed at us as we acted like juveniles.


  “You have so much to tell me, Whitley Rose,” Brie whispered as soon as we made it to the top. Sawyer was still down in the sand, looking around at the beach.


  “We met at the airport, and then he was down at Moonshine Park one night, and . . .”


  “Wait. You’ve been hanging out with him this whole time?” she gasped. “I thought Wes had you all shaken up, but really, you’ve been hanging out with this guy? I’m supposed to know all these things!”


  “We haven’t spent that much time together. It all just kind of . . . happened.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what I’m doing. There’s this thing going on with my dad, and I’m all out of sorts. I think I’m just being impulsive. It’s like I’m on the verge of crying all the time, but then Sawyer shows up, and all of a sudden I feel better about everything. He’s like . . . sunshine. I know that sounds stupid, but I’m telling you, he’s sweet and funny, and he makes me forget what’s happening around me. But he’s quiet and sensitive when it matters. He lost his parents at a young age and then his grandparents recently, so it’s like he gets what I’m going through or something.”


  “Or he has the most exquisite abs I’ve ever seen on a man,” she interjected, pointing down toward the beach. “You don’t need to sell me on what you see in him, Whit, I can see it all for myself. Trust me. I get it. Look at those hip bones. Gah.”


  “That’s not what it’s about,” I whispered, noticing Sawyer had made his way over to the boulders. He began the climb up, making it look effortless. “We’ll talk more about this later.”


  “Remember earlier when you said you’d jump off a rock?” I smiled at Sawyer, who was still holding on to his shorts, hopeful they wouldn’t fall down. He nodded with a boyish grin, likely hoping I had no intention of holding him to his word. “Well, this is it. This is the spot. Brie and I used to spend hours out here jumping off the rocks.”


  He peered over the edge, running a hand through his light-brown hair. “Who’s up first?”


  “We all jump at the same time,” Brie chimed in, stepping back a few feet. “Last one in has to reveal their biggest secret.”


  As soon as she said it, I immediately jumped. I knew I was the first to hit the water, and I felt stupidly proud about that. Brie and I were competitive with each other in that way. It wasn’t until I surfaced that I realized she’d told him to stay back and not jump. I was the only one in the water.


  “Now that we’re alone, I get to grill you for information,” I could hear Brie say to Sawyer as they stood on top of the boulder.


  “You guys suck.” I laughed, feeling stupid for jumping before them. I swam to the shoreline, eager to get out and interrupt their conversation. I pulled myself out of the water and immediately started climbing back up the rocks. They were talking quietly, and I couldn’t hear much until I made my way up higher.


  “I was planning to stay only until Saturday, but actually I have some time off next week,” Sawyer said to Brie as I got closer to the top. They were now sitting, taking in the warmth of the stone on their skin. “I’m thinking about extending my vacation a bit. It seems like such a waste to spend my entire week here inside some stale conference room. After today, seeing all this, I think I need to stay a little longer. You know, to see what this place really has to offer.”


  “That decision has nothing to do with my best friend?” I overheard Brie ask as I finally reached the top. I didn’t hear Sawyer’s reply.


  “That was a horrible thing to do,” I joked as I sat down next to them on the boulder.


  “We definitely weren’t talking about you, if that’s what you were worried about,” Sawyer said nonchalantly. “I definitely didn’t hear any of your deep, dark secrets or anything.”


  “Brie, what did you tell him?” I shrieked playfully. I really didn’t have a lot of dirt, but if anyone knew something embarrassing about me, it was her. Although deep down I knew she was too good a friend to do any damage. She gave me an animated shrug.


  We made small talk in the sun. Sawyer explained a little bit about himself to Brie—all stuff I knew already: that he was born in Nashville and raised outside the city by his grandparents. He also told her about his schooling and his future plans. They seemed to carry on good conversation, and I loved how they shared a sense of humor—my sense of humor. It seemed like we could carry on this way for hours. When the sun hit high in the sky, it began to get hot. We decided to go for a swim.


  “Ready?” I asked Sawyer as we stood up, preparing to jump.


  “I would do stupider things to impress you, I’m sure,” he said with a jovial smile. We all counted to three and jumped, creating a huge splash once we hit the water.


  “Refreshing, right?” Brie said to Sawyer as soon as we surfaced. “Doesn’t that feel amazing?”


  “Incredible,” he said with a hint of panic in his voice. “I should’ve known . . .” Sawyer ducked back under the water and swam beneath us.


  “What’s that about?” I questioned, unsure how to read his reaction. He surfaced again, still looking panicked.


  “Tell me that didn’t just happen,” he said frantically, looking down at the water. “Incredible.” He swam back down.


  “Uh-oh,” Brie said, pointing at Sawyer as he swam around underneath us. I could see the perfect stark-white outline of his shorts tan—and the fact that there were no shorts to cover it. Brie and I started laughing uncontrollably.


  Finally Sawyer surfaced. “I will forever be thankful that this water is so clear,” he said excitably, holding up the bright-yellow shorts. “Those were the worst two minutes of my adult life. I could hear you laughing from under the water.”


  Brie and I tried to contain our giggles. Sawyer was a good sport about it at least. We managed to pull ourselves together and get out of the water for a bite to eat.


  The rest of the afternoon flew by, spent mostly talking, laughing, and jumping from the rocks. Sawyer had learned the hard way that he had to hold on tight to his swim trunks with every jump. It was the perfect summer afternoon, and I couldn’t have had better company. Before we knew it, it was almost five o’clock.


  “Are you going to come with me to Nathan’s bonfire next week?” Brie asked. “Please? It’ll be fun. There will be lots of people you haven’t seen in a while.”


  “I’m not sure I could handle that,” I replied honestly. She was the only person I truly wanted to see on this trip home, other than my family. I really didn’t have a strong desire to see anyone else from my past.


  “You could bring Sawyer,” she suggested, as if that would make it all better.


  “He’ll probably be gone by then. Let’s be honest: even if he stayed in town, he would be terribly bored not knowing anyone there.” I shook my head. “Besides, you said Wes would be there, right? Too awkward for me. I don’t want to deal with any of that.”


  “Who’s Wes?” Sawyer asked curiously.


  “Her ex, who went on to propose to one of our ex-friends,” Brie answered before I could speak. “So bring Sawyer. That’s the perfect revenge.”


  “I don’t want revenge.” I knew that was only half true. Deep down I was a kind, rational, mature person who didn’t want to play petty games just to get back at someone. But at the same time, it seemed like everyone had that innate feeling in them, that desire to prove to someone who hurt you that you’d moved on from it.


  “What did he do?” Sawyer asked innocently.


  “He didn’t fight for her,” Brie again answered for me. “He let her go.”


  “There’s more to it than that,” I said vaguely. “We got in a fight. It was all stupid, really. And then I moved to Nashville. And that was it.”


  “That’s it? That’s the story?” He pried for more information.


  “I didn’t specifically tell him I had any plans to move,” I explained, not exactly wanting to relive it all but knowing I may as well lay it out there. “I had submitted some of my songs to some agents and record labels. I mean, I had been doing it for about a year, I just never told anyone because I knew there was such a miniscule chance of anything happening with it. I mentioned it to Brie, obviously, but that’s different. We tell each other dumb stuff all the time. It seemed like too big of a pipe dream, and I was embarrassed by the fact that nothing was happening for me. People weren’t even responding to my submissions. It was pretty embarrassing, considering all the time and effort I put into it. Naturally I just shrugged it off like it was no big deal. I didn’t talk about it. Then one day while Wes was over, I got a letter. Well, he got the letter while he was taking in my mail. I had finally got a meeting with someone in Nashville. Wes and I fought about it. He felt I had been dishonest about the whole thing by not talking with him about it, but that’s not how I saw it.”


  “He wasn’t happy for you?” Sawyer asked inquisitively. Brie remained quiet.


  “He had all these plans for us,” I said hesitantly. “He was in the apprenticeship program to be an electrician like his dad so he could run the family business. He was going to buy an old, neglected, run-down cabin on the lake so he could fix it up and we could live happily ever after. He had every detail mapped out. The letter came, and it was the first time he realized that maybe I had a different plan. So we fought about it. And I was so torn, because I was on such a high from it, right? I thought finally, finally something I’d always wanted could happen. But he dismissed it, like it was a stupid thing to dream about. And I get that. On the surface it’s not an easy dream. It’s unsteady and emotionally draining, and it’s in no way financially responsible. Completely the opposite of everything he wanted. We said hurtful things, and I don’t think we meant any of it, but I was hurt by the way he put down what I wanted, and he was hurt that I’d kept something from him. It all just exploded one night.”


  “And you haven’t talked to him since?” he speculated.


  “Not until I came back in town,” I said softly. “I ran into him, and he wanted to talk about it, but not me. There’s nothing to say about it. I feel like he just wants to rub it in or something, like I made the wrong choice by leaving. I don’t know.”


  “What do you think?” he asked quietly.


  “Honestly, maybe I did.” I shrugged. “At the end of the day, he was right. I gave up everything to follow my dreams, as stupid as that sounds, and look at me now. I’m no further than I was before I left.” I hated the honesty flying out of my mouth. I was getting so good at lying even to myself about how amazing my life was, only to be reminded about just how disheveled it actually was. “It doesn’t matter. He had the chance to chase the sun with me. I invited him along, and he didn’t show up. Then he moved on. I was crushed. I can admit that. But I learned something from it. There was no fight in him. That’s important. If I wasn’t worth fighting for, we wouldn’t have worked out anyway. There’s the life lesson.” I stood up from my beach towel and grabbed my shoes. “I should get back to the hospital.” I changed the subject. “We should probably get going.”


  “Right, it’s getting late,” Sawyer said courteously. We packed up our stuff and loaded back into the Jeep. We listened to music on the way to drop off Brie, and I was thankful we were past the conversation about Wes. It was easy to say I was over it, but somehow it still stung a little bit every time it was brought up. I’d asked him to show up for me, to save what we had, and he didn’t come. That crushed me.


  We got to Brie’s, and I hugged her goodbye in the driveway then climbed back into the Jeep.


  “Call me later?” she shouted as she walked toward her door. I nodded, giving her a wave from the vehicle.


  “Back to the hospital?” he asked as we pulled away.


  “Yeah, they should be wrapping up all the testing by now,” I stated. It had been so nice to be away for the day, laughing and playing in the sun. My soul needed that in so many ways. But nostalgic conversations, like the one we’d had before leaving the beach, had a way of making me homesick. “Thank you for today. I needed that.”


  “I needed the break as well. Trust me,” he replied, navigating us to the hospital using his phone GPS.


  “Are you really staying in town a little longer?” I asked, wondering about his earlier conversation with Brie.


  “I’ve been thinking about it. I’m all the way out here, so it’s not a bad idea. I was going to spend my vacation next week fixing things up around my grandparents’ cabin, but that could wait,” he mused. “I had no idea it was this pretty out here. I feel like I’m not done yet.”


  I looked over at him, trying to read him. It seemed like he wanted to stay but wanted my permission or something first. Perhaps he didn’t want to seem obvious that his reason for staying might have anything to do with me. Or maybe I was full of myself to think it was connected to me at all. Honestly, Lake Tahoe was one of the most beautiful places in the whole world. It wasn’t crazy of him to want to see more of it, with or without me.


  I thought for a moment about what this week would’ve been like without his company. I had Brie, sure. No one could take her place. But she still had a life to live here, with work and such, so it was nice to have someone else to talk to. Sawyer was a good distraction. I still wondered if that’s all he would be to me.


  We pulled into the hospital parking lot, and he maneuvered the Jeep right up to the front doors. “I had fun today,” I said with a smile as I unstrapped my seat belt. “Thanks for rescuing me. And for letting me cry on you. Not my best moment, I know. But we laughed the rest of the day, which means a lot to me.”


  “I don’t want to feel like I’m interfering with what you have going on here”—he motioned toward the hospital—“but I meant what I said earlier. I know what it’s like to go through this. When you feel like the entire world is sitting on your chest, and your throat hurts from feeling so much, and you just want to scream into the wind until something, anything, is better. I’ve been there. Whether you need a distraction or someone to stand next to you when it’s bad, I’m here.” He reached out and squeezed my hand, and I felt connected to him.


  I smiled, and he reached out and gently put his other hand on my cheek. He kissed me softly. “Good night, Whitley.”


  “Quit sucking face with the Uber driver,” a loud, obnoxious voice called out. I looked up to see my brother walking toward the hospital entrance.


  “You are such a jerk, Warren,” I seethed, reaching for the door handle. “Sawyer, this is my immature, annoying brother.”


  “What’s up, man?” they said simultaneously while offering half waves toward each other.


  “So you’re the country-star boyfriend we’ve heard about?” Warren asked Sawyer.


  I shook my head.


  “Nope, just the Uber driver, man,” Sawyer replied with a straight face. I let out a slight giggle. “Call me if you know anything later tonight. About all the tests and everything with your dad,” he said as I climbed out of the car. I winked at him and closed the door behind me.


  “That’s Kip Bentley?” my brother asked as he put me in an obnoxious headlock.


  “No, jerk, I just said his name is Sawyer,” I said through gritted teeth, punching my brother in the side so he would release me. Sawyer was pulling away as this obnoxious scene unfolded, so I hoped he hadn’t witnessed any of it. “You’re such an idiot. Get off me.”


  “Wow, so that’s not Kip?” My brother whistled. “Then I guess it’s good you’re getting that out of your system now before your boyfriend comes to town this weekend.”



  
Chapter 9
  “Shut up, what are you talking about?” I narrowed my eyes at Warren.


  “They were putting up posters all over downtown this afternoon,” my brother stated nonchalantly, as if I already knew. “Kip’s performing at Murphy’s Pub this weekend. All the girls were going nuts about it. Oh, and they hate you by the way, as soon as I told them my sister was dating him.”


  The color drained from my face. “Are you sure? Or are you just being a jerk?” I needed clarification from him.


  “You really didn’t know?” he questioned with a straight face, leading me to believe he wasn’t kidding.


  “Incredible.”


  “So that means he doesn’t know about Sawyer?” Warren teased. “Look at you, sis. You move to the big city and become quite the hussy.”


  “That’s not funny. This has to be some horrible joke. Why would Kip come here?”


  “He’s not here to see you?”


  “I don’t know.” I sighed, unsure what was even happening. We made it to our dad’s room, and I was pulled back into reality.


  “I hope you’re sneaking me in some good food.” My dad smiled as we entered the room. “This low-sodium diet they have me on is the worst. I’m pretty sure they’re just feeding me colored cardboard.”


  “How’d it go today?” I asked eagerly.


  “We’re still in the same boat,” my mom replied somberly. “The scans look worse by the day. His heart is so enlarged that they’re amazed it’s working at all.”


  “They’re taking him to Stanford?” I brought up again from our earlier conversation. That was the only real plan anyone had come up with so far.


  “Not until they have space. So we wait,” my dad explained. The entire situation frustrated me. Everyone talked about all this bad news, but aside from drawing blood, running tests, measuring his urine output, and pumping him full of random pills, no one was fixing him.


  “This doesn’t make sense,” Warren added, his thoughts mirroring mine. “If they know it’s so bad, why doesn’t it seem like anyone is in a hurry to operate on you?”


  “Because, like we talked about, they can’t do it here. It’s beyond their capabilities. Even at Stanford they aren’t necessarily promising me a better outcome. They’re just the only ones willing to try,” my dad continued.


  “I think we need a good, old-fashioned family game night,” my mom insisted, changing the subject. Her voice always sounded too happy for even the grimmest situation. “We have a lot of family coming to town tomorrow, so it will be nice to spend some time together. We haven’t done this for years. Not since you guys left.”


  My brother and I exchanged glances, knowing we didn’t really have a choice in the matter. If it would make our mom happy, it would make our dad happy, which meant we were absolutely on board with it.


  We played several games over the next six hours. Yes, six. Monopoly and Risk were always family favorites, and those weren’t quick games. We also played card games and a couple of dice games. Just after midnight we called it quits, and I was looking forward to a good night of sleep.


  I texted Sawyer before settling into the uncomfortable sofa bed. My dad had already drifted off to sleep. Everything still looks bad. Nothing’s changed. Thanks again for today. I needed that. I hit send. I checked my voice mails, not really surprised that I had a few from “Kip.” He didn’t call himself Chris around me anymore, which was probably the sign that I needed about just how much had changed between us. I had noticed his number pop up on my screen over the past few days, but I had no interest in talking to him. Sure enough, his voice mails were full of apologies and groveling. I had a pit in my stomach just hearing his voice. He kept urging me to call him as he had something he wanted to talk about, but I wasn’t interested in that conversation now.


  The way he had betrayed me with his PR manager was bad enough. But the real hurt for me was so much bigger. I’d spent the last few months pouring out my soul to him, writing song after song. We worked so well together, and I had learned so much from him. He was on fire as well, making new music and really enhancing his style. I finally felt like I’d found something I’d been after—not just the relationship, but the chance to show the world what I had. I thought I was making such good progress. But now how would I ever face those music-label executives? They all knew what had happened, I’m sure. The PR wench certainly couldn’t keep her feelings to herself before the incident, so I couldn’t imagine what she was saying now. If I took him back, I would look like a pathetic, sad girl, using him to get what I wanted. It wasn’t worth it. Without him though, I was back at square one, wondering if I would ever be noticed again.


  My phone chimed. I get out of the conference around three tomorrow. Up for another adventure? I smiled as I read the words, immediately texting back: Sounds perfect. I shut off the table lamp and drifted into a deep, restful sleep.


    ***
  As usual, I was awoken many times during the night by the nurses coming in and out of the room and the maddening monitor noises. In the morning my dad and I bonded again over orange sherbet, and strangely I liked something about this routine. Obviously I would never choose to be sitting around a hospital room for hours on end, but in many ways I looked forward to these times when it was just the two of us eating ice cream and talking about life.


  It was surreal in so many ways. We were simply having conversation, like we’d done a million times before, but given the circumstances, it seemed like much more than just an exchange of words. He offered the same wisdom he always did, but I listened more closely. The simple things he said meant so much more in this place, and I realized just how lucky I was to wake up day after day to these conversations. We talked about everything—old stories about him I never knew, along with a few of my own I had never felt ready to tell him in my youth. I admitted to trying alcohol for the first time at age sixteen, and he followed that by telling me his own coming-of-age stories. I felt a connection with him I had never felt before this visit. I’m sure part of it was my age; it was amazing how much more forthcoming and honest you could be with your parents once you were an adult and you feared no repercussions from your stupidity. But these were real conversations, full of warmth, advice, and love.


  By midmorning my mom and brother had returned, and other family members filtered in throughout the day. Some aunts and uncles stopped by along with old family friends. I listened to my dad retell the story of his condition to everyone who asked the same barrage of questions. There were many tears, many embraces, and many I love yous—those struck me the most. I knew in my head these people were all coming to say goodbye to my father. The doctors had basically told me that’s what I should be doing with my time as well. But I still felt disconnected from it all as I watched him laugh and hug and recount old memories with each person who came to visit. It all didn’t seem possible.


  I helped my mom run a couple of errands; she needed to fill out some insurance paperwork and sign documents at the travel agency she worked at since she was taking a sizable amount of time off. She handled it all in her bubbly, organized way, as if these were simply tasks she was completing for the day like any other. I couldn’t tell if she was really this put together even during chaos or if she was in complete denial. I couldn’t differentiate between the two when it came to my mother. That was calming in a way. She should have been a complete and total wreck. I felt like I was. Instead she was orchestrating travel plans for family members who were coming and going, taking care of any papers that needed attention, and constantly arranging food for everyone stopping by. I wasn’t sure if she was someone who could soar like this forever or if she was just minutes away from crashing. I envied her nonetheless.


  Three o’clock rolled around, and some guys from my dad’s old Boy Scout troop stopped by to visit. Apparently word traveled fast. The number of people who’d heard about my dad and his condition amazed me, as did their genuine efforts to come by and pay their respects for someone who’d meant something to them at one time or another.


  Sawyer texted me that he was in front of the hospital. Sure enough, he was waiting for me in the Jeep, top down, with a bag in the backseat. He looked casual in blue shorts and a red T-shirt. He was wearing a baseball cap again, the same one he had worn a couple of days ago, and he looked like innocence and trouble all at once. I smiled as soon as we made eye contact.


  “What’s the plan?” I asked as I climbed into the passenger seat. “I gave Brie her suit, so if you want to hit the beach, I need to stop by my parents’ place first.”


  “I have something else in mind for today,” he replied casually, turning out of the hospital parking lot per his GPS instructions.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be the tourist? I’m supposed to show you around,” I said bashfully, staring at him as he drove. “How do you know where you’re going?”


  “Research, remember?” he teased. “I saw a brochure in the lobby of my hotel, and I knew I had to do it. Makes it that much better now that you get to do it with me.” He gave me that boyish smile again, the one that made me forget about my real life. He looked completely ready to whisk me away into another world, and I was thankful for that.


  We made small talk as we drove. I told him about my two-hour game of Monopoly the night before and about all the people coming in to see my dad. He was a good listener, which was just one of many things I was intrigued by. I was attracted to him, obviously—perfect jawline, emotional eyes, chiseled torso, radiant smile . . . I could go on for an hour. You’d have to be dead not to notice those things about Sawyer. But the way things felt between us was more like a genuine friendship versus some guy just trying to get in my pants. It felt old-fashioned in a way, getting to know someone like this. It was different.


  “This is it,” he said confidently as he pulled into a quaint parking lot. There was a small brick building to the right of us and several parked helicopters in the distance. A sign read Heli-Tahoe.


  “We’re going up in a helicopter?” I said excitedly.


  “Have you ever done this before?”


  “It’s never even crossed my mind.” I grinned. “I didn’t even realize this was a thing. You can just rent a helicopter?”


  “Pretty much.” He smirked as we climbed out of the Jeep. “The pictures look amazing. They’ll take you over all these different spots: Emerald Bay, Zephyr Cove, Sand Harbor.” He handed me a brochure from the pocket of his shorts.


  “This does look amazing,” I said, staring at the pictures. “How have I lived here my whole life and never done this?” I was genuinely surprised. I’d been to all of those spots before, but I’d never seen them from above. It made them look like completely new places. They looked absolutely incredible.


  “I already got our tickets.” He handed a piece of paper to one of the employees who had greeted us as we’d walked into the brick building.


  “Right this way, Mr. Grant,” the middle-aged man replied, leading us through another set of doors to a large concrete tarmac of sorts. “This is your pilot, Vernon.” He introduced us to a short, stocky guy with dark hair who appeared to be in his fifties.


  “First time?” he asked Sawyer and me as he led us to the helicopter.


  “Yep,” we replied in unison. Our voices sounded equally excited.


  He handed us some gear to put on so that we’d be able to hear one another over the loud helicopter blades through small microphones. He explained a few things before our departure, and within about ten minutes, we were finally ready for our flight.


  The thunderous blades swung around over our heads, and Sawyer reached for my hand.


  “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I squealed. We lifted up off the ground, and although it felt a little shaky and unsteady at first, within no time we were gliding through the air with ease. It was strange to be up so high in such a tiny enclosure. It was a far different experience from any plane ride I’d ever been on. I felt like I was in a loud, tiny bubble, just gliding over the earth.


  As we flew through the air, Vernon described everything below us in such a way that I felt like I was a tourist in my own town. He knew about the history of the lake and had so much information to offer. The views were breathtaking. The tops of the mountains were still covered in a light dusting of snow from the spring, which wasn’t too uncommon for June. They looked absolutely majestic. There were massive trees, rocks, and natural springs running down the sides of the mossy mountains. The lake was a color of blue that needed its own unique word. It was deep and sparkling and clear, and although I already knew the water was beautiful, this was something else. Massive boulders, huge mansions, and tiny specks of boats and humans frolicked beneath us.


  Vernon led us around various areas of the lake, and although the names were all familiar to me, I’d never seen each place like this. I wasn’t likely to forget the excitement on Sawyer’s face as he stared out the helicopter window, completely in awe.


  “I can’t believe this view!” he exclaimed, taking it all in. He squeezed my hand, and I loved everything about this moment.


  We were up in the air for about an hour and a half, and it passed by quickly. Sawyer and I were beaming as we landed and headed back to his Jeep.


  “Not a bad plan, right?” Sawyer said enthusiastically as he opened the door for me.


  “I still can’t believe I’ve never done anything like that before,” I gushed. I felt like there was still adrenaline running through my veins.


  “Can I talk you into dinner?” he asked sweetly. I eyed the clock, surprised to see it was almost six. I quickly checked my phone to make sure I hadn’t missed anything important. No calls or texts from my family; just a couple of missed calls from Kip and one from an unknown local number. I nodded at Sawyer as I listened to my voice mails for any urgent news.


  The messages from Kip sounded like the ones he’d already left—profuse apologies for everything he’d done wrong, followed by promises to make it up to me. He mentioned Murphy’s Pub in his last message. He begged me to stop by there this weekend as he had some kind of “surprise” for me. I had no clue what that entailed. The last message, however, really caught me off guard. It was Wes.


  I hung up the phone, and Sawyer looked curious. “Is everything okay? Do you need to head back?”


  “Everything’s fine.” I sighed. “Just a couple calls from my past. I’m not sure why they bother.”


  “Really? I know exactly why they would bother.” He smirked. “I assume we’re talking about men from your past here?”


  “Something like that,” I said dismissively. “I have an idea. Instead of going out, how about we get some Chinese and stay in? Keep it low key?” The last thing I was in the mood for was running into anyone from my former life. I didn’t have it in me. That’s why I liked spending time with Sawyer—I didn’t have to deal with any of that. We could just have fun without me having to face reality, which was apparently something I was perpetually hiding from.


  “My place or yours?” he answered with a suggestive brow.


  “I’m not sure who will be at mine. I think we have a bunch of family staying there right now. People are coming to town from all over the place. It’s getting to be pretty overwhelming. Maybe we can just hang out at your hotel?”


  “Sounds perfect.”


  I led him toward my favorite Chinese restaurant, and we ordered more food than we could possibly eat in one sitting, but we were both famished. We took it back to his hotel, which was conveniently right next to the hospital’s conference center. We carried our food to the seventh floor, and he led me in.


  “This is home,” he teased. He had a decent view of downtown Mountain Ridge from his window, and I loved the way the lights from the casinos twinkled like specks of glitter from here. It was a nice spot, and the room was pretty clean and tidy, although it was rather small. It was better than the hospital room and a much better escape than hanging out at my parents’ place with every relative I had. It was way too soon for that.


  “It’s your lucky day by the way. Look what I saved from the other night,” he commented, gesturing toward the mini fridge built into the TV stand. He pulled out the blue bottle of Boone’s Farm from the other night in the park. I laughed, surprised he hadn’t pitched it as soon as I’d left him that night. “There’s only one desk chair though,” he said with a laugh. “Not really set up for a party.”


  “Let’s just eat on the floor,” I mused, grabbing some pillows off the bed for us to sit on. He slid the small double bed out of the way, and we made space on the carpet. We unloaded all the food and took slugs from the glass bottle.


  “So all these ex-boyfriends of yours. What’s the deal? Are you going to call them back?” he asked curiously.


  “No way. I have nothing to say,” I said between bites of sweet-and-sour chicken. “Kip is a jerk. That’s pretty clear, right? He cheated on me and sank my career in one swift move. That move, of course, was throwing his manager on top of his sound table,” I growled. “Apparently he’s playing a show in town this weekend. He keeps leaving me messages. He has a ‘surprise’ for me, but I don’t know what that means. I have no interest in any of it.”


  “And the other one?”


  “Wes,” I said quietly. “He had his chance. I wrote him a note before I left town. I told him if he really wanted us, all he had to do was meet up with me before I took off. I would’ve stayed for him. If he wanted to fight for us, we could’ve made it work, but he never showed up. How’s that for a humiliating story?”


  “So what does he want now? To change your mind?”


  “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “We’re too far past that. I’m trying to live a different life, far away from everything here. I want to be a different person—someone better. Someone who’s achieved something. Someone who’s made a difference in some way. But honestly I don’t think I’m any different from the girl I was when I left here.”


  “What do you actually want?” he asked bluntly. “Be totally honest. Whatever is in that head of yours.”


  “I just want to be noticed, I guess. I don’t want to be famous or in the limelight or anything like that. People think that’s what I’m after, and I hate that. I don’t care if I’m ever rich or if the world knows my name. That’s not what it’s about for me. I just want someone to notice me. I have all these words screaming at me in my head, and I spend day after day writing them out, and it’s that feeling—that moment where you think you’ve achieved greatness . . . I swear I have moments where I feel like I have, but there’s no one there to notice it. Then you’re all alone, wondering if you’re as great as you imagined when no one else can back it up.”


  Sawyer listened intently to every word falling out of my mouth.


  “I’m rambling, right?” I said with a laugh. “See, it all sounds stupid when you say it out loud. But there it is. I think I’m talented at one, somewhat insignificant thing. All I’ve ever wanted is for someone to notice. When no one does, you’re left thinking that maybe you’re not so talented at all and maybe you’re just making it up in your head. I know that’s entirely possible, trust me. But when I write, it’s the only thing I’ve ever felt good at. It’s the only thing I know how to do. It comes out naturally. But if no one ever notices, then it doesn’t exist. It’s like it’s only half true. I hate that. Other people have to feel like that, right? I mean, everyone has something they do well, but if no truly notices that talent, it’s wasted. It’s like it doesn’t exist. Is everyone completely ordinary? Or is everyone extraordinary but they just haven’t been noticed yet? I can’t be the only person alive who feels like this, right? I just feel it in my bones, like I’m meant to do something with my words. Then nothing happens, and I feel like I’m making it all up. Like it doesn’t exist. Like it’s a truth only I know, and that’s where it’s going to die. It eats me alive.”


  “I love staring at your face when you are all riled up,” Sawyer said sweetly, offering me a devilish smile. “That’s one of my favorite things about you.”


  “You’re patronizing me,” I said playfully but sternly.


  “I’m serious. You’re the most real person I’ve ever talked to, in the most disheveled, chaotic package. I love everything about it. It’s okay to admit you’re good at something, whether anyone agrees or notices or not. It doesn’t make it any less true.”


  “Well, what about you? What are you good at?”


  “Dancing.” He shrugged.


  “Stop it,” I replied, setting down my white cardboard box of food. “Prove it.”


  “You asked for this,” he stated, getting up from our sitting area. “I just want to remind you of that in case things get out of hand.” He grabbed his phone and a small speaker from the square nightstand next to the bed. He hit a button, and loud, upbeat music played from the tiny plastic rectangle. “Watch out.” He slid everything out of the way until all the hotel furniture was pushed up against the walls of the tiny room. I slid our food onto the counter, and he wasted no time.


  Honestly, I expected him to be silly and offer me some uncoordinated gyration just to prove a weird point. Like if we’re good at something in our heads, then it’s true enough and it doesn’t matter what the rest of the world thinks, or some nonsense like that. But instead there he was in front of me, expertly dancing to some random hip-hop song like he was an extra in the Magic Mike movies. It was almost too much for me to watch.


  “Who would’ve thought you had moves like this?” I remarked, still in shock that he could dance as well as he could. He wasn’t kidding. If he continued like this, things would get out of hand. I swear I was starting to sweat, and I wasn’t even moving. We slugged down more of the Boone’s, and I was certain my face would hurt tomorrow from smiling too much.


  Another fast tune came on the radio, and I blurted out how much I loved the song. It was an old favorite of mine. Brie and I used to dance to it all the time back in college. Before I knew it, there we were, drinking out of the glass bottle, dancing around the hotel room like idiots. My smile radiated throughout my entire body. It felt young and irresponsible, and I loved every second of it.


  It was a ridiculous scene: a girl who was trying hard to be anything but sad and a boy who was out to save the world and care for a girl who needed it more than he knew. Chinese food, cheap alcohol, moving furniture out of the way to make a dance floor on a Wednesday night . . . It was simple in its appearance. What was really happening in this room, however, was so much bigger than how it appeared on the surface. When I was with Sawyer, I wasn’t scared to be heartbroken. I wasn’t afraid to embarrass myself. I wasn’t interested in withholding the truth about who I was, what I thought, and what my shortcomings were. As he learned them, he smiled bigger and laughed louder and promised me more adventures.


  For the first time since I’d arrived, I finally felt like I was home.



  
Chapter 10
  Sawyer and I were flat on our backs on the floor of the hotel room, out of breath and full of laughter from our impromptu dance party.


  “I want to take you to the cabin,” he said again.


  “Tonight?” I teased. “What made you think of that?”


  “I don’t know. Lying here like this. It just reminded me of it. All the nights I laid on the dock, falling asleep under the stars.”


  “And this—lying on a rough blue carpet, staring at that heinous round ceiling light—that gave you the same vibe?” I laughed.


  He leaned over and gently kissed me. “I’m serious. When we get back to Nashville, I want to take you there. You would love it. It’s quiet and beautiful. It’s a little rustic, but I swear it’s paradise.”


  My phone chime sounded, which gave me both a good and a bad feeling as I didn’t know what kind of news I was going to get. It was a text from my brother. I know it’s my turn to stay at the hospital tonight, but something came up. Do you want to switch nights with me and crash there tonight? Everyone is filtering out of here.


  I thought about it for a moment. Honestly, if it was up to me, I would stay there every night. My dad and I had great late-night talks, and it gave me a sense of purpose. I couldn’t do a thing for him at this point other than be there. There was always a whirlwind of people coming and going throughout the day, but at night and first thing in the morning, there was something about just the two of us getting to reflect and have meaningful conversation. I wasn’t sure what the outcome would be of this whole situation, but I knew our time together mattered on so many levels, and I couldn’t imagine passing up the opportunity—not even for Sawyer.


  “I have to go,” I stated, rubbing a hand on my forehead.


  “Curfew?” he taunted. “What can I do to change your mind?” He leaned in and kissed me again, even more slowly and with more intensity than he had just seconds ago.


  “I’m staying at the hospital tonight,” I explained, pulling away from him. “Trust me, under different circumstances . . .” He kissed me again.


  “I understand,” he whispered as his lips trailed down my neck.


  “Sawyer, that’s not helping,” I replied with a soft laugh. “You’re supposed to be making this easy on me. Push me out the door.”


  “I don’t have the strength. I think that dance party really took a lot out of me,” he joked, gently sliding his hands around my waist. I couldn’t help but kiss him back.


  My phone chimed again, completely flustering me. It was another text from my brother. Cool if I take off now?


  “You have to leave, I know,” Sawyer reaffirmed, though his lips moving back to mine conveyed a different message. “I know this is bad timing. All of this.”


  “Preach,” I said dramatically, trying to keep the mood light. “I feel like I’m outside my own life at the moment. Everything around me is so serious right now, and then you come along like a ray of sunshine. The rest of this—it’s just too big. It’s messy, and it’s heavy, and I don’t know what’s going to happen.”


  “I promise, I am not trying to get in the way of all that.”


  “I know,” I said. I believed him. He was the least pushy guy I’d ever been around, and I truly appreciated that. “I just feel bad though, like I’m always blowing you off for something more important.”


  “It’s your family, Whitley. You don’t ever have to apologize for that. I completely understand. I wouldn’t be so smitten by you otherwise. That’s a big deal to me, trust me. I get it. That’s a strength you possess, not a crutch.”


  I swear Sawyer always knew exactly what to say to me.


  “I felt that once, you know,” he continued. “That bond to people who love you unconditionally. It’s a big deal. Not everyone gets that. I had it in the most amazing way. And just because I don’t have that family anymore doesn’t mean I understand it any less. I still grieve for mine in the same way that you love yours. I completely get it.”


  His words made me feel a little choked up. I couldn’t imagine the immense sense of loss he’d experienced losing his parents and then recently his grandparents. I couldn’t imagine which was worse: losing his parents at an age when it meant he lost most of his memories of them, or losing the very people who had raised him and made him who he was, with endless memories of the years they’d had together. I imagined the latter was the greater tragedy, though I would never really know. On the flip side, he had a lifetime to wonder about the love he’d missed out on from his parents. The entire situation was so melancholy.


  “The timing for this . . .whatever we’re doing—it doesn’t have to happen right now. I know things are messy for you. Maybe there will be a simpler time for us, when your world is less chaotic and full of heartbreak.” He smiled as he said it and ran a slow finger across my lips. “I’m not going anywhere. Let’s get you through all this, and we’ll figure out the rest.”


  I rested my head on his chest, so very grateful he’d entered my life. He wrapped his firm arms around me, and a slow song came on the small speaker on the nightstand. We swayed slowly to the soft music, in perfect rhythm. It was a warm gesture, and it perfectly summed up Sawyer to me. He could be loud and crazy like a song you would blast in the car with your best friend, or he could be sweet and endearing like every slow song that made you want to dance under a starlit sky. It was amazing to me that when you least expected it, a stranger could spill coffee in your lap and change everything.


  “Good night, Sawyer Grant,” I said quietly as soon as the song ended.


  “Good night, Whitley Rose.”


  I begrudgingly made my way out of the hotel room, wishing I had nowhere else to be, yet thankful that I had more time to spend with my father. It had occurred to me this week that time itself is the rarest commodity we’re afforded the luxury of. Not in the sense of how we waste it—working, getting through daily chores, all of that nonsense—but the reality that one day we don’t get any more of it. That’s the ultimate travesty. I imagined everyone went through each day expecting tomorrow, but now my world replayed expert after expert telling me there was no guarantee of that. It rattled me. For now, my father and I had time, and that meant more to me than it ever had before.


  I made my way up to the eighth floor and quietly entered the hospital room. Per the norm, my dad was watching the nature channel because he was infatuated with learning something, anything, every single day. His wisdom wasn’t always practical when he learned it—after all, the behavior habits of sloths didn’t necessarily fit into every day conversation—but he always knew something about everything in the right moment. That had amazed me as a child but impressed me even more as an adult.


  While he finished the show, I took a quick shower and changed into my yoga pants and sleep shirt. I set up my loud, lumpy plastic bed and stacked some pillows behind me so I could sit upright for conversation.


  As usual, my dad and I stayed up late talking. I could never put into words what these nights meant to me when it was just the two of us. We talked endlessly. He told me about the people he’d dated before my mother and what he was like when he was young, before the responsibility of adulthood and raising a family. It’s so strange, the things you miss about your parents as a child. You see them only as they are to you: important, in charge, and wise. Then you become an adult yourself, and you finally realize there was much more there before you came along. Parents make reckless decisions and have hopes and dreams you never knew existed in someone you looked up to your whole life.


  We finally drifted off to sleep in the midst of old stories, though the machines did their usual job of keeping me in and out of consciousness.


   


  Gasping.


   


  I awoke to a strange sound, and it wasn’t coming from a machine. My father sat up, wide-eyed, in the darkness, clutching his chest. I immediately turned on a small light next to my bed. “What is it?” I said hurriedly, climbing from the vinyl hospital couch and into a chair next to him. His eyes looked different. I couldn’t tell if they were full of chaos or peace.


  “I don’t know,” he said calmly. The machines were beeping so erratically that I couldn’t decipher what was happening.


  “What’s going on?” I asked again, needing him to tell me something. He looked ghastly, and it terrified me.


  “Something’s happening,” he said quietly, feeling his chest with his hand.


  “Do you want me to get a doctor?” I shrieked, unsure of what to do. The machines were still beeping, but other than that, I couldn’t assess what was happening.


  “No,” he replied calmly. “But something is happening. Something is changing.” He seemed to be deep in thought as he said it, still feeling around his chest.


  “Are you in pain?”


  “No. I just feel . . . different. Something is happening,” he repeated. “I don’t know if God is fixing something right now or if he’s preparing me to go.”


  Tears flooded my face. “What do you mean?” I asked again, hoping for some clarification. His expression still confused me. He didn’t look afraid or concerned, yet he didn’t seem to understand what he was feeling.


  “I’m not sure what this is,” he said quietly. “Maybe this is healing. But maybe . . . maybe this is it for me.”


  Sobs were coming out now, and I still wasn’t sure what to do. The machines continued to make the same erratic noises they’d always made up until this point so no doctor would be alerted to come in, but my dad didn’t seem to need that now. Instead he looked so lovingly at me that I felt very afraid of everything in that moment.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked softly.


  “Years ago, when my father passed, you were little. I know you don’t remember much about it. But I sat there with him in that hospital for hours. He asked me something.”


  I stared at him with burning eyes, unsure of what he was getting at.


  “I know this isn’t fair of me,” he said warmly, “but I have to ask you anyway. The same way my father asked me. It’s important.”


  I nodded through my tears.


  “If this is it for me, if it’s my time to go, I need to know that you will let me go. I need to know that it’s okay to go.”


  I heard his words clearly, but my tears felt loud on my face. The room felt calm and full of chaos at the same time.


  “I’m not ready for you to go,” I said through my sobs. “I haven’t become anything yet. All I wanted was to do something great. But I am so far away from greatness.”


  “Your life is greatness, darling,” he answered with a smile. “All of it. I look at you, and you are one of the greatest things I’ve seen in all my time here on this earth. You couldn’t possibly be anything more to me than what you are. That is greatness in its best form.”


  “You’re not done yet,” I sobbed. “There is so much more to do. You have to dance with me at my wedding. You have to build forts and make shadow puppets with grandchildren. You have so much more to do.” I leaned forward and grabbed his hands, and my tears cascaded down his arms.


  “I already did the most important thing I ever set out to do,” he said affectionately. “When you were born, and every time I held you moving forward, I whispered a promise into your ear. I always said the same thing. I promised I would love you forever.” He smiled with so much love that I knew I couldn’t erase that moment from my mind for the rest of my life. I squeezed his hands as he spoke. “And if this is my forever, if this is where it ends, what an amazing thing—to do just what I always promised I would. That’s the best kind of life to live. I’ve done just that. I promised I would love you forever, and I’ve done that.”


  My whole body was shaking as I clung to his hands, sobbing and trying to speak, though any articulate thoughts escaped me now. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that through this entire ordeal in the hospital, he’d had no pain, whereas my heart felt like it was breaking in a thousand pieces.


  “If it’s my time, I need to know it’s okay to go,” he said again, as calmly as he’d done before. He eyed me warmly.


  I nodded. “It’s okay,” I whispered, still clutching his hands as if the pressure of my hold on them was enough to change whatever was or wasn’t going to happen.


  My dad leaned back in the hospital bed, looking exhausted and spent. His eyes began to close, but his mouth curled up into a smile as he continued to speak. “My favorite picture of you is that one of you on the sidewalk back at our old house. You were wearing a white, fluffy dress with your blonde curls, and you looked so happy. You looked exactly like an angel in that picture. Like a real angel. It’s my favorite picture of you.” I wasn’t sure if he was fading in and out of consciousness or just falling asleep, but the way he spoke was both lucid and like a dream all at once. I just sat there, listening and sobbing. His eyes were closed, but he still spoke softly. “You looked just like an angel. All in white.”


  I was sure I was losing him. His grip on mine lessened, though I just squeezed his hands tighter and sobbed into the dim light, unsure of what I was supposed to do or say. I listened to him talk about me as a little girl, and then suddenly . . . there were no more words. Just the erratic sound of the heart monitor beside his bed and the erratic screams inside my head as I prepared myself to lose the most important man I’d ever loved. The one who’d promised to love me forever.


    ***
  I was awoken by a nurse entering the room. I glanced at the clock, which read 5:00 a.m. I was hunched over my father’s hospital bed, still clutching his hands. The blankets were wet from my tears. The heart machine next to the bed continued to make noise, and I hoped with everything left inside me that the sound signaled hope . . . time.


  I sat up and pulled back my hair, straining through my puffy, swollen eyes to see the nurse. “Something happened last night,” I tried to explain, unsure of how I was going to articulate what had occurred.


  “I saw the reports. His heart stopped twice for far longer than usual,” she confirmed. “It’s been doing that more and more lately.”


  “What does that mean?” I questioned.


  “As long as the machine beeps again after a long pause, that’s all that matters,” she said warmly. She reached out to take my dad’s vitals and a blood sample. My father stirred. He smiled as soon as he saw me.


  “I’m still here,” he said with a warm expression. My tears began cascading down my face again, and I wasn’t sure what to say.


  “The doctor has been briefed on your reports,” the nurse said matter-of-factly. “He’s coming in early to see you, probably around seven.” She made her way out of the room. I wasn’t sure what to say.


  “Ice cream for breakfast?” he suggested.


  “Dad, how can that be the first thing on your mind right now?” I replied incredulously. “There are so many more important things. “


  “Really?” He shrugged. “I can’t think of many more things I would rather do right now than have ice cream for breakfast with you.” There it was—my father summed up perfectly in one sentence. He didn’t know chaos. It was almost maddening in itself, but I longed for his sense of calm. Anyone alive would be blessed to see the world as he did. Sure enough, he pushed his call button and asked the nurse for two bowls of orange sherbet. I called the house line, and my mom picked up on the second ring. I quickly told her about the night before and that the doctor would be coming in early. She said she and Warren would be down within an hour.


  The morning passed quickly, and with my family present the doctor came and rehashed the reports from the heart monitor. The doctor was still amazed that my father’s heart was working at all, so he didn’t seem as phased by the reports as I’d hoped. He reassured us that plans were moving forward to get him to Stanford, and he should be moved by the end of the week. He reminded us not so subtly that such a scenario only mattered if my dad made it that long.


  We all cried. That was all we could do in the moment. Somehow, a bit later, perhaps minutes or perhaps an hour, we all got it together and pulled out the Monopoly board. It probably seemed like an absurd thing to do, but that’s what we knew how to do—laugh together, cry together, then try to bankrupt each other during a three-hour game. It’s ironic that most people I know think Monopoly is a waste of time, but when your time is threatened in the worst way, it seems like the only way to drag it out and make it last as long as possible.


  More people came to pay their respects to my father. It was the most magnificent gift in a way, to be able to say goodbye to someone. I imagined millions of people all over the world would’ve given everything for such an opportunity—to say whatever needed to be said before losing someone they loved. Most people never got that chance because their loved one was gone before they could do so. The thought of that was heartbreaking to me. I knew I would probably never fully understand just how fortunate I was to have this time with my dad. These days had been emotionally draining, but I wouldn’t have traded them for anything.


  I texted a bit with Sawyer throughout the day when he had breaks during his conference. He was witty and fun, and I relished the smiles his words gave me. The best part, however, was how brutally honest I could be with him despite how vulnerable it made me feel. I could be completely transparent with him, and I loved that. I explained what had happened the night before with my father and how I thought I was losing him right in front of my eyes. I told him that was the worst I’d ever felt in my whole life. Nothing up to this point had broken my heart the way that moment had. Yet here we were, my father still with us. Although I still felt broken and spent, I somehow felt joy to know it wasn’t over yet. The ebb and flow of the whole thing was crushing me. I felt like my chest was about to explode, which was ironic. That’s how I imagined my dad was supposed to be feeling at the moment, yet he was calm about it all. Knowing at the end of the day we all have some ending point, I knew anyone would be lucky to go full of the peace he had.


  Brie stopped by the hospital for a visit. We’d been best friends for so long that my parents were practically her own as well, though she wanted to lie low and give us our time together. She stayed to play a couple of games with us, just like we had done for years in the past, and it was a wonderful few hours.


  “Are you staying again tonight?” she asked before leaving the hospital.


  “Nah, it’s my brother’s turn tonight,” I replied. As much as I was looking forward to a long, peaceful night of sleep at my parents’ place, after last night I was scared to leave the hospital at all. I couldn’t imagine my dad passing without me present. Not after what had happened last night. As painful as it would’ve been to be in that room if it happened, I couldn’t imagine not being there for it.


  “Do you want to hang out? Vodka shots? Maybe go somewhere to get your mind off all this?” she questioned.


  “Honestly I don’t have it in me.” I shrugged. “I’ll probably stay here pretty late, until my brother kicks me out at least. Then I think I’ll just go home and crash. I’m exhausted. This week is really taking a toll on me.”


  “I totally understand,” she commiserated. “Obviously, if you need anything, call me.”


  We hugged goodbye, and she left the hospital. I grabbed some snacks from a vending machine down the hall, wishing instead I was eating Chinese food again tonight. That sounded far better, but I didn’t have the energy to pull that off. I walked back into my father’s room, completely unprepared for the sound I heard.


  My mother was screaming.



  
Chapter 11
  There was so much chaos around me, I couldn’t tell what was happening. The cardiac monitors by my dad’s beds were quiet when I walked in, but now there were alarms and buzzers going off like crazy. My mom was screaming into my brother’s chest as he held her, and within seconds there were swarms of doctors and nurses all over the room. It felt like everyone was speaking in a foreign language, and we were immediately ushered out of the small space. Machines were taking the places of our bodies as we were sent outside the door. A couple of nurses intercepted us and guided us into a private room with unapologetic bright lights and blue chairs.


  “Please wait here. We’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as we have a status,” one of them said hurriedly, motioning us to sit down in the blue fabric chairs. Warren and I just stared back at them, unsure of what to say, while my mom immediately sank into a chair, still sobbing. Warm tears slid down my face, and my brother hugged me tight.


  The nurses left, and we sat in that bright room, just the three of us. We didn’t speak. No one knew what to say. We just simply cried together, waiting for news.


  I don’t know how long we sat there, but it felt like an eternity, even though it’s possible it was only twenty or thirty minutes. Finally a doctor and two nurses entered the room. I couldn’t read their expressions to know whether they had good or bad news. I felt like I was going to vomit.


  “We resuscitated him,” the doctor began, “and his heart is functioning on its own for the time being. I know this is a very hard time for you, and you’ll be able to see him in a bit. But we have quite a few tests and diagnostics to run tonight to check for any changes caused by this episode. You can visit with him briefly before we begin, but you won’t have a lengthy amount of time. We’ll do all we can for him, but he needs to get to Stanford. We have some calls in to them now, so they know the severity of the situation. We hope to be able to transport him sometime later tonight if we can keep things steady until then.”


  “Steady,” my mom whispered through her tears. “You can keep him steady?”


  “We’re doing all we can,” the doctor said reassuringly. “This is a very unique situation. I have never seen anything like this, a man so young with a heart in such bad shape. But we’re doing all we can. When he’s taken by the air flight medic, we have room for only one of you to go with him. You’ll need to make plans for that.”


  My mom asked a few more questions, but my head was spinning. Obviously she would be the one to go with him. That made the most sense. I wasn’t sure if my brother and I should travel by car or wait here until they flew him back. It was amazing how bad news could get worse and then move on to something even more dismal. Last night had felt like rock bottom to me, yet somehow I managed to feel worse in this moment. The only solace I felt was the fact that they were finally ready to do something for my dad.


  At least an hour passed while we waited to see him. My mom made a lot of phone calls to update close family on the situation. I called Brie and told her as well, and then shot a text to Sawyer just so he would know what was going on in case I didn’t answer my phone for the rest of the night. I wasn’t sure how long I would be here, so I certainly didn’t want him thinking we might be able to get together later. We paced the room, drank really bad coffee, and prayed. We had nothing left to do except those three things.


  We finally left the confinement of the private room and were led back into my dad’s hospital room. There were more machines surrounding him, and he had on an oxygen mask. More tubes were sticking out of his arms. I wondered at first if he was lucid enough to notice we’d entered the room, but his mouth curled up into a smile as soon as my mom neared his bed, confirming he knew we were there.


  My mom leaned down and squeezed his hands, her tears cascading all over him. He couldn’t speak through the mask, so instead we gathered around him and each said what we needed to say.


  It was the first time I’d ever seen my brother truly fall apart. He was a big, strong guy, but he looked just like a scared little boy in that moment, clutching on to my dad’s hands. He thanked him—for the wonderful father he was, for all the wisdom he’d given us, and for the amazing life we’d had together. The words seemed too simple for the magnitude of what they really meant, but we all understood them.


  As for myself, I could barely speak. I could say ‘I love you’—words I’d said to him a million times over in my life. I didn’t mean them any more now than I had any other time I’d said them, but it meant everything that those would be my last words to him tonight. It took everything I had to walk out of that hospital room, but my brother and I knew it was important to give our mom a few minutes alone with him before they took him for testing. We’d known that man our whole lives, but he’d loved her first, and I could never imagine the heartbreak she felt beyond what I was feeling myself.


  We were unsure of what to do or where to go. The waiting area by the elevators was florescent and uninviting, but it felt necessary to head there. Our grandmas and a few aunts and uncles were waiting their turn to see my father for possibly the last time, if the doctors would even allow them in at this point. Word had apparently spread fast when my mom had made those phone calls, and even if they couldn’t go into the room, I imagine they were there for us as well. Despite our reluctance we hugged and squeezed everyone there waiting on the news. The hospital staff informed them no one else would be able to visit my dad for the night, and as somber as that news was, everyone understood and seemed calm, likely because they’d all already had an opportunity to say what they needed to say these past few days.


  “I’m going to get the grandmas home,” my brother said, hugging me again. The rest of the family started filtering out, saying their goodbyes and making us promise we would call with any news once my dad was off to Stanford. The plan was that my brother and I would stay behind once my parents flew out so we could communicate everything that was happening with the rest of the family. It was of no use for us to be standing around another hospital when my dad would be completely out of it the whole time. My mom preferred us staying back, helping the grandmas get to their own doctors’ appointments and such—all the things she usually took care of.


  “I’m going to hang around here, I guess,” I said quietly.


  “All night?” Warren questioned.


  “I don’t know, probably.” I shrugged. I wasn’t sure what else to do. I knew standing around wouldn’t change the outcome, but I couldn’t walk away from here. Not until I was told I had to leave.


  “Call me later if you need a ride home,” Warren said, kissing my forehead. “Otherwise maybe I’ll come back too. I don’t know.”


  Everyone left the waiting room, and I slumped down into a floral love seat, staring at the black screen of my phone. I wasn’t sure who to call. I just wanted to shut my eyes and wake up from all of this. Instead I anxiously waited, though I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen. Maybe I wanted the hospital to tell me there was one more spot on the medic flight. Or maybe I wanted them to tell me I could stay in the room I’d been living in for a week. Maybe I needed them to physically escort me out of the building, but I wasn’t comfortable just sitting. I now understood pacing. I had to get up and walk—that’s all my body could figure out to do.


  I stepped through a doorway that led to a small balcony. It was already dark outside, though I wasn’t sure what time it was. Last I checked, I think it was after nine. There were some potted plants and a picnic table, but that was it. The lights from the parking garage across the street were dim, and I could see some of the downtown lights in the distance. They didn’t appear to be all that far away, but somehow it felt like I was so far away from anything. The scenery in front of me looked more like a picture or a movie than real life. There were lights and parked cars and nighttime sounds, but I didn’t see any people. I felt like I was trapped in a glass box. I tilted up my head to take in some fresh air, but I just felt further riled up. I was angry at the entire world. I felt alone despite the hundreds of people I’d been around the last few days, who were all feeling similar emotions to my own, but somehow it seemed like it was just me in the universe, feeling this way at this very moment. I screamed into the night sky. Only silence followed, and more tears fell down my face as I sat there in the darkness, sobbing into my hands.


  I decided to pull myself together and get something to drink. The nurses’ station had some coffee—not that it tasted good by any means, but I thought the caffeine jolt may settle my nerves. Sitting alone wasn’t helping my mood, but I still couldn’t bring myself to leave the hospital. Not until my father had been taken away.


  I walked down the narrow hallway and turned the corner to the nurses’ station. I filled my cup, wondering how long the coffee had been sitting there, and then turned to head back toward the waiting room. Before I made it any farther, I locked eyes with someone I hadn’t expected to see.


  “Wes, what are you doing here?” I asked, completely caught off guard.


  “Marissa called me. She told me what happened tonight,” he replied softly. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. We . . .”


  Marissa walked around the corner at that moment, wearing bright pink scrubs, and I realized she was with him.


  “You brought her with you?” I cut him off, with more anger in my voice than I meant to show. I took a few steps backward, hoping to get out of this conversation before I completely broke. I heard the elevator chime down the hall, and I so badly wanted to get on one and disappear.


  “Whit, I’m so sorry to hear what you’re going through,” Marissa began, reaching an arm toward me as if she planned to console me.


  “What are you doing here?” I hissed, unsure as to why my night had to get worse at this point.


  “She works here, Whit. I told you, she’s a nurse here,” Wes explained, as if that fact made this an okay situation. “She heard about it from one of her friends in this cardiac wing. She wanted to pay her respects as well. You used to be close. She knows your family. Come on, Whit.”


  “Right, well, why aren’t we close anymore, Marissa? Shall we talk about that right here in the middle of the hospital? Do you really want to have this conversation?”


  “Whitley, so much time has passed. Just let it go,” Marissa said dismissively. “I’m just here to say I’m sorry about your dad.”


  “You’re sorry about my dad, but you’re not sorry for agreeing to marry the one guy I ever loved when you were one of my best friends? The same guy I called you about and agonized over because I was so heartbroken over the whole thing? Then you sporadically stopped answering my calls, only for me to find out a short time later you two were hooking up,” I said snidely. “That doesn’t deserve an apology?”


  “Whitley, let it go. That’s not what this is about,” Wes said defensively, trying to quell my anger. “You’re acting childish right now. She’s just here to show her support.”


  “Childish?” I huffed, putting a hand on my hip. “Yeah, well, you know what? I would give anything to be a child right now. I would like to go home and build a blanket fort in my living room. I want to crawl around inside and eat cereal in mismatched socks, without a care in the whole frigging world, but life isn’t offering me that luxury at the moment. As luck would have it, I’m here pacing the hospital like a petrified little girl who still needs her dad. But instead he’s slipping away right in front of me, and nobody is fixing this.” Tears flowed out of my eyes, and I couldn’t hold them back.


  Wes reached out for me, but I backed up.


  “I don’t care if you call me petty or accuse me of being immature right now in the midst of me screaming at the sky for God to fix this. You can call it a tantrum because I’m not getting my way while my entire world is falling apart. But you don’t get to accuse me of acting like a child while I’m losing the very person who made me one.” My sobs were unrelenting.


  “Whitley,” Wes said softly, still trying to salvage the conversation.


  “Don’t,” I said firmly. “You don’t get to tell me how I should be acting or what I should be feeling right now. You don’t get to show up here pretending to be concerned about me or my family when you chose to walk away from all of that. I left it all out there for you. I told you what I wanted, and you didn’t show up. And you know what? The world is still spinning, right? You moved on and screwed up your life in some other way. Good for you. But none of that matters, so you don’t get to tell me how to act right now.”


  “What do you mean, I didn’t show up? What are you talking about?” Wes asked, looking genuinely confused.


  “The letter I left for you. Was it really so insignificant to you that you forgot about how we fell apart? That’s all the more reason why you have no right to be here, telling me how to feel right now,” I snarled. “And her? Bringing her? You’re an inconsiderate jerk. So I’m a child, and you’re a jerk. Now that we have that settled, I’m leaving.” The anger was too much for me to take. It was seething out of me, and I felt like I was going to self-destruct.


  I turned to head back out to the lobby so I could continue my ungraceful exit down the elevator, but instead I bumped into Sawyer, spilling my coffee down the front of his shirt.


  “Dang it, what are you doing here?” I asked, completely flustered.


  “I didn’t expect to see you, sorry,” he began, looking a bit surprised. “I don’t want to interrupt anything, but I just thought you might be hungry. I just wanted to drop off some food for you. But when I got off the elevator, I heard some raised voices . . .” He nodded awkwardly toward Marissa and Wes, who offered a similar reply. They turned and walked down the opposite corridor to an outside exit.


  “You witnessed all of that?” I asked, full of embarrassment. This night continued to spiral downward on so many levels.


  “I really don’t want to meddle. I didn’t expect to see you,” he reiterated. “After your texts earlier about what had happened, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I just wanted to bring you some food in case you were hungry, and I wrote you a note. I wanted to let you know I’m here. You know, not physically, but if you needed to talk or cry or scream or whatever. I mean, now I am here physically. But I didn’t get here until you were actually screaming. That’s not what I meant to do.” He was rambling at this point, and I knew he had happened upon all of this unexpectedly. I couldn’t be mad about that, despite how flustered I was at the moment.


  “I just dumped coffee all over you,” I huffed, annoyed by everything at this point.


  “So now we’re even,” he replied as his lips curled into a smile. Suddenly my anger and frustration lifted. It was amazing how his presence calmed me.


  “I guess we are,” I agreed, reaching to grab some paper towels from one of the counters. He wiped himself down, still looking amused by the spill.


  “Are you heading home or staying here tonight?” he questioned.


  “I don’t know what I’m doing. They told us we can’t stay tonight,” I explained as we walked down the hall. “They’re supposed to be doing some additional tests while they wait for clearance to transfer him to Stanford tonight. Obviously my mom is going, but we’re staying back. My brother went home already. I’m not sure . . . I can’t do it. I don’t want to be there, just waiting for a phone call in the very place I grew up with him. There are tons of family members there too, and I just can’t do it right now. I don’t want to be just waiting there. I don’t know if they’ll let me stay here in the waiting room. I’m seriously considering just sleeping at the park tonight if they kick me out.”


  “On the bench?” he mused, probably unsure if I was serious.


  “It wouldn’t be the first time.” I smirked. “Actually I prefer the merry-go-round. It’s flat with a nice sway, which I find very soothing. I’ve done it before.”


  This guy probably thought I was crazy, but it didn’t seem to bother him.


  “Do you want company?”


  “I don’t know. I’m a wreck.” I breathed loudly. “I’m waiting for my mom to come out. Waiting for the doctors to tell me that everything I just witnessed didn’t really happen. Waiting for the ceiling to cave in and swallow me whole.” I shook my head, realizing I was pretty exhausted. I probably wasn’t making much sense.


  “What if I have a plan?” he suggested.


  “You would,” I replied softly. His mind never shut off.


  “I’ll head out, and whenever you’re done here, whether it’s in an hour or three hours, whatever—give me a call. You don’t have to stay here, and you don’t have to go home. I think it will be good for you.” He leaned down and gently kissed me. He touched my cheek softly as he pulled away. “Yes?”


  I nodded, thinking there was still a chance this all was a dream. It didn’t seem real that in the midst of this tragedy there was a guy like Sawyer trying to make it better.


  He tenderly kissed me one more time and then moved toward the elevator, turning around once to smile before the doors closed. I drank what was left of my coffee and paced around for a bit longer. My mom emerged from the hospital room as additional doctors and nurses went in.


  “We’re going to be okay,” she said warmly, wrapping me in a tight hug.


  “How can you say that right now?” I questioned, not out of anger but pure curiosity. She was a natural optimist, but it still baffled me that she could be so positive right now.


  “Because the love our family has is what makes this life worth living,” she replied delicately. “We’ve had such an abundance of that. Whatever happens, we will be okay. I know that.” Her words were simple but felt so true. I knew that’s how life worked: you could be torn down and broken in the midst of devastation, but somewhere there was still beauty and hope and love around you in some form. She was right. We’d always had an abundance of those things, and that mattered.


  “The air flight should be ready to take us out of here in about an hour,” she stated, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes. “At least we have a chance for some change. Your brother is on his way back to bring me a bag with some clothes and such. Do you want to head home with him?”


  “Nah, I don’t think I’m going home tonight.” I shrugged, unsure of what my plan was. “I’m going to stay here for a while. At least until the plane is gone, just in case there’s any more news. You know, just in case anything else happens.”


  She hugged me again and made her way down the elevator to grab her bag from Warren. The silence around me felt like an echo; it was comforting and eerie all at once. The chaos had calmed, which soothed me, but the quietness surrounding me now felt lonely. I went to the waiting area, not overly surprised to find the room empty. It was already well past ten o’clock, so visiting hours were long over. I sat down and exchanged some texts with Brie to keep her in the loop. We made plans to see each other the next day after I took my grandma to her podiatry appointment. It would be nice to have some girl time with Brie to take my mind off everything.


  I scrolled through my phone, sending out a few text responses to the barrage of people contacting me for information. I wasn’t sure what to tell everyone, other than to say that my dad would finally be taken to Stanford for surgery. The outcome still sounded dismal, so I wasn’t sure what else to add. The news this week had started out horribly and then had somehow grown worse from there. I wasn’t sure what to make of any of it at this point.


  My mom came back up, hugged me goodbye one last time, and then they were transported to another waiting area while they waited for the plane. I waited for about an hour, hoping someone, anyone, would have information for me. Eventually a sweet older gentleman in a white coat came out and sat next to me on the small sofa. He introduced himself as Dr. Beckett.


  “We’re doing all we can for your father,” he said warmly. “We’re loading him on that plane in about ten minutes. I know this is a roller coaster. There are no words that can fill the hole of what you’re feeling right now, I know that. I’ve been at this for a very long time. I’ve seen miracles and I’ve seen heartbreak, and it’s not the miracles that keep me coming back. The sadness pushes me every day to try harder. But there’s one perpetual problem.” He looked at me with affectionate eyes.


  “What’s that?”


  “I’m only human.” He shrugged. “Every single time, I give each patient the very best of me. Every time. And sometimes that’s enough. But I’m also reminded time and again that I’m not the one in control here. Sometimes that revelation consoles me, but other times I don’t understand it. I stare at my hands, and I’m unaware of the power they possess. Sometimes they heal people. Sometimes they don’t. But the way a family loves one another, that heals more than what these hands have ever done. Your family has that. That is what you take away from all this, no matter the outcome.”


  I wanted to hug him. I could see wisdom behind his eyes, and I imagined he’d had many hard conversations inside these hospital walls. He spoke with sincerity, and my mood lifted.


  “Thank you for that,” I said, genuinely grateful he had spoken to me. It was amazing that a complete stranger could offer more comfort than people who knew you best. It was as if their advice and wisdom meant more in the moment because it was unprompted and unbiased. I suspected that’s why I was so drawn to Sawyer during all of this. He didn’t have to show up for me, but he continued to do so anyway, despite the heaviness of these circumstances.


  “Now I have to tell you the bad news,” Dr. Beckett added lightheartedly, “which means they told me to kick you out of here.”


  “I can’t stay? All my stuff is already in the room.”


  “You can’t stay in there, not tonight,” he explained. “Technically once that plane takes off, your dad is no longer a patient here. I know that sounds cold, but that’s the reality of it on paper. The room will be cleaned out and prepared for the next person. I think it will be good for you to get out of this place. Clear your mind. Get some fresh air. Jump in the freezing lake, I don’t know.” He chuckled. “I know it’s hard to focus on anything else, but it’s good for you to take a break from this. There’s nothing you can do tonight. And tomorrow . . . That’s the ultimate gift—that there’s a tomorrow. And it’s a new day. So do something tonight that will restore your soul. That’s important. The journey isn’t over yet. There’s a lot more fight in that man, and I’d be willing to bet there’s a lot more fight in you as well, to get you through all this.”


  I smiled at him warmly, and he gave my hands a soft pat. “Good night, dear.” He got up from the couch and made his way down the corridor.


  I debated what to do next. I should probably go home, that would be the most sensible thing to do, to be with the rest of my family. But the doctor was right: clearing my head felt so necessary right now. I couldn’t do that at home. I dialed Sawyer’s number.


  “What’s your great plan?” I asked tearfully as soon as he answered.


  “Come to Moonshine Park,” he said with an exuberant tone that didn’t match my somber mood.


  I promised I would be there in just a few minutes. I made a trip to the bathroom and rinsed my face with cold water. My puffy eyes were becoming a normal look for me, so I wasn’t too worried about trying to mask them at this point. I did refresh my makeup and braid my hair in an effort to look a little bit put together. I left the hospital with my suitcase.


  As I approached the park, I couldn’t believe the scene in front of me. It looked like there were blankets or sheets or something thrown across the low-hanging tree branches, and dim light filtered between them. I could see Sawyer’s shadow, perfectly illuminated by the glow from the white billowing sheets. I made my way to the blanket structure, completely in awe of what I was looking at. A ridiculous Keep Out sign made of paper was pinned to a pseudo doorway at the front of the blanket fort.


  “What on earth am I looking at?” I asked as I climbed inside the makeshift teepee cascading down from the trees. “How did you do this?” There had to at least be ten or twelve oversize white blankets and sheets strewn around the low branches of the trees next to the edge of the park. Soft-white twinkle lights were littered around the branches as well, lighting up the inside like a perfect little fort. Sawyer was the most radiant sight of the entire thing; he had such pride on his face and his smile made me feel the same.


  “I borrowed a few things from the hotel.” He shrugged. “One of the housekeepers helped me out. Of course if I don’t return them by tomorrow at 9:00 a.m., she’s charging me five hundred bucks.” He laughed. “The lights are battery operated. How cool is that? Not bad, right?” He lifted up his hands, motioning around the inside of the fort.


  “How . . . Why did you do all this?” I stammered, completely in awe of the entire thing.


  “I heard what you said earlier. Back at the hospital.”


  “My psychotic rant about wanting to make a blanket fort so I could disappear from the world? You realize that was an angry explosion of words, right?” I looked around the fort, amazed at just how perfect it was. A couple of huge blankets were spread over the grass for us to lie on. I took a seat next to Sawyer.


  “I know it wasn’t literal, but I just wanted to prove a point. I hear you,” he said softly. “I’m here, and I hear you.”


  I stared at him. His eyes were full of the same warmth they always held, no matter the situation. They always looked happy and sincere, whether he was laughing with me or consoling me. I loved that about his face. He smiled mischievously and held up two boxes of cereal. “Just in case you get hungry.”


  “Lucky Charms or Froot Loops, huh?” I grinned. “Good choices.” He set them back down and moved toward the front of the tent to prop the blankets apart at the entrance. He climbed back and motioned for me to lie down next to him.


  “Look—this is the best part.” He flipped a switch, and the lights turned off. We had a perfect view of the lake, completely unobstructed by any trees. The moon was bright, and it looked like a spotlight, illuminating the sparkling water beneath it. The stars grazed the tips of the mountains. It was magical.


  “This may be the best blanket fort I’ve ever been in,” I said quietly, leaning my head against his chest. We stared out at the view, and I breathed—inhales, exhales—and then it happened. My soul felt restored. I felt a sense of calm, like I had the strength to make it through the next day, even the next week, no matter what happened. I guessed that was the difference between having someone with you when tragedy struck versus going through it alone. “What was it really like when you lost your parents?” I asked softly.


  “I was so little,” he began. “I remember being confused at first. I couldn’t really process it. Even now my memories are sporadic. I remember being upset that I had to wear a shirt with so many buttons on it because I had to ‘look nice’ for the rest of the family, as my grandma explained it. I remember moving all my stuff to their cabin outside the city. That was a big change from living downtown. But I felt good there. It was peaceful. I sat on the dock night after night, just like this, staring out at the water, looking up into space. It calmed me. The more I did it, the less things hurt. That I remember. My grandma made me blueberry pancakes every morning, and that became my new normal.”


  “That’s a sad story,” I stated, tracing around his chest with my finger. He flicked the lights back on.


  “Yeah, but it’s also a happy one at the same time,” he added. “I had a really good life. My grandparents were amazing people, and I know I was lucky to be raised by them. I grew up in a beautiful place and learned all kinds of things—how to fish, how to cook, how to appreciate nature, how to study hard, how to live a good, honest life. The tragedy isn’t what made me who I am; the rest of it did. That’s the good part. When something goes terribly wrong, I think that’s what people miss sometimes—the good parts. I know in that moment it feels like there can’t possibly be anything good, but there always is. Even at the bottom. You’ve got air in your lungs and a new day. There are still good things out there for anyone, even in the middle of their worst.”


  I stared at him through the dim light as he spoke.


  “I think you’re the good part of all this for me,” I whispered.


    ***
  Soft sunlight began to peek through the white hanging sheets. Sawyer and I were wrapped up in a big, fluffy white down comforter, and it felt perfect. His body was warm against mine, and I was tucked underneath his strong arm. I felt protected and safe underneath the soft white linens hanging over our heads. He stirred as I moved, and his face lit up as he came to.


  “I think we just spent our first night together in a blanket fort.” He smirked.


  “We did.” I nodded, reciprocating his smile. “And we already have breakfast, so that’s a bonus.” I pointed to the two boxes of cereal still resting next to us. “I’m kind of surprised we weren’t mauled by squirrels in the night.”


  “Oh, they came while you were asleep, but I protected you,” he teased. “You should have seen them. They were out for blood, but I kept you safe. You’re welcome, by the way. The plague wouldn’t look good on you.”


  “You’re so noble.” I laughed, sitting up. The braid I had in the night before was pretty loose, and I quickly tried to fix the mess by untangling it and throwing my hair into a messy bun. My eyes felt swollen from all the tears the night before.


  “I expected you to look terrible in the morning, but you have a gift.”


  “Thanks,” I replied, punching him playfully in the arm. He opened the two boxes of cereal, and we each grabbed fistfuls with our hands. “Next time I’m blowing up at my ex-boyfriend and I mention my strong desire for cereal, I’m going to throw in my love of bowls and spoons.”


  “Marie from the hotel offered only the blankets.” He chuckled. “They have a strict policy against people taking their flatware. I did the best I could.”


  “This was all really nice of you. Thank you,” I responded sincerely. I was still amazed by the effort he had put into the entire thing. It really said a lot about who he was, and I knew I was falling too quickly down the rabbit hole to ever escape this. I needed Sawyer Grant in my life on so many levels.


  “This isn’t the last time, you know,” he stated, leaning back on his elbows. “I’m serious about taking you to the cabin when we get back to Nashville. We’re going to sleep outside all over again, and you’ll be hooked.”


  I’m already hooked. Making plans for the future made me nervous but excited at the same time. I needed something to look forward to more than ever, and I was grateful for that.


  I checked my phone, surprised to see it was only seven o’clock. I wanted to give it a little more time before calling my mom for an update on the chance she was actually getting some much needed sleep. She had texted after they’d landed and checked into the hospital late last night but relayed she wouldn’t have any further news until sometime this morning once the doctors were in.


  “I have a podiatry appointment in an hour,” I groaned unenthusiastically.


  “You make fun of me for reading the newspaper, and you have a podiatrist? Are you eighty?”


  “It’s not for me, it’s for my grandma.” I giggled. “I’m on duty today, so first it’s that then her hair appointment. Don’t make fun of my glamorous life.”


  “I’m spending the day learning about the many wonders of the small intestine,” he shot back. “Let’s not pretend your day is more exciting than mine.”


  I lay back down on the blankets, stretching out my body. The thick covers were surprisingly more comfortable than I would have suspected given we were technically sleeping on the ground.


  “We should probably talk about tomorrow,” I said hesitantly, afraid to bring it up. It was almost as if not talking about it made it less of a reality. “Are you still planning on leaving town after the conference is over?” I questioned, hoping not to sound too emotional about it. It was what it was.


  “I haven’t changed my ticket yet. I don’t want to impose. I meant what I said last night. I’m not trying to meddle, and I certainly don’t want to be in the way. Maybe it’s best if I head back and we meet up later, once you get back to town. Once everything settles a bit for you.”


  “I want to live in here.” I sighed, taking it in all in. That was true: I wanted to stay in this white castle forever, completely tucked away from the rest of the world. It felt like nothing bad could get to me in here. “I’m twenty-three, and I want more blanket forts in my life. There, I said it.”


  “I could make that happen for you,” he replied somewhat seriously. “We can escape from the world and live in a tiny linen house, with junk cereal and twinkle lights. I’ll protect you from squirrels, and we can go canoeing, and read the paper, and schedule our podiatry appointments together. It would be pure bliss. I swear, I could make all of that happen.”


  “I want you to stay,” I whispered, pulling him into me. I kissed him hungrily, and I meant those words. “Stay longer. Please.”


  “Then I will,” he replied softly as he trailed kisses down my neck. His hands grazed the soft skin underneath my shirt, and I shuddered despite the comfort of the thick, feathery blankets surrounding our bodies. I pulled at his shirt, and he slipped it off in one smooth motion. I knew this blanket fort was about to mean so much more to me than it had when I’d awoken.



  
Chapter 12
  Sawyer and I struggled to separate our bodies, but as it neared eight o’clock, I knew I had to go. I felt bad leaving him with the task of taking apart the fort on his own, but I had to make my way to my house to get my parents’ car. If I missed getting my grandma to her appointment, I would never hear the end of it.


  “Are you sure you don’t want a ride? I can come back and finish taking all this down,” he offered politely as I grabbed my suitcase.


  “I think I deserve to do the walk of shame to my house,” I teased. “Honestly, I need the fresh air to get this stupid grin off my face before my entire family knows where I’ve been.”


  He kissed me one last time, and I was relieved he’d decided to stay in Mountain Ridge for a little longer.


  “Does this mean I’m now worthy of reading some of your notebooks?” He smirked.


  “Not a chance, but it means I’ll let you down nicely by saying I’ll at least think about it in the very distant future. Will I see you later tonight?” I asked suggestively.


  “I have a presentation to prepare.” He ran a hand through his light-brown hair. “I have to meet with a group of people after the conference tonight to get it done. We’ll probably need a few hours to put it together. Tomorrow’s the last day of the conference, so we only have tonight. How late will you be up?”


  “Depends on how the day goes,” I said reluctantly. Obviously I hoped for good news on my dad later, but on the chance this day got complicated, I couldn’t make any promises.


  “Call me later?”


  I nodded then quickly made my way to the walking path that led to my neighborhood. I had to pick up a pretty brisk pace to get there in time. As I walked in the front door to my parents’ house, at least fifteen people stared back at me.


  “There she is,” my grandma Sally said excitedly, clasping her hands together. “I knew you were coming for me. Your brother said you’d abandoned me, but I knew better.”


  “Warren, why would you say that to her?” I sneered, punching him in the shoulder. “Grandma Sally, I would never abandon you. I’m just a few minutes late. We’ll still make it. They always ask you to get there fifteen minutes early, but you’ve been going there regularly for two decades, so I think they’ll let this slide. Let’s go.”


  “Where did you end up last night? I saw Brie at the gas station around eleven, so don’t you dare try to tell me you were with her,” Warren pried.


  “None of your business.” I brushed him off. The last thing I wanted to do was explain my relationship with Sawyer to my annoying little brother. The house phone rang at that moment, and I was glad to have all the attention taken off me.


  Warren answered the phone, and I could tell by the way his face lit up that it was my mom. He put it on speaker phone.


  “He’s going in for surgery in about an hour,” my mom explained. “This doctor still has some reservations about his prognosis, but he’s the best there is. He can fix the problem, namely the two valves and the aorta—he can repair all of that. He’s just not certain that will undo the damage that’s already been done to your dad’s heart, but he’s at least going to attempt it. And if for some reason that’s not enough, they can install a pump to help his heart work. So we have some options.” She sounded rested, and I was thankful for that. As always, she seemed a little too cheerful for the situation, but that was her strength, and she seemed to have it in abundance. Sometimes in the midst of my doom and gloom I wasn’t sure how I was her daughter.


  My mom went on to explain that the surgery would take about eight hours. She promised to call after it was all over, and I had some sense of relief. Something was happening, which felt like such a big weight off my chest after all the waiting we’d done up to this point. It had been such a horrific week thus far, but the doctor last night had been right. Today was another day. My mom was there, and my dad had more fight in him. Hopefully that would be enough.


  I quickly raced my grandmother out the door as soon as we hung up the phone, and although we were a couple of minutes late, no one gave us any grief over it.


  Once the appointment was over, I talked my grandma into doing something moderately irrational. Instead of going to her regular salon, I convinced her to let Brie do her hair instead. She’d known Brie since we were little, so it wasn’t a totally crazy idea, although I knew Brie was a bit more . . . um, modern than Grandma Sally’s longtime hairdresser, Edith. Grandma Sally agreed, and we made our way to Brie’s salon.


  Maybe it was the change in the air from the news about my father, but Grandma Sally felt more free-spirited than she usually did at the salon. She thumbed through an “over fifty” magazine and chose a hairstyle that was a little lighter than her current hair.


  “Are you sure?” Brie looked to me for reassurance. “Your mom won’t be mad?” she asked me quietly.


  “Just go with it,” I confirmed, happy for the change that was happening all around me. It felt like the right time for something like this, as silly as it was.


  Grandma Sally had recently had her hair permed, so that was out of the way. She just needed some color. Brie put the dye in my grandma’s hair as we sat around making small talk. Once she was under the heat machine, I finally had a chance to tell Brie all about my night—and morning—with Sawyer. She gasped and covered her mouth.


  “Really? You and Jeep Guy,” she gushed. “I’m happy for you, Whit. I really am. You deserve to be happy.”


  The salon door chimed, and a guy with broad shoulders, light shoulder-length hair, and a gorgeous accent walked in, asking if the salon accepted walk-ins. I made huge eyes at Brie.


  “Um, yeah,” she stammered, clearly nervous in this handsome guy’s presence. “Have a seat there, and, um, I’ll be with you in just a minute.” One of the other hairstylists looked like she might be finished with her client before Brie, but I could see Brie’s suggesting with her eyes to her coworker that she definitely had this one covered.


  “Holy moly, was that a Thor accent?” I whispered excitedly.


  “Not at all. It sounded British.” She laughed quietly. “But who cares? Look at him. He’s like six foot five with a face like that? I’ll make an exception on the accent.”


  “I can actually help you now,” she said to the gentleman just before he sat down in the waiting room. “You can have a seat in chair three.” She pointed to the open seat. As soon as he was out of ear shot, she whispered frantically, “Your grandma has exactly eight minutes left under the heat. It is imperative that you watch the clock for me so I don’t get distracted. She can’t stay under there too long. Do you understand? Her hair was recently permed, so it’s delicate as it is, and with the light hair color, she cannot stay under there too long. Eight minutes. Got it?”


  I nodded and shooed her back to the hunk. “I’ve got this. Go get Thor.” I winked at her, and she was off. I sat in one of the plastic chairs in the waiting room and thumbed through a book of short hairstyles. I felt like I needed a change, but I wasn’t sure I had the courage to do something drastic. I’d been hiding behind long hair all my life, and I didn’t feel ready to let go of that just yet. Maybe Brie was right: a good solid trim and some highlights may be enough to lift my mood.


  A few minutes later my phone rang, and it was my mom’s cell number. I stepped outside to answer it.


  “Hi, daughter of mine,” my dad said on the other end. “I just wanted to give you a quick call before my procedure. I think I’m here for a colonoscopy or something.”


  “Dad, you’re getting your heart cut open today,” I said warmly, appreciating the fact that he still had his sense of humor.


  “Oh, thank goodness. That’s much less personal than the other end of my body,” he said matter-of-factly.


  “Come on, Dad, aren’t you a little scared? Freaked out? Worried?”


  “Worrying doesn’t get you anywhere,” he said with a positive tone. “This is what it is. I’m just thankful I get one more chance to tell you I love you and that I’m proud of you. I know I said it the other night, but I have another chance to say it so I will. You are greatness. Everything you have left to do, you will do. I don’t have any doubts about that. You have people surrounding you who see nothing but greatness in you. Continue to surround yourself with those people, and you won’t have to worry whether you’ve ‘made it.’ Stop thinking you have yet to achieve anything. You have all the time in the world to come into the person you are meant to be, and I know with certainty that you are full of greatness.”


  Slow tears fell, and the emotional pit in my stomach grew yet again.


  “You said it yourself,” he continued. “I have a lot to do. I need to dance with you at your wedding and make shadow puppets on the wall with my grandchildren. And I still haven’t fixed the dishwasher yet. Your mother will never let me go before that happens, so I’m not planning on going anywhere.”


  “I love you, Daddy.”


  “I love you too, Peaches. I’ll talk to you soon.”


  We hung up the phone, and I sat on the curb, weeping. His words always got me. There was no way I could lose him. It meant too much. It hurt too big. According to the doctors, my dad was already more than halfway there and there was little hope, but I didn’t accept that to be a hard truth. When it came to death, there was only one side or the other. It was never half true. Despite the odds against him, I wanted nothing more than to ignore it all. I hung on to his words that we would in fact talk soon. That’s all I had left of him.


  I regained my composure and went back into the salon. Brie was giggling and having a very animated conversation with the foreign stranger. I smiled, excited for her to finish so I could get the full scoop on him. They looked like they were enjoying each other’s company.


  I glanced around the salon, finally making eye contact with Grandma Sally.


  Grandma Sally!


  Her hair! I was supposed to get her out of the heat thing . . . what, six minutes ago? Eighteen minutes ago? I had lost track of time while on the phone or perhaps afterward, when I was sobbing in the parking lot. My mom was going to kill me.


  “Grandma, I think it’s time,” I said with a fake smile, hoping she wouldn’t notice my panic.


  “Dang!” Brie shrieked. “You forgot about her?” She dropped her comb and scissors and ran over to Grandma Sally. “It’s fine, it’ll be fine,” she said reassuringly. I wasn’t sure she was telling the truth.


  She helped my grandma to a chair near the sink and looked at me worriedly. “Your mother is going to kill me,” she mouthed so my grandma wouldn’t hear.


  “Sorry, I was outside talking to my dad, and I forgot to watch the time,” I whispered. “How’s it going with Thor?”


  “Well, when he sees what I’ve done to this poor lady, I’m guessing our date for tomorrow night will be off.” She tried to look serious as she said it, but I could see her fighting a smile.


  “I knew it,” I mouthed back as she tended to my grandma. I was so excited for her. “Grandma, Dad is going in for surgery now,” I said to distract her as Brie tried to reconcile my mistake. “He sounds really good. My mom should be calling us in about eight or nine hours with some news.”


  She nodded happily, and I could tell she was oblivious to what had happened to her hair. Brie was a miracle worker, so if anything had gone sideways, I was sure she could fix it.


  Sure enough, Grandma Sally’s hair was way too light, and the texture was a bit like cotton candy. It wasn’t a great sight. Brie suspected she’d had her hair permed even more recently than Grandma Sally had said, which was another issue. Brie was able to get some of the curls back, but they weren’t nearly as tight as when we’d started. The color was way lighter than what she originally picked. I told her she looked stunning, of course, and went on and on about how her light hair color was perfect for summer.


  After a few more minutes working with Sally, Brie turned her attention back on Thor, bringing me into the conversation.


  “So Alex wants to go to Murphy’s tomorrow night to see Kip Bentley,” she explained, no doubt laughing on the inside as I scrunched up my face at her. “I told him you and Sawyer were planning to go. We could all go together?” How had this turned into a group date?


  “Oh, yeah, well, I’m not sure Sawyer is available, I’ll have to check,” I stammered, unsure how else to respond. I had no desire whatsoever to see Kip, especially not at one of his shows, where I was forced to stand there like I was a fan, enjoying his music.


  “I thought his conference ended tomorrow,” she added, referencing what I’d told her just minutes ago when I’d explained he would be staying in town a little longer despite the end of his attendance at the seminar. “I think he’s free. It will be fun.”


  “I hate you right now,” I whispered into her ear as I gave her an awkward hug goodbye. “Grandma Sally and I are going to go. Thanks for everything,” I said a little too loudly to compensate for what I’d said privately. “I’ll let you know about tomorrow night.”


  “Great. Alex and I will meet you there at eight,” Brie replied. I glared at her, but she dismissed it, getting back to Thor’s haircut. “I’ll call you later, Whit.”


  I gave her another death glare as I ushered Grandma Sally out of the salon with her platinum-blonde too-fuzzy hair. I suppose it could have been worse—it all could have fallen out. This was at least a little more . . . temporary. If she ended up hating the color, Brie could darken it up a bit—eventually, once the dye settled.


  I drove Grandma Sally home and spent the rest of the afternoon with my family. We put together a thousand-piece puzzle, played Yahtzee, and ate food brought over by neighbors and friends from my parents’ church. Brie even joined us for a few hours, which was wonderful. Warren annoyed me less throughout the day, which was also a plus. There was something about waiting. I think it created some solidarity between us for the time being. I was sure that as soon as we got the news that my father was okay and out of surgery, he would be right back to razzing me about Sawyer.


  Around six o’clock, the house phone finally rang, and I knew that was it. I think I held my breath until Warren put the phone on speaker.


  “He’s awake,” my mom said in her bubbly voice. “He’s still pretty out of it, but we didn’t need the pump. His heart appears to be beating on its own.” There was a collective sigh of relief.


  “We’ll be here for a few days,” she explained. “His heart is in even worse shape than the surgeon thought before operating. But it’s beating, which they didn’t expect. I think we got our miracle.”


  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cheer, or scream, or cry. I had so much emotion going through me, and I just wanted something to come out, but I also felt frozen. It was a surreal moment. My mom talked to one of my uncles as they coordinated bringing my dad back from Stanford once he was released. There was a major recovery ahead for him, and mobility was an issue, but they were coming up with a plan for all of that. My brother and I hugged each other, and the entire world felt so much better.


  I called Brie first, and I could tell she was also relieved by the news. Then of course I immediately chided her for setting me up on a double date involving my most recent ex-boyfriend. I’d already dealt with the whole Wes thing while I’d been in town, and now my Nashville ex was also ruining my trip? The fact that he was playing at a small venue here when he was supposed to be heading south for his tour was a red flag. I wasn’t convinced it was a complete coincidence. Sure enough, after dinner my brother went out to check the mail and returned with an envelope for me.


  The return address was Kip’s record label. If this was some promotional flyer urging me to go to his show, I was going to vomit. He didn’t need a ploy like that just to get me in the same room as him. I wasn’t all mushy and oogly googly about the fact that he was a musician like all the other girls who swooned over him. That wasn’t why I fell for him. Yeah, music brought us together, but I thought we had so much more than that. Obviously I had been proven very wrong.


  I opened the envelope, infuriated to see exactly what I’d expected—a color flier with “Kip’s” face on it, listing the date, time, and location of his show. It was stupid. I wasn’t sure how his label even had my parents address, but I wasn’t amused. I stood up to throw it in the trash, but the handwriting on the back of the flier caught my eye.


   


  Whit ~


  I messed up. I know that. I know that’s why you’re not returning my calls, and I know I don’t deserve a second chance with you. But something BIG is happening for you—and it only felt right to be the one to tell you myself.


  PLEASE come to my show. The details are on the front of this. Please, Whit. This is everything you ever wanted. I promise.


  See you there.


  XX,


  Chris


   


  I appreciated that he had at least signed the letter with his real name. That showed some sincerity. But why couldn’t he just say what he needed to say? This is everything you ever wanted. I had serious doubts that he knew anything about what I really wanted. How about a nondirtbag boyfriend? I’d wanted that from him and didn’t get it, so what did he know? Now, with all this other stuff going on around me, maybe I wasn’t sure what I really wanted anymore.


  I sat down on the guest-room bed, still miffed that my parents had changed out my entire bedroom. It’s not like I expected them to keep it as it was. I mean, after all, I’d been gone three years. But still, there was nothing welcoming about this floral-print room with bad curtains and a giant—likely unused—elliptical machine taking up all the space next to where I slept. I pulled out one of my notebooks and tried to write, but I had too much on my mind. Usually the words flowed right out of me, but now, in this quiet, ugly room, I couldn’t get my mind off Sawyer.


  I knew he was busy tonight, preparing the presentation he’d mentioned to me earlier, so instead of calling him, I just shot him a quick text to let him know my dad was out of surgery. My phone rang immediately, and I was happy to see his name flash on the screen.


  “That kind of news is so much bigger than a text,” he said enthusiastically. I’m sure he felt a sense of relief from the news—not because he knew my father, but at least now he wouldn’t have to deal with the emotional wreck I’d become lately. It was good news all around.


  “Sorry, I just didn’t want to interrupt your planning meeting tonight,” I said thoughtfully.


  “I needed this interruption,” he said dryly. “These guys are killing me tonight. We’re not even halfway done. It’s taking forever.”


  “Well, I won’t keep you long. I did want to ask you about tomorrow night though,” I stated, still unsure I was really up for the concert. “Do you want to go to a show with me?”


  “Kip?” he asked suspiciously. “I saw the fliers around town. Some of the people at the conference were talking about it. They all know who he is. ‘Country music’s next big thing’ or something like that?” I may have sensed a glimmer of jealousy in his voice.


  “I don’t know about that; he’s only released an EP,” I scoffed, downplaying Kip’s success. Don’t get me wrong, I knew he was talented. But to be labeled as any kind of country sweetheart acting like he did, he had another thing coming. The truth was no one in the universe other than myself truly cared about the injustice he’d served me. He probably would be the next big thing in spite of it all, and I would simply become even more insignificant to the world.


  “Do you really want to go?”


  “Well, it’s for Brie,” I explained. That was true; I knew it meant a lot to her given she had set up the double date. I explained her encounter with Alex. “I got a weird note from Kip too. I think I should go, just to see what he’s up to. He made it sound important.”


  I wasn’t sure how much more to say.


  “So we’re going then,” he said quietly. “What time?”


  “We’re meeting Brie there around eight.”


  “Am I picking you up? The conference ends at five. I’m free after that.”


  “That would be perfect,” I gushed, already looking forward to seeing him. “Call me tomorrow when you’re done.”


  “My hotel room is going to feel sad and lonely tonight, now that I’ve slept in a forest with you,” he teased.


  “I’m in a guest room in my parents’ house. Imagine how terrible this is for me after last night,” I quipped.


  “I feel like you’re practically begging me to climb through your window later.”


  “That would be great, except that my grandma will be sleeping on a pull-out bed right under that window.” I sighed. “There’s no privacy here.”


  “Tomorrow it is then.”


  We hung up, and I pulled my notebook back out, the words flowing out effortlessly now. I felt calm and happy. This trip home had been such a whirlwind, but as long as I had a pen and some paper, the world felt right, if only temporarily.


  Around nine-thirty, the doorbell rang. I heard male voices downstairs, and within a minute I could hear my brother calling me downstairs.


  A huge smile spread across my face. Of course Sawyer was too much of a gentleman to climb through my window. That made sense. Apparently he’d used the front door instead. My heart felt happy, and I quickly ran downstairs.


  Instead of Sawyer’s eyes staring back into mine, these eyes belonged to someone else.


  “What are you doing here?” I said, not even bothering to hide my surprise.


  “I never should’ve let you go, Whit. I know that. Please, can we just talk?”



  
Chapter 13
  “Wes? What are you doing here?” I asked again, not even bothering to hide my lack of amusement.


  “Look, I’m sorry about the hospital last night. Apparently that was the wrong thing to do, to show up like that. I really am sorry. About so many things . . .”


  “It wasn’t just about you showing up, Wes. You brought Marissa.”


  “I know, I’m an idiot.” He sighed, shoving his hands into his jeans pockets. “I just wanted to be there for you. I know you have Brie, but there are so many more people who care about you. I just wanted you to know that you’re not alone. I can’t imagine the heartbreak you feel, Whit. But I feel it too. I just wanted to be there.”


  I knew the entire situation with my dad affected Wes. He’d been really close with him while we were together, and as much as I hated it, I knew they’d even spent some time together after I left, golfing and such. Wes was an emotional guy—when he wanted to be, anyway—so I’m sure the news of my father was tough for him as well. But still, this wasn’t his place. Not anymore.


  “Wes, I can’t do this,” I said with an exhausted voice.


  “I just want ten minutes of your time,” he pled, staring back at me convincingly. “There is so much to be said, Whit. And what if I don’t get to say it? What then? You’ll just disappear again, out of my life, and I’ll forever beat myself up over everything I did wrong three years ago. It’s been three years, Whit. Three years of agonizing over everything that happened. Three years of wondering if you’ve even given me one single thought. I have beaten myself up over the entire thing, trying to figure out exactly how we fell apart. Please. I need closure. I need to get over you.”


  His words stung. He’d seemed over me when he didn’t show up to stop me from leaving, and he’d solidified that when he hooked up with one of my best friends. I couldn’t imagine he felt any real agony over that.


  “Just take a walk with me, Whit. Ten minutes. That’s all I’m asking of you.”


  I stared at his face. His eyes looked puffier than usual, and I had no doubt that he’d shed tears over the thought of my father passing. I knew that would mean something to him. But those same eyes were looking at me in the way I’d begged them to years ago. I hated that. Why now? What did that mean now?


  “Wes.” I sighed, completely frustrated by his presence. I agreed with him; I probably needed the closure too. He had burned me so badly that I still ached over it. “Ten minutes.” I slipped a gray sweatshirt off the coat hook by the door, and we headed out into the cool night air.


  “Can we go down to the beach?” he asked politely.


  “Sure.” We crossed the street to the public access dock across from my house. We walked out onto the dock and sat on the edge of it like we had so many nights before. It felt like a lifetime ago, but I still remembered the feeling.


  “He made it through the surgery today,” I said softly as we stretched out our legs and let them dangle off the dock. Fortunately, the water level was low enough that our feet didn’t touch. It would’ve been way too cold for that this late at night.


  “That is such a relief,” he replied sincerely. “I had a rough time making it through work today. It was all I could think about.”


  “He’s not totally in the clear yet, but it’s a vast improvement. His heart is working on its own, so that’s the big thing. He may be able to come home in a few days.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. I have a lot weighing on my mind,” Wes began then paused for a moment. “I’m glad you’re home.”


  “It’s just temporary, Wes. Then I’m back to Nashville when this all resolves.”


  “Why did you go?” he asked curiously. “Why did you leave here and go to Nashville?”


  “To be a songwriter,” I said whimsically. “It’s what I always wanted.”


  “Why didn’t I know that?” he continued. “I mean, you were always writing, and I knew you loved music and all that. But we had this thing going, and I thought it was good. We were happy. Then one day we weren’t.”


  “I didn’t expect anything to ever happen for me,” I explained. “That kind of career is usually just waiting for a call that never comes. It’s waiting for a letter that finally tells you after many months that your work isn’t good enough. It’s throwing your heart and soul into the wind just for someone, anyone, to finally respond through a generic form letter that there’s no place for you.”


  “If it was so important to you, why didn’t you say anything? We were so close, Whit. We told each other everything. Well, I thought we did anyway.”


  “It felt like it was a make-believe story, Wes. It was more like a wish, like something you’re not supposed to say out loud or it will never come true. It’s not an attainable goal for everyone, so I knew if I talked about it, it would sound stupid.”


  “To the person who cared most about you? How would that sound stupid? I was busting my rear to give you everything you wanted. I was trying so hard to be that guy for you, Whit. That guy. The one I thought you were wishing for. And then you left.”


  My throat began to feel a bit choked up. He spoke with such sincerity. I knew he’d loved me at the time. We had been friends for years first, so we’d already had a close bond. Dating took that to a whole new level, and I knew we were slowly building a life together, even though we were so young. Our decisions were about us, and we were starting to make them together—what we wanted to do, where we wanted to live. But those things you dream of at twenty years old seem so far away from what actually happens. I can’t imagine anyone’s dreams at twenty are the life they are living at thirty or forty.


  “I felt let down,” I admitted quietly. “You opened my letter—the one from the only person in the music industry who wanted to take a meeting—and that was the worst, and the best, moment of my life.” The dim lights from the dock gave off just enough light for me to see him staring right at me as I spoke. “I felt like I was going to burst with excitement. Someone had finally noticed me—that was a huge deal for me.”


  “Then why didn’t you tell me about it before it happened?”


  “Because I never thought it was a possibility,” I said matter-of-factly. “No one had responded for months. I wasn’t planning for a different life, because I didn’t think a different life was possible. But then that letter made me realize maybe I had a shot. Instead of being excited for me, you were enraged.”


  “It caught me off guard, for sure,” he replied. “I was hurt. You did something amazing, but you did it without me. It was the first time I realized there was a possibility of you doing everything without me. Not because I thought you couldn’t do it, but because I never realized you would. And then I felt guilty. My anger made me doubt you could be anything without me.”


  “I just wanted a shot,” I replied quietly. “Honestly, I was terrified. It was a big thing. I wasn’t even sure about it at first. I was skeptical and nervous. But the way you reacted—blaming me for lying to you, getting mad at me for changing ‘our’ plan—it set me on fire. Before that moment I wouldn’t have considered going if you’d simply asked me to stay. I would’ve stayed for you, Wes, that’s the part that really ate at me. But your words were scathing, telling me to just go, like you didn’t care at all. It was heartbreaking. The more I thought about it that night, I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving you. I realized you meant more to me than anything else, so I wrote you that note and put it on your car. You never came for me.”


  The reality of it all still upset me. It was the first time I’d ever felt truly rejected by someone. To pour my heart out to them and feel vulnerable and for them to not respond was mortifying.


  “I still have the note,” he said somberly, reaching into his back pocket. He pulled out his wallet and slid a small piece of paper out. He handed it to me.


  “Why’s it torn?”


  “What, the edges? It’s been in my wallet for three years. What kind of condition did you expect it to be in?” he said lightheartedly. “I didn’t exactly feel like framing your breakup letter. I couldn’t throw it out, I know, but I couldn’t exactly look at it every day either.”


  I took the small paper from him and unfolded it. “Where’s the rest?” The note in my hands read I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I have a plane to Nashville at noon. The rest of the page was torn off.


  “What do you mean?” he questioned, staring at me with a confused expression.


  “This letter was a full page,” I replied, narrowing my eyes.


  “No, this was it,” he said apprehensively. “Two agonizing, heartbreaking lines. And then you were gone. The fact that you left it on my car window without even giving it to me in person—that hurt the most. I was up all night, wondering how to fix it. How to fix us. Trying to figure out how to keep you, whether or not you wanted me to go with you. I was a wreck. The next morning Marissa came by to tell me you were leaving town, and she brought me that piece of paper she’d pulled off my car.”


  I was completely confused. That wasn’t at all what happened. Where was the rest of it?


  “Wait. Marissa gave you the note?”


  “Yeah. She said she was walking to class and saw it on my car window.”


  I tried replaying that night in my mind. We fought, that I remember every detail of. Then I wrote him a long, full-page letter, pouring out my feelings for him, hoping he wouldn’t give up on me. I remembered calling Marissa and Brie to tell them everything that had happened. Brie was sympathetic, but Marissa, in her usual fashion, said no guy was worth giving up my career for and told me I was better off.


  No way. Was it possible she sabotaged the entire thing? I guess it made more sense that she moved in on him so quickly after it happened.


  “There were multiple paragraphs. I wrote a full page. I begged you to fight for me, to fight for us. I told you I would stay if that’s what you wanted. All you had to do was say the words. I told you I had a plane at noon, but if what we had was worth saving, all you needed to do was show up and I wouldn’t go. You never came.”


  He looked at me in complete disbelief.


  “That doesn’t make any sense. Why was the note ripped?” he asked solemnly. He was quiet for a moment, deep in thought. “Marissa,” he added quietly. “Now it makes sense why she was so ‘available’ to help me get through it.”


  “I cannot believe she would do such a thing,” I seethed, adding it all up. Of course she was there to console him and get him through it. Though that still didn’t excuse Wes for giving in to her, knowing we were close friends. There was no explanation that would console me on that.


  “You really wanted me to stop you?”


  “Honestly, I was so in love with you I would’ve done anything to be with you,” I admitted. “If you felt strongly enough about us that we could make it through rearranging our ‘plan,’ I would’ve done anything to fix us. When you didn’t show up, I took that to mean that I wasn’t worth keeping. I left and never looked back. You thought my plan was stupid, so I set out to prove you wrong.”


  “And how’s that going for you?”


  “Terribly,” I admitted for the first time to anyone from my past. “If you only knew the number of nights I cried, wishing I could take it all back, wishing I’d never left, feeling like a failure for following my stupid dream in the first place. It was heart-wrenching at first. Of course my pride wouldn’t allow me to admit it. You broke me, but that was my motivation. I knew I had to become something to validate what I gave up. I stuck with it. I tried harder. I worked harder. And things finally started happening for me.”


  “It was all worth it then?”


  “I’m still trying to figure that out.” I sighed. “It’s a constant struggle. I have moments where I feel like I’ve made it, but then that comes crashing down later. It’s exhausting.”


  “Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened if we stayed together?”


  “I used to think about it all the time,” I admitted. “But it just made everything hurt more. You proposed to her, Wes. That’s a question you’re supposed to ask only once. That’s the part that hurt me the most. Even if what we had was worth saving back then, that was enough for me to know it was over.”


  “After you left she was the only one around who would listen to me mope about you,” he said somberly. “I was heartbroken, and she was the only one there to get me through it. Now I guess I know why. I can’t believe she came between us like that.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t just her? Maybe we weren’t supposed to be together anyway. Maybe that was just our test. We obviously didn’t make it through that, so I doubt we would’ve fared much better through any bigger challenge.”


  “I meant what I said before, Whit. What if we could start over? Haven’t you thought about it since you’ve been back home? We could get it all back. You and me.”


  I looked at him, surprised to see how serious he looked. It was an odd thing, staring into his eyes after all this time. I’d pined after him for so long. I felt tortured by it every time I thought of the disaster I’d become in Nashville while hearing about his whirlwind engagement and happy new life. I felt like a failure, all the while watching him live out a dream that I thought was supposed to be mine. It crushed me.


  “There’s no point in talking about it now,” I began. “So much time has passed. So much has changed.”


  He leaned in toward me, and before I knew what was happening, his lips were on mine. I felt frozen and confused about how he had misread the conversation but also felt a kind of redemption at the idea that he felt bad about giving me up in the first place.


  “Wes, I can’t,” I said softly, pulling away from him.


  “Let me guess: this has something to do with that guy you were with at the hospital?” he asked quietly, looking out into the water. “Is he important?”


  “He’s relatively new,” I admitted, not sure how much I wanted to get into this with Wes. It felt weird. “But he’s good. Good for me.”


  “Probably as wild and crazy as you, huh? You finally found someone who can keep up?” He grinned.


  “Actually no.” I laughed. “Not at all. He’s more reserved. Stable. Consistent. Kind of old-fashioned. There’s something about him—I can’t pinpoint it. He calms me. He’s like a wise old soul, I don’t know. He’s charming, and witty, and just . . . good.”


  “He sounds too boring for you.” Wes nudged my arm. “I could barely keep up with you—that I remember. The way you and Brie found adventures—I always wondered if I was spontaneous and impulsive enough for you. My biggest fear back then was that you’d someday get bored of me. That thought terrified me. Now here you are, telling me you’re with a guy who’s not wild and crazy at all.”


  I gazed at the moon as he spoke. It was an interesting observation. Perhaps I had changed from the girl I used to be. Maybe with Wes I was different. Back then I’d had no cares in the world, no responsibility, and was always seeking new adventure, but now I felt like I carried so many burdens. Crazy no longer intrigued me. A guy far more put together and smart swayed me now. That in itself seemed like the kind of adventure I needed at this point in my life.


  “I think we would’ve been good together, Whit,” he continued, turning toward me. “I think we still could be. I was stupid not to fight for you.”


  “It’s too late,” I whispered, certain I needed to leave this spot. There was too much familiarity here—Wes and I late at night, sitting on the dock underneath a perfect moon—yet the comfort of it all was weighed down by everything else around me. We were strangers now. I felt like I didn’t know him any better now than I had when I was fifteen and we first met. It was weird how someone I used to know so well could seem so unfamiliar to me all at once. “The world has changed, Wes. So much has changed. I think I’ve changed.”


  “How so? You look the same to me. Beautiful. Even happy through your sadness.”


  “Probably because when I was with you all that time, I was happy.” I nodded. “Maybe you still recognize that look. But it’s not you making me feel that way anymore, Wes. There’s nothing left of us to fight for.”


  “I’m sorry for all of it,” he said quietly.


  “That’s the good part.” I smiled, squeezing his hand. “There’s nothing left to be sorry for. I wrote a hundred angry songs about you then realized I had to let it go. It would’ve eaten me alive if I hadn’t. I forgave you and let someone else love me. Granted, that jerk ended up cheating on me, but I’ve learned a lot about myself being away from here. I needed to disappear for a while to find myself, if that makes sense. Before I left, I could be anyone—fearless, fun, reckless—but not anymore. I want it too much—the chance to be something great—and I can’t let what-ifs pull me away from that. I’ve moved so, so far away from the girl you loved, Wes.”


  “I’m proud of you, you know,” he murmured.


  “I haven’t exactly done anything yet, but I’m working on it.”


  “That’s why I’m proud of you. I realize now I gave up on it all, however you look at it. I’ll always regret that. But you, Whit—you’re still trying. Whether you think it’s working or not, you’re still at it, and that’s really commendable. I think you’re right. We never would’ve made it anyway. You’ve got more fight in you than I ever had.”


  “That appears to be all I have,” I said lightheartedly. I took one last look at the water stretched out before us, thankful for the serenity and clarity I felt near it. At least that hadn’t changed. “Walk me home.”


  We stood up and made our way back to my place. He’d walked me home a thousand times in what now felt like a past life, and this felt eerily familiar. Yet at the same time, knowing this would be our last walk together, it felt bittersweet. The closure felt good—cleansing in a way. When I dreamed of this conversation years ago, it was full of more rage and anger, like I was trying to win some sort of contest. This didn’t feel anything like winning, as it was a sad story for both of us. I felt good after our talk nonetheless.


  It was strange to stare into the eyes of someone you loved as a teenager. You see yourself in them as they look back at you, like you’re still that uncertain girl, wanting approval. Then you grow up, and that’s not what you need from a guy anymore. You realize loving someone in your teens is nothing compared to the life waiting for you beyond that. This conversation with Wes made me realize just how much I had changed since I’d moved. Maybe I hadn’t achieved my dreams yet, but Wes was right. I was trying.


  Whether or not that would be enough for a guy like Sawyer Grant, only time would tell. But it was all I had for now.



  
Chapter 14
  I still wasn’t sure why I’d agreed to attend Kip’s show. Murphy’s Pub was actually a decent place to hang out; there was a nice stage for live music, and Brie and I came here plenty back in college. Even though we weren’t yet twenty-one back then, one of our friends worked at the door so he let us in anyway.


  We pulled into the parking lot, and sure enough Brie and her new date, Alex, were already there, stepping out of his gigantic silver truck. She had a huge grin on her face. I could tell she was already enjoying his company.


  “You’re late. His set started ten minutes ago!” Brie squealed as I climbed out of Sawyer’s Jeep.


  “How’s it going with Thor?” I whispered quietly as the guys shook hands and introduced themselves. “Alex is here from Wales on a work visa,” she replied quietly. “He’s here for only seven more months, but I don’t care. All I want is to stare at his face for the next two hundred and thirteen days.”


  “You literally took the time to count how many days make up seven months?” I razzed. “I’ve lost you completely. This is good.”


  “Ladies,” Alex said in his deep, sexy voice, “after you.” He gestured to the giant wooden doors at the front of the bar. The left door was propped open by a bar employee checking IDs.


  “Ten bucks cover tonight,” the gruff bald bouncer said, holding out his hand.


  “Aren’t we on a list or something, Whit? Can’t you just tell him who you are?” Brie questioned.


  “I’m nobody. I’m not using Kip’s name for my benefit.” As I said it, Sawyer was already handing two twenty-dollar bills to the bouncer. “Thank you,” I added sincerely.


  We walked into the bar and took our place next to one of the giant pillars in the middle of the room. A petite, bubbly cocktail waitress asked us for our drink order, but I was too stunned to respond.


  “I can’t believe him,” I seethed. “I can’t believe he’s doing this.” His voice carried loud over the microphone as my anger rose.


  “I kind of like this one.” Brie grinned. “It’s catchy. Is it new?”


  “It’s mine,” I hissed. “It’s one of my songs.”


  “Seriously? That’s amazing!” Brie gushed. “I love it! Whit, I can’t believe you did this! I’m so proud of you!”


  “It’s not his song,” I reiterated, still enraged by what was happening. I felt numb. I looked around the room. The crowd was receptive, for sure. Guys moved their heads to the music, and all the girls in the room stared at Kip with googly eyes and stupid grins.


  “You really wrote this?” Sawyer questioned.


  I nodded, too angry to open my mouth.


  “You’re amazing,” he whispered into my ear. I wanted to be excited by his compliment, but this was all wrong.


  Kip finished that song, my song, and the crowd went wild. They were all screaming and cheering for him. He made eye contact with me from across the room, and my skin prickled. He offered me a sly wink, but it just further angered me.


  “How are you guys doing tonight?” Kip said through the mic. The crowd roared. “This next song is one of my favorites. It’s about a girl. That girl. The one you fell for as soon as you found each other’s eyes across a crowded room. For some people it takes months to fall in love. But not us, Whit. It only took About a Minute.” Kip slyly announced the name of the song as he started strumming his guitar. The crowd was eating up his words, oblivious to the fact that he was talking to someone specific in the room. I swear I even heard a few “awes” around me, and I wanted to throw a speaker at him all over again. The song had nothing to do with us, obviously; I wrote it before I ever met him.


  Anger seethed through me, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I politely excused myself from the group and made my way to a small door at the side of the stage. A large middle-aged guy dressed in black didn’t want to let me pass.


  “Sorry, ma’am, this area is off limits,” he said sternly, holding out his arm as if I was going to break through the metal door.


  “So are my songs, which Chris—eh, Kip—is singing right now,” I hissed. “Is Melanie back there?” I couldn’t believe I’d said the skanky PR manager’s name out loud. “If she is, we’re going to have a serious problem.”


  The security guy held up a radio. “Dalton, I have a young girl out here . . .”


  The large metal door opened from the other side before he could finish his sentence.


  “You came,” Dalton said, motioning me down a hallway behind the stage. He was Kip’s record label exec, and we’d met on numerous occasions.


  “What is going on here?” I huffed, putting my hands on my hips.


  “We’ve decided to pick up a few of your songs for the new album,” he said enthusiastically, clearly not registering my tone.


  “We? Where was I in that conversation?” I replied defensively.


  “Kip said you’d be thrilled,” he responded with a raised brow. “Listen out there. People love it.”


  “That’s not the point, Dalton; it’s my music.”


  “Well, let’s talk business, shall we? Champagne?” he offered.


  The noise from the crowd lulled as Kip started another song. “This is going to be the title track from my new album. It’s called Staying Out All Night. Here we go.” The guitar picked up, and the noise filtered into the back room I was now standing in.


  “You hated this song when I gave it to you,” I said snidely, still in disbelief over what was happening.


  “Kip sold it to me.” Dalton shrugged. “Hear that crowd? It’s going to be a huge hit for him, I’m telling you.”


  “But it’s not his to sell!” I exclaimed.


  “Your boyfriend has really done a lot for you with these. You should be thrilled right now,” Dalton said skeptically, running a finger through his creepy, perfectly combed dark mustache.


  “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said quickly, sitting down on an ugly maroon couch. “I don’t know how I feel about it, honestly. Do you even know what happened between us? Chris didn’t tell you we’re still together, did he?”


  “Remember, you have to call him Kip now,” Dalton reminded me for the fortieth time in a matter of months. I wanted to stab him with the pen sitting on top of a stack of papers with “sign here” stickers. “Look, that’s just show biz. What happened between you two—it happens all the time. At the end of the day, nobody really cares.”


  “I care,” I replied angrily. “I care.” I stood up again.


  The noise of the crowd intensified as a door on the back side of the stage opened and closed. All of a sudden Kip was there, sauntering toward me with a huge grin.


  “So?” He smirked, trying to gauge my reaction. “Good surprise?”


  “No.” I shook my head, not fully comprehending how nobody else had an issue with this entire thing.


  “They loved our songs, babe,” he said with outstretched arms. “They love them!”


  “They’re not ‘our’ songs, babe,” I shot back, emphasizing his annoying term of endearment. We seemed pretty far past pet names at this point. “They’re my songs, Chris. You don’t get to do whatever you want with them.”


  “I’m pretty sure there were plenty of nights when you gave me permission to use them,” he replied with a sleazy grin, again reaching his arms toward me. He touched my waist, and I stepped back.


  “Us hooking up was not my express permission to do whatever you want with my words,” I replied in a scathing tone.


  “Babe,” he said calmly.


  “Stop calling me that! Why are you acting like everything’s okay? The last time I saw you, you were smashed against your doting PR manager. Where is she, by the way?”


  “I’m not using her anymore. She’s off my team,” he said with an endearing tone. “See, everything can go back to how it was.”


  “That’s not how it works.” I crossed my arms.


  “Come on, Whit, let’s do this. Together. You and me.”


  “Chris, you cheated on me,” I said aloud, feeling uncomfortable that Dalton was still in the room while we were having such a personal conversation.


  “It was only one time, Whit. That doesn’t even count. Come on, I’m over all that. I can’t do this without you. I need you Whit, you’re my muse. I write and play so much better with you around. You have to stick with me on this.”


  “I can’t do it,” I replied, shaking my head. “Not right now.”


  “Is this about that guy you came with?” he asked directly, changing his tone. “You seemed to move on quick. Why don’t we just call it a wash and start over, all things forgiven. I don’t care what you’ve done with him, Whit. We can start over with clean slates. We can do this together.”


  “First off, who I’m with now is none of your business since we’re no longer together,” I stated confidently. “Second, don’t you dare act like we’ve committed the same crime here. You don’t get to do that to me.”


  “Geez, you’re awfully feisty all of a sudden. What got into you?”


  “What was I before, a wimp? A doormat? I haven’t changed, Chris. What you did changed us, but I haven’t changed.”


  “I have to head back out there for a few more songs, will you stay? Please?” He actually sounded like he meant it, but I suspected he only wanted me to stay for business reasons.


  “Chris, not now. This is not the right time at all. My dad, he’s . . .”


  “Yeah, sorry about all that,” he replied casually. “That’s how I found you. I stopped by your apartment, and your landlord said you’d gone home for a family emergency. He was really pissed about your rent, by the way. I paid it, just so you know.”


  “You shouldn’t have done that.” I sighed with frustration.


  “It’s no big deal. That’s not something you’ll even have to worry about anymore. I’m serious, Whit. This is something big. For both of us. Please, meet with Dalton. This is huge for you. I have to get back out there.” He quickly kissed my cheek before I could move out of the way, then turned toward the stage door, giving me one more wink before closing the door behind him. The crowd roared as soon as he returned to the stage.


  “I can’t do this right now,” I told Dalton with my arms in the air. “I need to think about things. Can you just give me the papers or something?”


  “Just a few, but the rest have to stay in my possession due to confidentiality reasons. I can get you a meeting next week, Whitley. Possibly Wednesday or Thursday, but that’s it. We really need to move on this. Take the meeting.”


  “I don’t know if I’m able to swing that,” I said hesitantly, unsure if I would be back in Nashville by then.


  “Whitley, take the meeting. This is a big deal. I’ll e-mail you the details.”


  Dalton held out a small manila envelope, and I reluctantly took it, unsure what to think or feel. This last week had been such a whirlwind. I was certain I wasn’t thinking clearly. I gave him an awkward half wave, then walked out through the same door I’d come in. I quickly found Sawyer, Brie, and Alex in the crowd.


  “Can we go?” I yelled in Sawyer’s ear, making sure he heard me over the thunderous music coming from the stage.


  He smiled and nodded.


  Thankfully Alex was oblivious to what was happening, and Brie seemed really into the music, so I asked if she minded us leaving without them. She assured me she would be fine alone with her date, so Sawyer and I left the pub together.


  “Where do you want to go?” he asked politely.


  “Away from all the noise.” I was exhausted and just wanted to go someplace I could shut my brain off.


  We climbed into Sawyer’s Jeep, and I gave him loose directions. He followed my instructions, and within about fifteen minutes we were in a small parking lot off the side of the road.


  “You know where all the good spots are around here, don’t you,” he said with a mischievous smile.


  “That’s why I’m amazed you’ve taken me to a few new places.” I grinned back. “I thought I knew this place so well. It’s weird, you grow up in one spot, feeling like you know everything about it, feeling like you know everyone even though it’s not really that small of a town, but then you’re gone for a bit and it’s like it’s all changed.”


  “Maybe that’s not such a bad thing.”


  “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I so badly want to feel like this place is still home, but it’s not. It doesn’t feel the same.”


  “Does Nashville feel like home to you now?”


  I shook my head again as we climbed out of the Jeep and made our way to the beach. Two old wooden swing sets were perched at the edge of the water, one with single swings and another with doubles. This spot was always packed during the day but not so much at night because the lighting wasn’t great. Tonight, however, the moon was bright, and it was perfect. “Nashville is beautiful, and I’m happy there,” I explained, “but I still feel lost. It’s like a giant hole I’m trying to climb out of. I don’t know how to explain it.”


  We slid off our shoes, and the sand was cool on our feet. We slumped down together in one of the old double swings. It was kind of like a porch swing, a bit rickety and such, but the way it glided over the water was far better than any porch swing I’d ever been on. Sawyer dug his feet in the sand and gently put the chair in motion.


  “What is it with you and swings?” he asked playfully.


  “They just make me feel nostalgic. They make me feel like everything is simple. I used to come out here with a blanket and notebook, and I would sit here for hours. I would write for what felt like thirty minutes, but sometimes I’d look at my phone and four hours would have passed without me realizing it. I know I need to grow up, but sometimes it just feels good to do something I did as a kid. To feel like the world isn’t heavy. That sounds stupid saying it out loud.”


  “Not really. I get it,” he replied warmly. “Come here.” He motioned for me to lean up against him, and I complied, sweeping my legs up on the swing while I rested my head across his chest. I could see all the stars above me, and despite how rattled I’d been earlier tonight, I felt a sense of calm here. My heartbeat slowed, and I didn’t feel as riled up, though I still had a lot on my mind. I thought about Wes. I thought about Chris too and wondered what to do about everything. I felt stupid for mixing my work with my heart. I knew when it started it was probably a bad idea, but I was too caught up. Now, with Sawyer, my brain couldn’t quite sort out what my heart had been through in the past year. I was apparently drawn to heartbreak, that seemed clear. Here I was, back home because my dad’s heart was literally breaking . . . It felt like too much to deal with. I just wanted someone to give me all the answers.


  “Why are you so quiet?”


  “I have a lot on my mind,” I said quietly.


  “Your eyes have changed. I can’t read you.”


  I groaned. “I saw my ex last night. That guy Wes you saw at the hospital. We had a long talk about everything that happened between us. So much went wrong. It felt weird to talk about it. In many ways it feels like a lifetime ago, yet moving on from that, it’s always still there, you know? Then having to see Chris tonight . . . They want to use some of my songs for his new album. I’m ecstatic about it, but my anger toward him won’t let me enjoy it, which just further pisses me off. And then there’s you . . .” I stopped when I realized I wasn’t ready to talk about us yet.


  I looked up at him, and his eyes twinkled warmly. “Go on.”


  “I’m just glad I met you, that’s all,” I replied, not sure how much truth I wanted to let out tonight. That’s the worst part about falling for someone: you want to blurt out how amazing you think they are and how much they ignite in you. You want to gush about it until there are no words left. The reality, however, is that you’re not supposed to do that. It will make you sound irrational and crazy, and it’s too risky.


  “So let the walls down, Whit,” he said sincerely, as if he was reading my mind. “What do you want? You think you’re climbing out of a hole. What’s at the top? What does it look like when you get out?”


  “I’m writing in a notebook, probably on a swing,” I clarified, “and I don’t have this weight on my chest. I’m not worried about everyone and everything around me. I’m not worried about having a place to live or how proud I can make anyone. I can simply just write, and fall in love, and jump into freezing cold water on a hot summer day, and dance in hotel rooms, and sleep under the stars . . .”


  “And dishes,” he added with a small laugh. “Someone has to do the dishes.”


  “If life was less complicated, I would love to wash dishes.” I giggled. We slowly swayed back and forth under the moon, and this felt like exactly what I was talking about. The world was calm and easy. Nothing big had necessarily changed—I still wasn’t sure what to do with my music and the situation with my father was nerve racking. But in this moment, I realized this was what I wanted: an uncomplicated life of swinging under the stars with someone who made me laugh and slowed me down from the chaos. Yet somehow it all felt impossibly far away. There was that old adage about things seeming too good to be true—maybe that was my hesitation. Maybe, just maybe, Sawyer was simply too good.



  
Chapter 15
  My mother called the house phone with more good news the following morning. My dad’s heart continued to function on its own, and although they weren’t certain as to how quickly it would improve, it didn’t appear to be getting worse. She explained he would have to wear a vest of some sort upon his discharge from Stanford as a precaution in case his heart stopped beating. The vest would “shock” his heart once it detected an issue; that was the back-up plan. The doctors still weren’t overly optimistic—after all, they were shocked he’d made it through this ordeal to begin with. They cautioned us that it could be a year or more before his heart function began to improve, if it did at all. He was still technically in heart failure, but compared to where he was at before his surgery, this was major progress.


  I took my grandmas to church then spent the afternoon with Sawyer and Brie. Alex planned to join us later that evening for some grub once he had finished work. We hung out on the beach, playing volleyball and catching some sun. It was a perfectly relaxing day, and I loved afternoons like this, hanging out with two wonderful people who built up my soul. We laughed and swam, then threw a Frisbee around for a while. It was a perfect summer afternoon.


  That night we ate at a trendy restaurant in town. It wasn’t a spot Brie and I frequented back in college, but it overlooked the lake and was a good place for tourists. Although Alex had met people since arriving in Mountain Ridge a few months earlier, he wasn’t exactly out on the town enjoying nice restaurants.


  “So you wrote those songs we heard last night?” Alex asked over dinner.


  “Yeah,” I replied sheepishly. It felt weird to talk about it. That was one of the reasons I wanted to just be a writer: I didn’t like the spotlight at all. “I was slumming around Nashville, networking with anyone who would listen. I met Chris one night in a bar. He was playing at some club and already had a decent following from an EP he’d already released. We kind of clicked and started writing together.” It felt strange to be explaining this in front of Sawyer, but I didn’t feel I had anything to hide. It had happened. There was no point in hiding it, especially if I had any intentions of moving forward with letting “Kip” use my songs. There was a chance we’d be working together on some level in the future.


  “Doesn’t he write his own?” Brie asked curiously.


  “Yeah, he did,” I explained. “And he had some good ones. But the record label that picked him up wanted to rebrand him or whatever. That’s why they changed his name and all that. They wanted to ‘country him up’ a bit. At the time I met him, he was working on new stuff, but it wasn’t all coming together. We started writing together, and it just worked. At first his label execs called my stuff—what was it?—‘sad and emotionally draining.’ That was a wake-up call. But, hey, I only write what I know,” I said with self-deprecating sarcasm. “As hard as that was to hear at the time, I learned something from it. I worked harder on my upbeat stuff, and that seemed to work better.”


  “That’s interesting,” Alex commented while ordering another round of drinks. “What happens next?”


  “Well, I’m supposed to meet with the label to go over contracts.” I shrugged. “It’s all surreal. This should be amazing news, but the fact that Kip will get all the credit for what I’ve done—as far as the real world is concerned anyway—that’s hard for me to swallow. Don’t get me wrong. I know that’s what I signed up for. I know that’s how the business works. But it’s just hard for me to place my hard work in the hands of such a dirtbag. I walked in on him cheating on me, and he acted like it was no big deal. Like I needed to just get over it because it happens to everyone.”


  “I love you, Whit, and you deserve so much better,” Brie stated matter-of-factly, as if going back to Chris was even an option I was contemplating. It definitely wasn’t. Sawyer remained quiet.


  “What do you think?” I asked for Sawyer’s opinion because it genuinely mattered to me.


  “I don’t think you should go back to Chris.” He shook his head. “I hope that’s off the table.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” I playfully slapped his arm. “I just don’t know how to deal with everything. I hate him, but he’s also my chance at becoming successful. At least at the moment. Maybe that will change if I keep at it, but what if this is my only chance? How do I pass that up? At the same time, I feel like I’m compromising a bit of myself to give him my songs and just carry on like what he did is no big deal.”


  “He totally needs to suffer,” Brie said as loyally as any best friend would.


  “I’m comfortable with that,” Sawyer quickly added.


  The waitress brought our food order, and we changed our topic of conversation. We talked about Alex and his plans for his remaining time in the United States, and Sawyer gave a rough overview of his plans back in Nashville: finishing his residency then eventually moving to his grandparents’ cabin to work for the small family clinic in that town. The way he had his life put together and organized was inspiring. I could never figure out how some people had that gift and some people didn’t. Some people in their forties were still stumbling through life, trying to figure out what made them happy. Then of course there was my group of people—those who know what they want but spend decades fighting for it, whether or not it comes to fruition. People like Sawyer, the ones who don’t deviate from their plans, who become everything they set out to be, fascinated me. It never felt like a choice to me; instead it’s like life dictates which one of those types of people we’ll be, and that’s it. That’s our lot.


  After dinner we went to the beach for a bonfire on behalf of an old friend. Brie was forcing me to attend. It was an informal engagement party for an old high school friend of ours, Nathan Richards. I didn’t want to go at first, but it wasn’t worth the fight. I knew Wes would be there, but we’d already gotten out everything we needed to say to each other, so that took some pressure off. As for seeing a bunch of other people I went to high school with, I wasn’t thrilled about it, but Brie promised we could just make an appearance and ditch out a short time later.


  Sure enough, many familiar faces greeted us as we made toward the group of people on the beach. It was a perfect, cool summer night. Once the sun went down in Mountain Ridge, the temperature always dropped quite a bit from the daytime high, but it was perfect for a bonfire. Brie and I introduced Alex and Sawyer to the people we spoke to, and thankfully the party was a lot more laid-back than I’d anticipated.


  “So, Whit, I had no idea how successful you are. That’s amazing,” a girl named Paige said excitedly once she made eye contact with us. We had been casual acquaintances in high school, but I certainly didn’t know her well. “I was at Kip Bentley’s show last night. I had no idea you were writing his songs!”


  I wasn’t sure how she knew about it. “What’s the deal with you two?” a girl named Amanda chimed in. “Chrissy Watson said she saw a pic online of you two at some swanky awards thing. He was so sweet, talking about you last night at the show,” she gushed.


  “Huh?” I replied, a bit confused. I didn’t think anyone had picked up on the connection. “I mean, we were dating a little while back, but not anymore.” I glanced over at Sawyer, unsure of what else to say. Was I supposed to introduce him as my boyfriend? This was always the awkward stage of a relationship for me—the whole “title” thing. Obviously Sawyer was significant to me, but in the grand scheme of things we hadn’t really spent a lot of time together. I felt close to him, sure, but it was still so new.


  “Weren’t you there at the end of the show? When Kip told everyone how thankful he was for you and your talent? He was going on and on about you. It was the sweetest thing,” Paige said with animated arms. “I’d heard you were out in Nashville, but I had no idea you were actually living the dream. I am so jealous of you.”


  I smiled at her, feeling uncomfortable about the entire conversation. Ironically this was exactly what I’d wished for—for everyone from my past to hear only the good side of things. I wanted them all to think I’d run away and become something, simply because that’s what I’d said I was going to do. Anything short of that made me feel like a failure. It also felt somewhat dishonest for anyone to think I’d “made it” when I still hadn’t accomplished much. I was still treading water. But like I had been doing for the past three years, I just smiled, let them believe the version of the story they already had in their heads, and moved on to something else. Maybe it was misleading, dishonest, or mendacious, but it was the only thing keeping me together. The “idea” that I had achieved anything was more important to my spirit than the depths of how truthful it was.


  We continued to make small talk with other people from my past, and Sawyer hung in there pretty well. Brie and I walked away from him and Alex for just a moment to get some drinks, and I swear within seconds, I saw Wes make his way over to Sawyer for conversation. My entire body felt nervous.


  “Brie, nothing good can come from that conversation,” I said with a frustrated tone.


  “I’m sure they’re fine.” Brie shrugged it off. She filled her plastic cup with beer, which was a rarity. Usually it was either vodka or water for her.


  “Wes kissed me last night,” I admitted, mortified I’d even said it out loud. She spat out her first sip.


  “What? How did you not tell me this?” She freaked out. “Whit, what is going on?”


  “It was an accident,” I tried to explain, but she didn’t look like she was buying it. “I mean, not an accident. Wes meant it to happen, and I stopped him. I swear. But it still happened.”


  “And Sawyer knows nothing about it?”


  “Of course not. It didn’t seem relevant,” I huffed. “Wes wasn’t trying to be malicious. It’s not like he knows my relationship status with Sawyer. We were just talking about the past, and I think he got a little caught up in the conversation. It was awkward for a second, but then it wasn’t, so it’s no big deal. I didn’t do anything wrong. Why am I rambling like I’m guilty of something?”


  “Oh, Whit, this is not good.” She shook her head. “They’re both looking over here.”


  “What should I do?” I asked a little too loudly.


  “I saw this on The Bachelor,” she began, sounding like she had all the answers.


  “Brie, please don’t bring your obsession with reality TV into this. This is real life.” I groaned. “It wasn’t anything dishonest. But Sawyer and I . . . this is all new. Ugh.” I groaned again. “This is why I want nothing to do with coming home. I just need to get back to Nashville, where I don’t know anyone and I can live in peace.”


  “Except your celebrity ex-boyfriend, who the entire world is going to know about with his next album? The one who gushed about you to a big crowd last night? Sounds like a good secretive life,” she joked.


  “You’re not helping.”


  “That’s what friends are for. Look, I know you don’t want to be here tonight. Alex and I are fine. Why don’t you guys take off? You know, sort it all out. Talk about what you’re actually doing together.”


  “That sounds like a good idea,” I agreed. I set down my cup and gave her a quick hug goodbye before walking over to the guys.


  “Wes was just telling me about the other night,” Sawyer commented as I joined their conversation.


  “That kiss meant nothing to me, I swear,” I said defensively. “It never should’ve happened.”


  “Wait, what?” Sawyer said with a confused expression.


  “Not exactly what we were just talking about, Whit,” Wes chimed in, looking uncomfortable.


  I wanted to say something, but no words came out. I wanted to pretend I hadn’t just said what I’d said, but there was no undoing it. They had both heard it loud and clear.


  “You son of a . . .” Sawyer looked furious, but I cut him off before he could continue.


  “It’s my fault,” I said quickly. “I shouldn’t have gone out with Wes to begin with. I know that. But I needed closure. I’ve spent the past three years writing out every agonizing feeling I ever had over us, and I needed to end that.”


  “Not really an explanation for how your lips found each other,” Sawyer said, locking eyes with Wes.


  “It was completely my fault,” Wes interjected. “The whole thing. We realized we fell apart over a misunderstanding. I guess I just got caught up in that, and I wanted to fix it. Like that would get rid of all my guilt or something. But Whitley is right about one thing: I never fought for her. I know that.”


  “So you’re doing that now?” Sawyer said with a gruff voice.


  “I had to at least try,” he admitted. “But I swear, she made it very clear that I’m not what she wants. That I’m not who she wants.”


  “Sawyer, let’s go. Please,” I pleaded with him.


  “Maybe I should go,” he said quietly. I could tell he was mad. I knew enough about him to know he wasn’t the type to blow up about this. Other guys would’ve probably decked Wes in the face for his actions, but Sawyer was too reserved for that. Worse, he looked like it was burning him up inside, and that made my heart ache.


  He turned toward his vehicle in the parking lot. “Sawyer, please. Don’t leave without me.”


  “Whitley, why didn’t you tell me about this? Do you realize how uncomfortable it is to be having a conversation with someone who knows what happened while I don’t? Like the joke’s on me? I’ve been nothing but open and honest with you about everything, Whit. I expected the same from you.” His words hurt.


  “Sawyer, I didn’t say anything about it because it didn’t matter to me. It was completely insignificant.”


  “Then I think we have varying levels of insignificance,” he said angrily before making his way to the Jeep. I stuck out an arm to stop him before he could reach his door handle.


  “Sawyer, please, don’t do this. I’m a mess, I know that.”


  “Whitley, that’s not an excuse for everything,” he said quietly.


  That hurt the most, maybe because it was so personal—or worse, maybe because he was right.


  “It’s not an excuse, I know,” I stammered as slow tears slid down my face. “But it’s true. Do you realize how many times in the past week I’ve hit rock bottom? I feel like every day it’s one thing after another. I’m crumbling, and it’s not your fault, or anyone else’s. But I’m still falling apart, and somehow I feel like you’re the only thing holding me together.”


  “What do you want, Whitley?”


  “To not feel like I’m failing at everything.” It was probably the most honest thing I’d ever said.


  “That’s your crutch.” He stared at me with intense eyes. “We’re probably all failing at something, Whit. But that’s life. Sometimes you catch a break, and it’s smooth for a while, but that’s not the gist of it. If you’re not fighting for something all the time, you’re not doing it right.”


  The tears continued as Sawyer reached his strong arms around me.


  “Fight for what you want, Whit. That’s the only way you’ll get it. The only way. I know life happens in the meantime. We can’t control what goes on with people around us, and nasty things happen despite our best efforts. But it’s how you react to that, Whit—that’s what makes you.”


  “I’m trying,” I murmured.


  “You’re one of the feistiest girls I know. That’s one of the things I love about you. But you can’t be feisty and afraid, Whit. So pick one.”


  He swiftly kissed me on the forehead and released me from his grip. He opened the door to his Jeep and climbed in. I stood there, motionless. He started the engine, and the roar of it echoed through the quiet night. My anger seethed. I was not going to let him drive away. Not like this.


  I ran around to the passenger side and flung open the door. Sawyer stared at me, waiting for my reaction.


  “You’re not leaving without me,” I demanded, shutting the door behind me as I climbed into the seat. I put on my seat belt. “I’m not afraid, Sawyer. I’m not some girl who’s afraid of being alone if you want no part of this. I’m not here fighting to save this because I’m afraid of being without you. I’m here because you’re worth fighting for. I know that. I know there’s a lot I haven’t figured out yet, and maybe I’m floundering at the moment. But I do know with absolute certainty that I want to be with you.”


  He smiled, and I felt a sense of relief, though I was still fired up.


  “You want me to be feisty? Fine. Take me to this hotel,” I stated, handing him Dalton’s business card with a Hilton address scrawled on the back.


  “What is this?”


  “My future,” I said dramatically. “Which maybe I’m about to royally screw up. But if you want to see me fight for what I want, this is it.”


  Sawyer put the Jeep in reverse, and we pulled onto the main road. Within a few minutes, we had parked and were headed toward the hotel lobby. I used my cell to call the room number listed. Sure enough, Dalton answered, and I explained I would be at his door momentarily.


  “Do you want to talk this over first?” Sawyer asked politely as we waited for the elevator.


  “I already got your pep talk back at the beach. I’m good,” I replied with a smirk. We rode the elevator up and I found Dalton’s room. I paused for a moment then confidently knocked.


  “What a surprise,” Dalton said enthusiastically as he opened the door. “But Kip is gone already. He took a flight out last night after the show. I only stuck around to do a little gambling and to make some bad decisions while my wife thinks I’m away on business.”


  I shook my head in disgust. They were all the same. “I’ve made a decision,” I explained, trying to sound secure in my words. “Kip can use any of the songs we cowrote. That’s fine. But anything that was mine—and he knows which ones those were, particularly the songs I heard last night—those are mine. He doesn’t get to use them.”


  “Darlin’, you’re making a huge mistake,” Dalton said with some frustration in his voice. “Those songs are perfect for him.”


  “They’re mine. He has no right to use them without my permission, and I’m not granting it. That being said, I know you represent other artists. I am more than ready for a conversation about someone else using them. You said yourself you liked them, and you saw the crowd last night. So pitch them to someone else. Your label still benefits, and everyone but Kip wins, which is perfectly fine by me.”


  “Let’s just think about this for a bit,” Dalton said persuasively. “Come in. Have a seat. Let’s talk.” He motioned for Sawyer and me to come inside, but I declined.


  “There’s no need,” I said confidently. “After what Kip did to me, he doesn’t get to benefit from anything I wrote before him. It’s not gonna happen. I’m firm on that. But if you want to pitch my work to someone else though—great, you have my attention. But I strongly suggest you move on that quickly before letting go of them entirely. I’ll give your label first right of refusal, but you have only ten days before I pitch them elsewhere.”


  Dalton ran his fingers through his moustache, deep in thought. “Kip’s gonna kill me,” he muttered. “Fine. I’ll pitch them to a few others. I need you to meet a couple people at the label. I’ll set a meeting soon.”


  “Get me the dates and times, and I’ll make it work,” I said assuredly. I reached out and shook his hand. He smirked at me, and it felt good, like I just won an argument. Dalton closed the door, and I looked up at Sawyer with a huge grin.


  “Holy balls, that was amazing.” He laughed as soon as we were out of earshot, making our way toward the elevator. “I think you just got yourself a record deal.”


  “That felt kind of good,” I gushed, tingles flowing throughout my entire body.


  “We need to celebrate,” he said excitedly, grabbing my hand for the ride downstairs. He pulled me into the hotel bar, said something to the bartender, and before I knew it, we were heading to the top of the parking garage with a gold bottle. We made our way to the edge of the garage, overlooking the downtown lights and the lake.


  “Wow, this is a pretty spot,” I marveled, in awe of the view. It was the buzz and twinkle of the city right up against the solitude of the lake that had me mesmerized—chaos and beauty, crossing right over each other. That was exactly how I felt at the moment. This week had been one of the best and worst for so many reasons. I felt anxious and calm at the same time.


  Sawyer found a flat spot to sit on the ledge of the parking garage. At first it made me nervous, as I thought our feet were going to be dangling over the edge, but there was a four-foot lip of concrete extending past our legs so it didn’t seem all that unsafe. He pulled the champagne out from under his arm.


  “Thank you, Dalton, for letting me charge this to your room number.” Sawyer smirked.


  “You didn’t,” I gasped.


  “Oh, yeah, I did. That was a real dirtbag thing he just said about his wife. The least he can do is afford you a proper celebration. You have to make a wish,” he said playfully, grabbing the cork while waiting for my response.


  A thousand things swirled through my head. I wanted to wish my father better, if it was possible, but obviously things didn’t work that way. It was the same reason I couldn’t just “wish” myself successful. Instead it was proving to be years of work, though I was finally hopeful on that front. Then there was this guy sitting next to me with his boyish smile and laughter in his eyes—the guy who calmed me and pushed me all at once. He was a wish come true I didn’t recall even making. Yet however he had entered into my life, I was so very thankful for it.


  “I feel like I have everything I want right now.” I blushed, resting my hand on his leg. “You make the wish.”


  “Okay, let’s see,” he replied thoughtfully. “May I someday find a girl who will read the newspaper with me in the early morning hours inside a blanket fort.” He shot off the cork, and I laughed as it fell onto the parked cars in the lot below us.


  “I hope you get everything you want.”


  “She’s out there somewhere,” he teased. “But in the meantime I’ll settle for you.”



  
Chapter 16
  The next few days were a whirlwind. I spent the mornings driving my grandmas to their appointments, helping them shop for yarn for their knitting projects, and volunteering with them at the Salvation Army for upcoming charity events. My afternoons were spent under the summer sun with Sawyer, and I loved every minute we were together. We went back to my favorite beach one afternoon, the same spot we had jumped from the rocks with Brie. I still remember the way he’d made me smile that day, the way he’d held me that morning at Eagle’s Cove when I thought my entire world was collapsing. This time our experience was far different. There was no sadness and no emotional breakdown. Instead we laughed and jumped from the rocks and swam around until the sun lowered behind the peaks of the mountains.


  There was no shortage of smiles, no time limit over our heads as to when the days had to end, and it felt impossible to separate from him no matter how many hours our hands were on each other. We danced in his hotel room, lay under the stars, and soared on the swings near the edge of the lake. If I had made a wish that night when he’d asked me to, this would’ve been it: endless days together, falling for each other the way every girl should fall for a boy at least once in her lifetime.


  With Wes, the falling took months. We knew each other well before it began, and we spent quite a bit of time together before realizing we had more than friendship. With Chris, it was a whirlwind romance from the start. We fell hard and fast, without really getting to know each other at all. We had music in common, and that seemed like enough at the time to get us through the rest. Obviously I learned that wasn’t nearly enough.


  With Sawyer, it was all different. Not much time had passed since we met. But we spent hours talking under the stars about our upbringing, our families, and what kind of life we wanted. He was old-fashioned in a way, not out for any kind of grand, extravagant life; he just wanted to help people as best he could, work hard, and live quietly outside the city. I agreed with him. As much as I loved the city, I grew up in a beautiful, quiet place. It’s where my thoughts found me and where I could sit out for hours and write down everything weighing upon my heart. Growing up, I could sit on a rock and stare at the mountains for hours. It was one of the things that brought me the most peace. I’d been so busy the past few years busting my rear to “make it” that I’d forgotten just how much the silence of sitting alone meant to me. I couldn’t imagine spending a lifetime taking elevators and searching for parking spots. I realized that now that I was home in the kind of solitude I was raised in. I longed for it more than I realized.


  Sawyer and I were lying on a huge boulder at one of my favorite beaches. He had a biography in his hands, while I feverishly wrote into my spiral notebook. My phone rang, and I lit up as soon as I saw it was my dad’s number. His recovery in the hospital had been good so far, but when they removed his breathing tubes, they hit his vocal chords, so he’d been unable to speak since the surgery. His voice was too hoarse for anyone to understand him. I had yet to actually speak to him.


  I answered the phone cheerfully, hoping it was really him this time and not just my mom using his phone.


  “I’m going to need to take dancing lessons,” my dad stated matter-of-factly in a dry, raspy voice.


  “What?” I smirked, a little confused.


  “If I’m going to dance with you at your wedding someday like I promised, I’m probably going to need to learn how to dance,” he explained. A slow, happy tear slid down my cheek, and it felt so good to hear his voice. We talked for a few minutes, and I could see Sawyer’s face turn to relief when he realized the call was good news. My uncle was headed to Stanford in his RV to pick up my parents and transport them home. He was finally being released. His recovery was far from over, but he had reached a point where he could heal on his own with a heavy schedule of medications and doctor follow-ups in town.


  The good news didn’t stop that afternoon. I also got a call from Dalton, letting me know he’d secured a meeting with some people from the label I needed to meet. It was just a meeting, so he made sure to quell my excitement by explaining things might not go as I wanted, but his pessimism didn’t faze me. Just to have the opportunity to be in front of someone, anyone who wanted to hear me out, was good enough for the time being. I was grateful I would have a couple of days to spend with my dad, and then I could fly out and still make the meeting.


  The sun began to sink, and I got three texts from my brother, asking if I would be home for a family game night. Apparently everyone was so excited about my dad coming home, they wanted to celebrate the only way they knew how: with hours of dice, card, and board games.


  “How do you feel about Monopoly?” I asked Sawyer.


  “Strong to quite strong. I love that game,” he said enthusiastically. It was strange that Sawyer hadn’t met my family yet. Well, other than Warren, but he didn’t count. With my parents gone, I just hadn’t seen the point in introducing him to the rest of the dynamic bunch. Sometimes we were a lot to handle. We were loud and a little crazy, and I worried it may scare him off.


  “Want to come over and meet my crazy relatives?” I blurted without much thought. He had to return to Nashville a couple of days before me, so I guessed this was as good a time as any. We had one only more night together.


  “I thought you’d never ask,” he teased.


  “Really? You want to meet them? That doesn’t seem like too much at this point?” I was never good at figuring out the pace of a relationship. It felt different every time. If there were “rules” about it, I didn’t know them. “They’re a bit wild and loud. Sometimes we play games like full-contact spoons, and things get out of hand. Blood, dislocated collarbones, things of that nature . . . I just don’t want to freak you out if you think it’s too much pressure or whatever. You don’t have to do it.”


  “I once carried you up a mountain on my shoulders. You know,  back in another time period, that would have solidified our bond for life and you’d already be bearing my children. But this, an invite to Monopoly night, that seems like good progress for us.”


  “You know what I mean. It’s just awkward,” I tried explaining. Sadly, I guess he didn’t know what I meant. There was no one for him to introduce me to. That saddened me.


  “It’s fine,” he reassured me. “I would love to. You haven’t scared me off yet, so how bad can it be? Besides, I’m a doctor, remember? I can reset a collarbone. Crazy people don’t scare me. After all, I’ve been around you quite a bit lately, and I’m still here.”


  “You did almost leave me in a parking lot once,” I teased, as if that was so long ago.


  “You kissed your ex-boyfriend; I would say that’s grounds for panicking about the status of our relationship,” he joked back. “It seems we’ve figured that out now, yeah?” He smiled innocently. I loved his face. Not just because it was perfectly handsome, but because of the way he showed every emotion he felt.


  “You carried me up a mountain,” I restated, leaning in to kiss him. “I’m pretty sure that means I belong to you now.”


  He kissed me back, and I felt everything he wanted me to. His lips were sweet and comforting but commanding, and I knew his were the only lips I wanted to taste. They felt protective in some way, and that meant more to me than he probably realized. Wes hadn’t fought for me, and Chris had never even wanted the chance, but with Sawyer, I didn’t doubt there was some fight in him. I knew every time he kissed me that it meant something to him, and that was everything to me. All of the effort he’d put into the blanket fort and the adventures we’d had together—surely we were so far beyond the point of breaking apart. His touch consumed me, and I’d known for some time that this was more than just a summer fling. The idea of us returning to Nashville together had me completely giddy, and I looked forward to everything that was to come.


  We packed our stuff and drove to my parents’. My grandmas were cooking lasagna, and judging by the cars in our driveway, a few of my aunts, uncles, and cousins were joining us.


  “Will you give me a minute?” I asked nonchalantly as we pulled up to the curb. “Maybe you can rummage through your trunk or check the engine while I make sure everyone’s on their best behavior.”


  “Check the engine? It’s a rental car.” He laughed. “You’re really worried about this?”


  “Not worried per se, but I’ve been gone a long time. These people aren’t used to being involved in my personal life. I just think it would save us a little embarrassment if I could warn them first that I’m bringing someone.” I clasped my hands together as if to say, “Please?” and he laughed again.


  “I’ll get our stuff out of the back, but you have only a ninety-second head start.”


  I quickly jumped out of the Jeep and flew into the house, startling everyone as I ran in.


  “Look, I have a guest tonight,” I said, somewhat out of breath from my sprint. “Please, please don’t embarrass me. That especially goes for you,” I emphasized, pointing directly at Warren.


  “Why are you singling me out?” he said with a playfully accusatory tone.


  “This is important to me, Warren, please,” I said as Sawyer stepped up to the door. He knocked lightly, and I opened it quickly. Everyone’s eyes turned toward him.


  “Oh, my, he’s gorgeous, dear,” my grandma Sarah said loudly, getting up from the couch to give Sawyer a hug. It was as if she’d completely ignored my warning. “Look at how tall he is. You would make adorable children.”


  “And that face wouldn’t hurt the gene pool either,” Grandma Sally added. I was pretty sure my cheeks had turned beet red. “Those muscles,” she continued.


  “These are my adorable, yet deaf, slightly senile grandmas,” I said through gritted teeth, completely mortified by their welcome. I glanced over at Warren, urging with my eyes for him to be polite and normal.


  “The Uber driver,” Warren said warmly, getting up to shake Sawyer’s hand.


  “Right, yes.” Sawyer laughed. “I heard there was an intense game of Monopoly happening here tonight?”


  “I can see you’ll fit right in here,” Warren said politely. “With all your muscles and everything.”


  “Warren,” I scolded. He put his arms up in surrender and laughed.


  “Hey, you bring the Uber driver home, you get what’s coming to you. That’s all I’m saying,” he shot back. I glanced up at Sawyer, trying to gauge whether he looked uncomfortable, but his warm, sincere smile suggested he was okay.


  We sat around my parents’ huge dining room table and said grace. We piled heaping scoops of lasagna and breadsticks onto our plates, and everyone drilled Sawyer for more information. He hung in there like a champ and answered everyone’s questions. It wasn’t nearly as painful as I’d expected it to be. It was nice.


  After dinner we played games as promised, and I loved watching Sawyer with my family. Everyone laughed and got along well, and my heart felt full. I wished my parents were home. I knew my dad would’ve loved every minute of this. But for now, this was good.


  Eleven o’clock came around, and the crowd started getting tired. I couldn’t help but notice how happy Sawyer looked.


  “That was really fun tonight,” he said sincerely as we walked to his Jeep. I could tell by the way my grandmas were hugging him goodbye that he had passed whatever test they’d offered.


  “Sorry about all the baby comments from Grandma Sarah.” I laughed. “Her filter has been broken for years. She just kind of says whatever’s on her mind. We’re trying to get that fixed.”


  “They’re all wonderful people,” he said with a hint of nostalgia. “I hope you realize how very lucky you are to have them. All of them. They’re really great.” I was sad for him in that moment. It looked as though he felt some kind of agony over realizing he didn’t get to have these experiences himself. Here I was, fighting so hard to distance myself from home, for no other reason than my pride, yet this was all some other people were fighting for.


  “They can be your family too,” I said quietly, wrapping my arms around him. “You can borrow my grandmas anytime you want. They already want to send you back to Nashville with homemade pies. Like those will travel well in your suitcase . . .”


  He tilted up my head toward him. “Thank you,” he replied sincerely. “For letting me into your world. I get it, you know. Why you’re such a mess when you talk to your dad, the way you’re trying so hard to make them all proud of you. You don’t see it, do you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The way they see you,” he continued. “You’re so worried about letting people down, but they don’t see you like that. They see that you’re happy, and I think that’s all that matters to them. All the pressure you put on yourself—they don’t even know that exists. They just want you to smile at them the way you do. That’s enough for them.”


  His words resonated with me more than he probably realized. It was something I’d always struggled with. I didn’t have any easy, obvious talents. My brother was the athletic one, and although I did well in school, I was never going to be top of my class or out to cure cancer or solve some unsolvable equation. Ironically my only strengths were in my head, and other than getting them out on paper, I felt I had little else to offer the world. That always ate at me, even as a child. Sawyer was right: the fight I constantly had with myself about being good enough was likely just one-sided.


  “You’re good for me,” I said softly, leaning into him.


  “Does this mean you’re going back to the hotel with me?” He smiled a devilish smile. “This is my last night in Mountain Ridge. Doesn’t that call for a late-night dance party?”


  I looked back at my parents’ house. Lights were being shut off, and it looked like everyone was calling it a night. My dad was supposed to arrive home the following morning, so I figured there would be a lot of people around, questioning where I was. I knew I was an adult and it shouldn’t matter, but something about being back in my parents’ home made me feel like I needed to follow the “rules.” I felt guilty about sneaking off with a boy late at night like this, as if I was still sixteen with a curfew.


  “We have plenty of time for that once we get back to Nashville,” I replied flirtatiously. “I’m not sure I have it in me to explain myself to all these people when I magically reappear in the morning.”


  “I understand.” He leaned in to kiss me.


  I kissed him back, and we said good-night. He lingered, touching my face. He slowly brushed back my hair, and I moaned. “Once I get you back home, I am going to devour you,” he breathed into my ear. “We’re going to spend endless nights lying under the stars. Just you and me.”


  “Soon enough.” I smiled and kissed him one more time. “Then life will return to normal.”


  “There is nothing normal about the life we’re going to have, Whitley Rose,” he said as he climbed into his Jeep.


  “No?”


  “No.” He shook his head. He smiled and it melted me.


  “How do you talk me into these things? Don’t pull away,” I instructed him, tapping on his door.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m grabbing a bag,” I responded playfully. “Give me two minutes.” He grinned, and I knew he felt the same way I did. I felt a pull every time I was near him. It was hard for us to separate, no matter how I tried to talk myself out of it. I’d meant what I said: he was good for me in so many ways.


  I quickly ran back inside to pack a bag. As I headed back out, a voice in the dark living room surprised me.


  “He seems nice,” Warren said sincerely, turning on a lamp by the sofa.


  I was startled for a moment but relieved once I realized it was him. “Thank you for not embarrassing me in front of him.”


  “The grandmas had that handled,” he teased. “I couldn’t make it worse. When are you going back to Nashville?”


  “In just a few days, once Dad is home and settled,” I stated, starting to feel excited about my upcoming meeting with the record label. “I have a pitch meeting scheduled with Kip’s label. As long as Dad seems to be recovering okay here, I’ll go. What about you? You’ve missed a lot of class. I know it’s just a summer session, but still.”


  “I’m flunking out anyway.” He sighed.


  “What? Since when? Why didn’t you say anything?” I wanted to run back out to Sawyer, but I couldn’t just leave this conversation.


  “It’s been a rough few semesters.” He groaned. “I couldn’t tell them. Not with everything going on over the past couple weeks. Mom and Dad are going to kill me when they find out.”


  “What’s going on? Do you want to talk about it?”


  “I’m just not into it,” he said honestly. “I’m not even sure about my major. Or school in general right now. It’s not working for me.”


  “Well, I know a thing or two about that.” I giggled.


  “Exactly. Thanks for that, by the way. There’s so much pressure to live up to now that you’ve already fallen off the success wagon,” he continued. “We can’t both be college dropouts. It will kill them slowly.” His joke was somewhat ill-timed, but I knew what he was saying.


  “Stop it. I haven’t completely failed yet. There’s still time.” I grinned. “What else do you want to do?” I questioned. My brother and I had been close growing up, but obviously we’d grown apart while living far away from each other these past few years.


  I heard Sawyer’s Jeep idling in front of the house, and I felt torn about what to do.


  “We can talk about it later. You can go.” Warren chuckled, motioning me out of the house. “We can have this pity party some other time. I hear his car out there. I’m not an idiot. I know you’re sneaking out. I’ve covered for you before. Maybe not much has changed, huh?”


  “I am not sneaking out,” I scoffed, as if we were teenagers all over again and I was hiding something. “I can come and go as I please. I don’t live here anymore.”


  “Right. You tell the grandmas that in the morning when they ask what you’ve been up to all night. Just go. We can talk about what disappointments we’ve become later over orange sherbet.”


  I waved goodbye and slipped quietly out the door. I climbed into Sawyer’s Jeep. My brother was right: maybe I hadn’t reached my full potential . . . yet. But in this moment, I didn’t care. Sitting in this passenger seat with Sawyer, under the stars, with no real place to be—it honestly felt as close to “making it” as I had ever felt before. Surely nothing could change this feeling.


  “Before we call it a night, are you up for something?” I asked suggestively.


  “Whatever that face of yours means right now, the answer is yes.” He grinned. “Just tell me where to go.”


  “I know the perfect place.” It wasn’t an address I could type into his GPS, so I told him where to turn.


  “Want to give me any hints?” he mused.


  “I think it’s time for a long drive down a short road.”


  “That sounds like the beginning of a song. It also sounds like this could be either the best night of my life or a suicide mission,” he teased, unsure what I was getting at.


  “There’s a spot up here”—I motioned up the dirt road—“where you can see everything. You can see all of Mountain Ridge from one spot, even the lake. It’s magnificent. I thought maybe you could finally read some of these.” I pulled two notebooks out of my bag, and Sawyer’s lips curled into a smile. I’d never let anyone read them before—not my family, not even Brie. They were too personal for that. But that was the thing with Sawyer. I didn’t feel any judgment from him. This was a big step for me. Usually I let people read only what I wanted them to see. Even working with Chris, I showed him only the songs that I thought suited him. There were hundreds of others he would never know. The notebooks in their entirety were all too private, but for some reason, the thought of Sawyer reading my words didn’t terrify me. I felt a closeness to him I hadn’t experienced before, and this seemed like the only way I could truly show him that, even if I was just confirming for myself what he meant to me. He probably didn’t know what a big deal it was to me, but I did.


  We parked at a small pullout, and Sawyer’s eyes lit up, no doubt in awe of the view. This was the perfect time of night for it. Most of the homes were dark, and people were asleep. The casino lights twinkled with all their magic and luster, and the lake sparkled under the moon. It was the perfect place to completely bare my soul to someone, and I couldn’t imagine a better man to do that with.



  
Chapter 17
  I woke up early in Sawyer’s hotel room, wrapped in billowing white sheets. I smiled, wondering if these were the same sheets he’d used to build the fort in the park. I pictured that image of him—the pride on his face at what he’d done. It would stick with me forever, no matter what else we experienced moving forward.


  The clock on the nightstand read a few minutes after seven. I knew I had to get going soon. My family was expected home in just a few hours, and I didn’t want to be running into the house minutes beforehand in front of all my relatives. I got up and took a warm shower, feeling rejuvenated and excited about this day. As Sawyer and I had spent time together over the past couple of weeks, I realized he was piecing me together along the way, and I was so grateful. Now that everything seemed to be less chaotic, I felt different—as if he had completely restored me. Last night he read my songs. We stared out into the brilliant landscape, and I felt completely unbroken. I was falling hard for him, and I knew there was no stopping it now.


  I hated that he had to get back to Nashville before me, but I understood it. He had obligations and responsibilities, and we couldn’t shrug those off forever.


  He was still sleeping when I finished my shower. I didn’t want to wake him, but I also didn’t want to just walk out without saying goodbye. I crawled across the bed, slowly trailing my fingers delicately up his arm. He smiled before he even opened his eyes.


  “I know you’re not leaving me right now,” he said softly, pulling me into him.


  “I have to.” I laughed. “I have to get home before the entire house is up.”


  “Your grandmas are pretty sassy. I don’t think they care where you’ve been.” He kissed me slowly, and I knew it would be hard to get out of this room. “Besides, I think they like me. I’m pretty sure I’ve been approved.”


  “Oh, yeah? What makes you think that?”


  “Really? I was accosted in the living room while you were off grabbing the games from the bedroom. The conversation started with an awkward ‘if I were fifty years younger,’ so that’s pretty telling. Not to mention that rogue hand I felt on my thigh while I was stuck in Monopoly jail. I don’t even know who that hand belonged to, but I’m pretty sure that’s a dead ringer for a thumbs-up by anyone’s standards.”


  “That was my hand.” I laughed, pushing him down into the bed. “Forget my grandmas. What about me? How do you know I’ve approved of you yet?”


  “Because you can picture it all.”


  “What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes.


  “Us. You can picture us. We’ll be back in Nashville, and I’ll take you to the cabin. We’ll spend all our weekends there. We’ll sit on the dock with our feet in the water. You’ll be writing in your journal while I’m reading the paper, obviously. We’ll dip in the water when it’s hot and float on our backs to enjoy what’s left of the summer sun. And when fall comes, we’ll build canopies and fires and wrap ourselves in blankets under the stars.”


  “Go on.” I lay down next to him.


  “Come winter we’ll be tangled up in fluffy feather down blankets all the time, out by the old cabin fireplace, drinking Boone’s to keep our blood flowing while working on a best-of-twenty-five-game Monopoly tournament. Then spring . . . Oh, that’s the best of what’s to come.”


  “I like this story. Don’t stop,” I interjected as he paused. His words sent tingles throughout my entire body, and I wanted to lie here forever staring up at this ceiling as his fingers intertwined with mine. As much as I loved music, the sound of him talking about us was somehow better than any melody I’d ever heard.


  “In spring I want to build a little boathouse next to the dock,” he explained with a boyish excitement in his voice. “I’m going to hang a hammock in there so you can relax and write while I do all the hard work. And it’s going to have a skylight so we can sleep under the stars even when it’s raining.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yes. We’ll just lie there, you and me, listening to the sound of the rain on the roof. You’ll write songs about me instead of about all the heartache you’ve known, because you’ll have forgotten that anything sad before me existed.”


  I looked over at him and he was smiling back at me. I loved everything about the emotion in his eyes when he spoke.


  “Is all of that true?” I whispered. His lips were inches away from mine.


  “If you want it to be,” he replied quietly. “Just think: even if all of that is only half true, imagine what a good life that could be.” He pulled me into him, and the strength of his arms and the tenderness of his hands were the only truth I needed right now.


    ***
  I made it back to my parents’ house a little later than I intended to, but I didn’t care. My heart was full, and I made no apologies for it.


  I helped spray my grandma Sally’s hair. She was excited to show off her new color to my mom. I was nervous my mom was going to kill me, but it seemed like we had bigger fish to fry. It was just hair. She could change it back eventually.


  My father’s homecoming was emotional. He looked a lot frailer than when he left, but his smile remained unchanged, as did his sense of humor. His voice was still a little hoarse, but he was able to communicate just fine. His fatigue was to be expected after everything he’d been through. My family gathered around him and shed happy tears. I couldn’t help but cry when I saw him. I saw all his love for me in his face, and it meant the world to me.


  He was slow getting around, but none of us cared. It was wonderful to have him home. Even when he looked winded, his joy was infectious. We had more laughs around this ill man than I imagined anyone had ever shared anywhere else in the world.


  Sawyer stopped by later that afternoon before leaving town, just as I’d asked him to. I wanted to introduce him to my parents before he left. It felt weird at first. The only other guy they’d ever met was Wes, but they knew him before we dated, so it wasn’t awkward. They got along well with Sawyer, as I expected. There were laughs and emotional conversation, and I loved that Sawyer was able to experience that part of my world before he left.


  Nightfall crept around again. I hated dusk tonight. I was not looking forward to Sawyer leaving. My heart ached now for different reasons.


  Sawyer firmly shook my father’s hand as he prepared to leave, and the expression on my father’s face made me tear up instantly. He looked emotional, and I wondered what he wanted to say.


  “That’s my little girl right there.” Choked up, my father gestured toward me. “So if you’re someone she chooses to have in her life, I need you to watch out for her.”


  “I will, sir,” Sawyer replied sincerely, sounding emotional himself. I couldn’t shut off my tears. I was a sobbing mess.


  “One more thing. She’s an ugly crier,” my dad added sarcastically, trying to lighten the mood. “Don’t make her cry as much as I have these past couple weeks. Bring her joy. That’s what she does for me, and when she’s joyful - she radiates. It’s the most magnificent thing you’ll ever see.” 


  “I believe that,” Sawyer nodded. They shook hands one more time, and I followed Sawyer out the front door. My entire face was wet, and my eyes were swollen.


  “Shouldn’t I come with you? I know you have to return your rental, but I could get a ride back from Brie or something,” I suggested through my tears as I tried to pull myself together. This was not how I wanted him to leave me.


  “There’s no need for that. I’m going to get there and walk on a plane. Stay with your family,” he said softly, slowly wiping my cheeks with his thumbs. He brushed the hair from my face and smiled. “I know that’s important to you. So stay. We’ll be together again soon.”


  “I just feel like this is a terrible goodbye. I’m supposed to be all charming and adorable right now so you’ll think of me while you’re gone. Instead I’m a weeping mess with a puffy face. You heard the man; I’m an ugly crier. This is all wrong,” I said lightheartedly, wiping the additional tears off my face. “There is nothing adorable about this.”


  “You’re wrong,” Sawyer said warmly, turning my face up toward his. “Your father was right, you know. Joy for you is the way you love people. All I see right now is you radiating. That’s the most beautiful thing about you.”


  More tears slid down my face. He smiled down at me and kissed me softly.


  “See you soon,” he whispered. He walked away, and I fell apart.



  
Chapter 18
  The next day I spent most of my time at my parents’ house, other than running some errands for my mom, copying insurance paperwork, and organizing my dad’s medicines. All the pills baffled me. They looked like they belonged to someone else, someone who may never recover from what ailed them. When I looked at my dad, that’s not what I saw at all. There was so much life in his face, and emotional tears fell from my eyes every time he smiled back at me when things were quiet.


  I told my parents about my upcoming meeting with the record label. I was a little apprehensive about going back to Nashville so soon. Perhaps my parents needed additional help until my dad had had more time to recover. Of course they dismissed my concerns and encouraged me to go. My dad needed quiet and rest anyway, and naturally Warren joked that I would impede on that.


  Over the following few days, I spent time with my dad while he was awake and tried to organize my life while he slept. Despite my resistance, I allowed my mom to help me with a couple of spreadsheets. My financial situation was pretty rough, and my available budget proved that. Even if something good happened with the label, there wouldn’t be money coming in any time soon. I called the dive bar where I worked, and sure enough they still had a position for me if I wanted it. I wanted something better, but it would at least be enough to help me get back on my feet until I could work out a better plan.


  Thankfully my dad seemed to be settling in quickly, and my grandmas and mom were doting on him, so I had no concerns over his recovery. He had endless doctors’ appointments scheduled, and there was nothing I could have done, so I made arrangements to return to Nashville the night before my big meeting. As apprehensive as I was about leaving, my parents promised to keep me posted should there be any change in my dad’s condition.


  When it came time to go to the airport, I was a wreck all over again at having to say goodbye to my dad. I hated the feeling of uncertainty resting in the pit of my stomach—that feeling that if something happened, I wouldn’t be around for it. But my dad, in his usual wisdom, reminded me our entire lives were like that—waiting for what-ifs without stopping to enjoy the reality around us. We had little control over most of it. Worry was wasted, and despite my relentless sobs, I knew he was right. No one is ever fully prepared for their last goodbye, no matter how many chances we’re given to say such words. This was no different. All I could really do was say, “See you soon,” and then wait for that to be true.


  Brie drove me to the airport, and saying goodbye to her was even more challenging than I’d expected. I blamed my already fired-up emotions for that. On a positive note, she was so smitten with Alex that I felt better about leaving her now than I had when I bolted three years ago. I knew she would have little time now to actually miss me. That was the best part about being as close as we were: no matter how much time passed or how far apart we were, once we were together again it was like no time had passed at all. She agreed to keep me updated about everything, and after hugging for a good five minutes, I checked in for my flight.


  This time around I was very thankful for my coach boarding pass. My parents purchased the ticket for me, saying it was their way of “thanking me for taking care of the grandmas” while they were away, despite my mom being less than thrilled with Grandma Sally’s new hair.


  I slept most of the flight, grateful in so many ways that this journey was behind me. The emotional roller coaster of it all had sucked the life out of me. When I arrived in Nashville, something about me felt different. It had been strange to be in Mountain Ridge after being away so long. It hadn’t necessarily felt like the home I remembered. Now, this familiar place felt like home too, and I was glad to be here.


  My arrival time conflicted with Sawyer’s work schedule. He insisted on taking time off to pick me up, but I knew he was overwhelmed with missing so much while he was in Mountain Ridge. Instead we made plans to get together after my meeting with the label tomorrow, and we were going to spend the weekend at his grandparents’ cabin. I was elated about it. My nerves about the meeting were eating me alive. I looked forward to having some time tonight to gather myself.


  I took the bus to my crappy apartment, which still didn’t feel much like home. It never had. I was relieved to find that Chris really had paid the rent for the month. I was angry with him at the time for doing so, and I planned on paying him back when I could afford it. But for now it was wonderful to have the weight off my shoulders. At least for the next twenty-four days.


  I dropped my bag on the only area of floor space that wasn’t cluttered with clothes. Closet space in this dump was minuscule, so I couldn’t help the fact that there were piles of clothes and shoes everywhere. I had nowhere else to put them. I sat at my small wooden desk, thumbing through the stack of bills from my mail slot that wouldn’t be paid any time soon. I opened my notebooks and began preparing for the following day.


  I slept well, which surprised me. I think my body had finally given up. Between loud nights at the hospital and late nights with Sawyer, my brain needed a chance to shut off. I woke up feeling more refreshed than I imagined, and despite all my butterflies, I felt confident about today. Of course, knowing I would be with Sawyer tonight probably had something to do with it.


  What did people wear for important meetings? Apparently it had been too long since I’d been to one. I was struggling to come up with the right outfit. Yeah, this was essentially a job interview, but the music industry had a different vibe. I settled on a cute black skirt that hit just above my knees and a white top. I figured something classic would be least likely to let me down.


  I left my long hair down, securing the sides with a couple of pins, and I packed a bag. I was going to Sawyer’s cabin straight from the meeting, so I wanted to have everything with me.


  I arrived at the label a few minutes early. I sat in the lobby, waiting for my turn. Moments later Dalton came out to greet me.


  “I hope you’re in better spirits than you were the last time we were together,” he said lightheartedly. “Kip is still pretty pissed about the whole thing. But I think we can separate this from all that.”


  I nodded politely and followed him to a meeting room at the back of the building. There were several middle-aged men in the room. It felt a bit stuffy, and I was definitely nervous, but at this point I had nothing to lose.


  “I’ll cut right to the chase,” Dalton said after introducing me to the small group of people around the table. I knew I would never remember their names. “We want a few of your songs.” He slid a stack of papers in front of me. “I imagine you’ll want your lawyer to look over all the paperwork,” he continued. “All the details are there. There will likely be two or three different artists using them.”


  We continued discussing a few of the logistics—time frames for those upcoming albums, target audiences for my songs, even marketing strategies. It was completely overwhelming.


  “We’d like to hire you on here as well, if you’re interested,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “You’d be working with some of the artists, with our writing teams, things of that nature. But we also have some clerical duties that would be available to you if you’re looking for some more steady income on the side.”


  It was as if Dalton had read my mind. I was elated about someone, anyone, being into my songs, but that was often a long, impatient road. These were new artists who wanted to use my lyrics, so there was no advance being offered up front. If the songs made it onto their final albums, and if they were successful, the money would follow. But there was still a chance that some of them wouldn’t hit as projected, in which case I would be out of luck financially. The clerical work around the office would at least alleviate a lot of my stress in the meantime.


  I tried to hold back my anxiousness, but I was obviously over the moon about all of this. It was the perfect solution for me: the chance to develop my songs while earning a steady paycheck. I’m sure Dalton could read the excitement all over my face, but I tried to keep calm.


  “I will have my attorney get to these over the next week,” I said confidently, making a mental note that I would obviously have to find an attorney immediately. “As for the clerical work, I’d love more details on hours and pay. If we can work those out, then I think we have a deal.”


  Dalton smiled and reached his hand across the table, and I shook it firmly. My smile was so big I thought my cheeks were going to slide off my face. We spent another ten to fifteen minutes talking about some of the projects for my songs. I was elated. We set up a few additional meetings in the coming weeks for me to meet with the artists and work with them on the music, and I was freaking out inside. I couldn’t wait to get to Sawyer’s place.


  I cordially said goodbye to everyone, then headed back out to my old silver Honda. As soon as I closed my car door, I looked around to make sure no one could see me then squealed and shook my arms like crazy to let it all out.


  I dialed Brie first. She sounded just as excited as I felt, and I could hear her pride for me oozing through the phone. After my news she filled me in on her time spent with Alex, and I could tell she was definitely falling for him. We were both giddy and giggly, and we probably sounded just the same as we did on the phone as teenagers.


  After her, I called my parents. They were quite proud as well, and I loved hearing my dad’s voice. It had been only a day, but I certainly had a longing to speak to them more often now, just to make sure things were okay. Warren was on his way out of town, back to school, but I got to share the news with him before he left. I knew they didn’t quite understand what was happening—hell, I wasn’t sure I really understood what was to come of this—but I was ecstatic.


  I regained my composure and entered the address for Sawyer’s cabin into my phone. It was about fifty minutes away, and as badly as I wanted to call to tell him the news, I was excited to be able to tell him in person.


  Only a few days had passed since we’d seen each other, but it felt like much longer. We talked on the phone, but that was in no way the same as talking with him in person. I thought about everything he said the morning we spent together before he left Mountain Ridge. The way he wanted to spend the rest of the summer, lying under the stars on his dock, followed by cuddling fireside wrapped in blankets once the weather turned . . . I wondered if all of that would come true. He was right; I could picture it. With Wes, he was the only who’d had our future perfectly idealized as he wanted it, but we didn’t share the same vision. With Chris, my brain never made it that far. I was so caught up in the here and now with him, I didn’t think much about what it looked like down the road. With Sawyer though, he was right - I could see the two of us, months from now, doing everything he said. It put a warm smile on my face, and if I could wish anything to be true at the moment, that would be it.


  I cranked up the music as loud as I could and sang at the top of my lungs. The highway was open, my windows were down, and I felt free. The stress and anxiety I’d had over the last few weeks had disappeared, and it felt good. I finally felt like the person I’d been trying so hard to become. The world finally felt kind, and I took it all in: the beautiful blue of the sky, the leaves on the trees, the gentle swaying of the summer wind. This was good.


  I made it off the highway and turned down a long country road. There were massive fields on either side of me, though I couldn’t identify all the crops. I recognized corn and soybeans, but that was about it. The fields in the distance looked to be growing wheat. It was pretty out here, definitely different from what I grew up with in Mountain Ridge but still beautiful in its own way.


  I turned onto another dirt road, lined with a beautiful canopy of trees. I imagined in winter they were equally as stunning, with snow-covered branches hanging over the road. Wildflowers lined the drive. It looked just like a picture.


  I pulled up to a beautiful two-story wooden house. It was a shiny pine color, perhaps recently painted with some type of sealant. Beautiful flower beds surrounded a massive deck that appeared to wrap around the entire dwelling. Behind the house, I could see a sizable dock stretching over a beautiful body of water. Wildflowers and tall grasses clung to the water’s edge, and huge weeping willows cascaded down.


  I parked in the driveway and climbed out, taking in everything in front of me. I could tell the cabin had been built many years ago, but it looked very well taken care of. There was a porch swing by the front door, and I imagined Sawyer’s grandparents spending many nights there, rocking together, staring down the perfect, tree-lined road. I imagined it was even more breathtaking in the fall when the leaves changed colors. With Sawyer’s parents gone, I wondered if they had other family gatherings here. He never talked about any aunts or uncles or cousins. It would be a shame for so few people to experience this beautiful place. The cabin itself was quaint, sure, but the property was quite a bit bigger and more remote than I’d anticipated. There was plenty of room for guests and entertaining, especially in this gorgeous outdoor space.


  An old basset hound walked around the corner of the house, slowly making his way toward me to sniff my shoes. He was absolutely adorable with his long, brown-spotted ears and droopy eyes. I bent down to pet him, smiling as I noticed all the foam around his mouth. Sawyer was right about his drooling problem.


  “This is Charles Barkley,” Sawyer said, walking from the back of the house where the dog had come from.


  “What a formal name,” I replied, scratching behind his ears. I could instantly tell he was a sweet dog.


  “And this is home,” Sawyer continued, gesturing around the place. “At least on the weekends. Once I’m completely done with my residency, I’ll officially move back here.”


  “It’s really beautiful.” I nodded. He walked up and put an arm around my waist, pulling me in for a slow kiss. It felt like so much time had passed since we last saw each other, yet now that we were together again, it felt like no time had passed at all. He grabbed the overnight bag from my hand and led me into the cabin.


  The inside was even more beautiful than I imagined it would be. He was right about it being rustic. The floors were wood, there were wood beams across the ceiling, and even the kitchen had a farmhouse feel. I imagined the giant wood table full of warmth and people in deep conversation. The back of the cabin was all windows looking out onto the pond. It was a beautiful summer day, and I knew why Sawyer loved this place so much. Not just because he grew up here, and had sentimental attachment to it, but because it was peaceful and beautiful by anyone’s standards. The furnishings were simple. That’s one of the things I loved about it. The windows and outdoor view made the entire place feel spectacular despite the simplicity of the inside.


  “This is really amazing, Sawyer,” I gushed, thankful he’d insisted on bringing me here. He gave me a quick tour, and I was amazed to find out his grandfather had built the place himself. The land had originally belonged to his great-grandfather, and he’d always dreamed of building on it. Sure enough, his grandfather made that happen. The cabin wasn’t overly huge by any means, but it didn’t need to be; Sawyer’s father was an only child, so it was just the three of them living here. When Sawyer became part of his grandparents’ everyday life after he lost his parents, once again the cabin was home to three.


  Although it was a sad story, it was also beautiful. Sawyer joked about the tire swing that still hung from a nearby tree out in the yard. You could see it perfectly from the kitchen. It had been years since he used it as a child, but he couldn’t take it down. He still remembered the day his grandfather hung it up for him, shortly after he came to live with them, and it meant so much to him. He spent hours there, stretched out across it, reading books in the summer sun. Some parts of his childhood sounded lonely to me, but maybe that was because I had a sibling, so I never understood what it was like to be raised alone. But Sawyer talked about his childhood like it was a peaceful one, spent fishing and canoeing with his grandfather and learning to cook with his grandma.


  We put our bags away inside, and Sawyer insisted we go out to the pond before dinner. It was as magical a place in person as it had been in my imagination when he’d first described it to me. There was a large dock over the water, an old canoe on the shoreline, and even a rope swing hanging from a nearby tree. I imagined this spot was the perfect dream for any young boy, splashing around during the day and stargazing at night.


  “I get why you love it here,” I said whimsically, taking it all in.


  “This is where I’m going to build my boathouse.” He pointed, outlining an area right next to the dock. “Next spring.” He reminded me of the details: a hammock and a skylight for relaxing, and plenty of hooks and storage for his canoe and fishing gear. It suited him perfectly. I so badly wanted to be part of it.


  The dog sat with us on the edge of the dock as we slid our feet into the tepid water. It looked like a picture to me—couple, dog, beautiful landscape . . .


  “How do you feel about spaghetti?” he questioned with far too serious of a tone.


  “Always yes to carbs,” I said excitedly. No man could do wrong by offering a woman pasta.


  “It’s my grandma’s recipe. It’s one of my favorites. Homemade sauce.” He shrugged. “I’m trying to impress you right out of the gates, so I’m starting with my aces.”


  “You think you haven’t impressed me yet?” I teased, motioning my arms around at everything in front of us. “I’m enamored by everything about you.” I probably should’ve been a bit more reserved with my honest feelings, but that was the thing about Sawyer—I didn’t feel the need to hold anything back from him at this point. If he wasn’t scared off yet, with all the crying and emotion he’d witnessed in Mountain Ride, then it didn’t seem there was anything left to fear. “This has been surreal. All of this. Everything about you—you’re like a dream, but at the same time you’re the most real experience I’ve ever had with another person. You’ve seen me at rock bottom, and instead of running away, we had a late-night dance party. It’s absurd in a way, yet so imperfectly perfect to me. I was surrounded by complete sadness, yet my days ended with sore cheeks from smiling and laughing with you. Honestly, the only thing I’m trying to figure out is how I get to be the girl sitting here.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve been a mess from the moment we met,” I tried to explain, not sure how to put it into words. “I don’t know. It just seems to me that some girl—some normal, put-together girl—should be the one sitting here with you.”


  “That’s not what I’m about. I like real. I like truth, and emotion, and honesty, and someone with a little fight in them. You have so much more fight in you than you realize. That’s what hooked me. The way you were with your family, the way you were pissed off and angry when you heard Kip singing your words, the way you ramble on and on about wanting someone to notice you behind all your notebooks . . . No one remembers normal girls, the ones who are put together and boring. It’s the fight in you that makes you extraordinary to me.”


  Sawyer stared at me, and I couldn’t speak. The emotion behind his green eyes seared through me, and I never doubted what he said. When he spoke, he meant it—every time. I loved that about him, and it pulled me in, no matter how often I questioned the way we came to be. It was random, for sure, but I suppose that’s the best part of life. It’s all just happenchance. Sometimes it’s a disaster, and sometimes it’s brilliant, but either way the haphazard way it all comes together—that’s the real magic.


  “I have plans for you, Whitley Rose,” he said softly, leaning in to graze my lips with his.


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.” He nodded. “And it starts with pasta.” I grinned, and he helped me up from the dock. We left our shoes there by the edge, and the image of them made me smile. It looked exactly like summer should feel—carefree, barefoot, and off on some great adventure without the worry of something as insignificant as shoes. There was grass to run through, water to splash in, porch swings that must sway . . . Even if our adventure for the time being was just us eating spaghetti on the wraparound deck, talking about his childhood and making plans for the following two days, that was enough.


  Time with Sawyer felt infinite. All I could do was embrace it and hope the world had no other plan.



  
Chapter 19
  Sawyer and I spent the night wrapped in blankets on the dock, listening to the crickets and bullfrogs. Before that there was music and dancing, and the following day he promised me breakfast and a boat ride. One of the things I loved most about Sawyer was that everything he promised me came true, even when it came to our day-to-day plans.


  Sawyer had once mentioned how he’d come to live with his grandparents and the transition to that “new normal,” as he’d put it. Our time together translated the same way, becoming routine as if we had always been part of each other’s schedules. Time moved effortlessly as the days quickly passed.


  On weekdays we were both fairly busy. I was making some good headway at the record label, drudging through clerical work while working with a couple of artists who were using my lyrics. Sawyer was busy with his residency. On the weekends it was just the two of us, with no responsibilities, and the chaos of the world stopped. He cooked us amazing food, and we ate outside every chance we got. I became quite fond of writing in his canoe while he read the paper in the early morning hours. We stayed up late to stargaze and dream about what was to come and woke early because our days together commanded us to jump from rope swings and laugh in the sun.


  Weeks passed this way, faster than anyone would hope, but yet recognizing a time before our lives were this full of each other had become a distant memory.


  I spoke to my father more often than I had before his heart failure, and that filled my soul. He had a checkup at Stanford, and his heart slowly showed some improvement. He still had a long way to go, but any improvement was unexpected, so it was welcome news. I hoped to have enough money to go home in the fall for another visit.


  As Sawyer worked on the cabin, I often stretched out on the porch swing or even across his old childhood tire swing, writing and thinking about everything between us. I thought back to the beginning of our relationship and the complete disaster I was. I suppose when someone is with you through your very worst, it makes sense that they end up with the very best of you. That was so completely true for us. If Sawyer thought I radiated then, I couldn’t imagine what he saw in me now.


  I thought back to what Sawyer had said about the seasons, about the picture of us he had in his head. He’d been right about this summer; we were spending our days splashing in the pond and sleeping under the stars, just as he’d promised. I imagined in a few weeks when the weather started to cool we would live out his prediction of being tangled in blankets by warm fires.


  “Can I take you somewhere tomorrow?” he asked quietly as we spent another night on the wooden swing on the back porch. The stars were brilliant overhead, and the crickets and bullfrogs made themselves known. These nights with Sawyer were perfect.


  “Of course,” I replied. “What’s on your mind?” I studied him, trying to read his expression. There was definitely a hint of sadness in his eyes. Usually his face was lit up with such joy and humor. He was definitely feeling something far more serious now. “Is everything okay?”


  “Tomorrow is an important day for me,” he said softly, tracing the freckles on my arms as I lay across him on the swing. “It was a day my grandma celebrated in a pretty big way, and now that she’s gone, I just . . . Will you come with me? To celebrate her?”


  There was so much emotion in his voice. I knew his grandparents meant a great deal to him. He talked about them often, and his stories were always filled with love and warmth. I couldn’t begin to imagine how he felt without them. This heartache was still relatively new for him; not even a year had passed since he lost them both.


  “She celebrated everything in a big way,” he explained with heavy nostalgia in his voice. “She always made a big deal out of every occasion, big or small. Before she passed, even after I became an adult, she still made ordinary days feel important. It could have been something as simple as the last day of school. She would wake me up with Cap’n Crunch in her favorite porcelain teacup. It belonged to her mother, so I never touched it otherwise. With gestures like that, she had a way of making an ordinary day feel like magic . . . I miss that about her.”


  “Grandmas have a way with magic.” I smiled back at him.


  “Any time she bought me a gift or made me something special, she made me go on an elaborate treasure hunt in the woods out back to find it. I would have to follow her intricate maps and decipher her clues until I found the treasure. Tomorrow is a day that meant a great deal to her, a day we used to spend together, so it feels important for me to celebrate her even though she’s gone.”


  “I like hearing you talk about her,” I replied warmly.


  “We used to have a huge breakfast feast for dinner every time it was a special occasion. That was always my favorite part of any celebration. It was just this ‘thing’ we did. Biscuits and gravy, gypsy sandwiches, grits, bacon . . . And she made the best homemade chocolate cake. It was perfection.”


  “She sounds wonderful.” I sat up on the swing to face him.


  “The ironic thing was, she wasn’t even crazy about chocolate cake. Her favorite was lemon, and I knew it, but she always made chocolate because that’s what my grandpa and I liked best. Grandpa and I always tried to celebrate her in a big way when we got the chance. I wanted her to feel just an ounce of how special she made me feel. Once she won an exhibit at the county fair, some quilting thing—she was ecstatic about it. I told her she deserved an entire day for herself, where she got to do anything she wanted. Of course she requested we celebrate by having a picnic in the park, then she wanted to head out fishing—stuff she knew I liked to do. As a kid I thought that was just an amazing coincidence, until of course I got older and realized she did it for me. She so badly deserves a celebration with lemon cake tomorrow.”


  He stared out into the night, and my heart ached for him. I squeezed his hand, and he smiled despite the sadness in his eyes. “So let’s make a cake,” I said quietly in agreement. I loved how vulnerable he seemed in moments like these.


  He nodded. “I want to take you to their spot. They’re buried on a hillside where she grew up, about an hour from here. Her parents used to own a farm, and my grandfather worked there one summer. It’s the exact spot they met. I want to eat lemon cake and bring her flowers—daisies—and I want you to come with me.”


  Sawyer and I had become quite close in the weeks since we’d returned from Mountain Ridge. I couldn’t imagine not being there for him for something this important. “That sounds wonderful,” I said sincerely. He pulled me close, and I appreciated his realness more than he knew. The way he could be emotional and pour his heart out in front of me really meant something. Usually people kept that part—all the hurt and heartache—masked and buried. But with Sawyer, there was no hiding it, and he made no apologies for it either. When he was happy, which was most of the time, he lit up my world. He was full of joy and laughter, and I felt it through my entire body. When his heart felt heavy, he wasn’t afraid to show that side either. That mattered.


  Another night passed with us under the stars, and with the two of us together, wrapped up in each other, I felt nothing short of invincible.


    ***
  Morning came, and Sawyer headed into town to get a few things from the market. He returned with beautiful, fresh pink daisies and all the ingredients we needed to attempt a lemon cake.


  “Have you ever made one of these before?” He grinned, pulling out baking supplies from the lower kitchen cabinets. I shook my head as I perused the recipe. I was standing in the kitchen in one of his old comfy T-shirts. “That shirt looks good on you, by the way.” His mouth curved up into a smile.


  “I’m thinking about keeping it,” I replied with raised eyebrows, grabbing a spatula off the counter. “It’s lonely in the city without seeing you as much during the week. I can’t sleep on the nights we’re not together. If I’m wearing this, maybe it will be more bearable. It’s soft, and it smells like you. I’m kind of fond of it.”


  “I have a better idea,” he stated with a devilish grin. “Don’t pay your rent at the end of the month.”


  “I wasn’t planning to. I never pay it on time,” I replied with a laugh, only half sarcastically. “Darryl hasn’t evicted me yet. It’s no secret that I usually need an extra week or so to pay. Wait a minute. What happened to you? You usually side with my mother when it comes to me taking more responsibility of my life. You probably pay your rent early. Don’t pretend like you’re not that guy.”


  He wrapped a strong arm around me and leaned in close to my ear. “That’s not what I meant,” he said softly, gently kissing my neck. “I’m Mr. Spreadsheets, remember? That’s why your parents are so fond of me.” I giggled, but he didn’t stop kissing me. “I meant you should stop being lonely in your apartment. Come stay with me. All the time.”


  “Sawyer, we are not there yet,” I said lightheartedly, pulling my face away from his to make eye contact. “We are light years away from that. At the very least I need several months to really hook you before you realize I can’t cook and just how much I suck at paying my electric on time. Trust me, I hate that I barely see you all week. I’m lucky if I’m able to come over to your place to catch a late-night movie or whatever during the week. But that’s also kind of the point. You’re still gone a lot, so it’s not like we would even see each other that much more.”


  “I know I’m gone a lot for my residency hours, but I’m almost done. That will change soon,” he said persuasively. “Just think: instead of having to wait for you to come over after a long day, you could just already be there. I think it would be nice. And we’re together here every weekend, so it kind of makes sense. Then eventually, you know, we can just stay here all the time.”


  “It just seems so soon. You’ve never even been to my apartment. There’s a reason for that.”


  “You always suggest my place instead because I have better food. There’s no shame in that,” he teased.


  “Sawyer, you wouldn’t even be able to find my kitchen. I have piles of clothes and shoes everywhere. The worst part is, it doesn’t even really bother me. I find it oddly charming, like I’m never far away from a good outfit. But it’s not all that pretty to outsiders. We are so not there yet.”


  “Just tell me you’ll think about it,” he urged, giving me the sweetest face. “Look, I never thought I would even be saying that. I’m old-fashioned when it comes to that kind of thing, moving fast and all that. You probably know that about me.”


  “You, the newspaper reader—you’re scared of time moving at all,” I razzed.


  “I’m just saying it feels right to me. I don’t know,” he replied genuinely. “I mean you’re standing in my kitchen, wearing my T-shirt, holding sugar and a spatula—that’s pretty much everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”


  “Well, once I burn your grandma’s lemon cake, we’ll see how charming you find me then,” I teased. He pulled me in and kissed me again.


  “Just say you’ll think about it. Whenever you’re ready.”


  “I’ll make a spreadsheet of pros and cons. I’ll let you know,” I answered with a grin. I really needed more time to process it. I’d never considered something like that, but he had a point. We spent every spare moment we had together, so it wasn’t a terrible idea. But I still felt like we had so much more to learn about each other first. Not to mention my fairly traditional parents would likely threaten to disown me. That would make the cons list.


  We spent the rest of the morning baking the cake, and I had to admit, it turned out far better than either of us expected. We loaded up the car with the food and flowers and headed out.


  Instead of a Jeep like the one Sawyer rented during our time together in Lake Tahoe, he actually drove a pickup truck. That made me smile—a boy from Tennessee owning a truck. He sounded like a guy in one of the songs I wrote. We drove for about an hour to a gorgeous hilly area with a mixture of fields and trees. Sawyer parked and led me to a beautiful spot underneath a gigantic willow tree that cascaded down toward the ground. It looked like its own natural fort. It was a beautiful spot for something that meant so much to him.


  Sawyer appeared to be pretty choked up but smiled as he placed the daisies near the headstone baring his grandma’s name. We sat in the afternoon sun and ate lemon cake, and he told me stories of her from his childhood. We laughed and shed a few tears. He was very blessed to be raised by such wonderful people, despite the circumstances of how it all came to be.


  I gave him a few minutes alone before we left, and although his eyes were moist when he returned to the truck, he looked fulfilled.


  “Thank you for today,” he said sincerely as we made the drive back to the cabin. “It meant more to me than you’ll ever realize. I never imagined having to spend this day without her, so I’m very grateful for your company. It makes it easier.” He reached over and grabbed my hand, and I held it in my lap.


  I stared out the window on the way back, truly thankful that Sawyer had entered into my life. Moments like this, when it mattered so much to have someone there for you, were what life was all about. Sawyer had certainly been there for me when it mattered most, and it felt so good to be able to do the same for him. So much of life is about merely showing up, being present for someone, not because your presence changes the outcome or result of what has already happened, but because being there is enough to get them through it.


  We eventually reached the stunning tree-lined drive leading to the cabin, and both of us were surprised to see a car other than my own parked in the driveway. Sawyer parked the truck, and I saw a woman sitting on the hood of her car, staring down at her hands.


  We climbed out of the truck, and the woman turned to face us. Although he looked confused at first, all of the color drained from Sawyer’s face as she spoke.


  “Hi, honey,” she said softly, staring back at him.


  Sawyer looked like he’d seen a ghost and couldn’t speak. I held my hand out awkwardly, hoping an introduction would help.


  “Hi, I’m Whitley.”


  She gently grabbed my hand and gave it a light shake.


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Sawyer’s mom, Audrey.”



  
Chapter 20
  “I’m sorry, what?” I asked for clarification. I wasn’t trying to be rude by any means, but this wasn’t making sense.


  “What are you doing here?” Sawyer asked sternly. The tone of his voice sounded more like anger than confusion.


  “She’s not dead?” I said stupidly, unable to process my thoughts before they fell from my mouth. My head was spinning.


  “That’s the story you tell people?” she asked, confused by my words. I looked back and forth between her and Sawyer, hoping for some kind of explanation.


  “Whitley, I think we need a minute,” Sawyer said firmly. He seemed quite agitated.


  “What is going on?” I questioned, not ready to be brushed off so quickly. This made no sense.


  “Whit, please. Just . . . go for a drive or something.” He held out his keys, but I refused to take them.


  “Go for a drive?” I scoffed. Clearly there was so much more he wasn’t telling me. My nerves were on fire. He had made it very clear when we met that he’d lost his parents when he was a child. We bonded over that. I was heartbroken for him and felt such a strong connection when we talked about it while I thought I was losing a parent of my own. If his grandparents raised him, who was this woman?


  “Happy birthday, Sawyer. That’s really all I wanted to tell you,” she said with sadness in her voice.


  These words seemed jumbled to me. None of it was adding up.


  “I thought it was your grandma’s birthday today,” I said snidely toward him, still waiting for some kind of explanation for all of this.


  “She was the only person who ever got me through this day, year after year.” He sighed, still looking irritated. “She’s the one who deserves the celebration.”


  “Sawyer, what’s going on?”


  “Whit.” He shook his head. “Just give me a minute.”


  “Is it your birthday today?” I asked directly.


  His nod confirmed it, and he looked defeated.


  “Is this your mother?”


  “Yes,” he replied softly. “But it’s not . . .” His voice trailed off. “Whit, just let me . . . I just . . .”


  “I’ll take that drive now,” I chided, walking past him. I grabbed the keys out of his hand and walked straight to the entrance of the cabin. I unlocked the front door then quickly threw my stuff into my overnight bag. Sawyer followed right behind me.


  “Whit, we need to talk, I know,” he said in a frustrated voice.


  “What have we been doing for the last two months?” I shrieked. “We spend endless nights together talking, Sawyer. You just asked me to move in with you, like, six hours ago. Weren’t we talking then?” My anger was seething out of me. I tossed my bag over my shoulder, grabbed my car keys, and headed for the front door.


  “Just give me a minute, Whit. Please.” Sawyer’s mom stared at us from the driveway, not saying a word. He wasn’t denying anything, but he wasn’t providing any kind of explanation either.


  “Sawyer, we’ve had intimate conversations about your family. We spent the afternoon celebrating someone else when it’s really your birthday, and you never said a thing about it? You said you lost your parents in a car accident. Yet this woman here, your mother, doesn’t seem so lost, given the fact she’s at your house.” I hadn’t intended to raise my voice, but my emotions made it impossible for me to control myself. “Your story seems a bit fabricated, unless I misheard you.”


  “I did lose my parents in a car accident, Whitley,” he said quietly, shaking his head. “I lost my dad immediately from the blunt force head trauma he sustained when he went through the windshield. I lost my mother that day as well. She went to jail for it.”


  My head was spinning.


  “You didn’t tell her what happened?” Sawyer’s mom asked. So nice of you to join this extremely jacked-up conversation now.


  “Half of it,” he said quietly. “I just thought maybe . . .”


  “That you could satisfy me with half the truth?” I cut him off. “What a brilliant ending to all of this. All along you’ve been giving me speeches about honestly and truth, and here you are, giving me half of it. Half of you. Why did you do it? It doesn’t make any sense. Half the truth is still half a lie, Sawyer. You’ve been lying to me since the day I met you? What’s the point of that? I should go.”


  “Twenty years ago today, it was my sixth birthday,” he began, not giving me any other choice but to hear him out. He held open my car door so I couldn’t close it. “I stayed the weekend at my grandparents’, like I did most weekends while my parents went out to do whatever they were doing. I was just a six-year-old boy, sitting alone at my own birthday party, waiting for my parents to come. My grandma had the table all set with festive plates and football cutouts everywhere, and I sat there by myself for two hours, wearing a red birthday hat, waiting for them to come. My grandma tried to distract me from waiting by talking about traffic and making excuses for their absence. I didn’t even understand the concept of traffic. I was just a kid. All I cared about was them walking in to celebrate me. But they never came. Instead two police officers showed up at the front door hours later. I overheard them explain that my parents were in a car accident. My alcoholic mother was driving at the time, and she collided with a semi and two other cars. My dad died instantly, as did someone in one of the other vehicles she struck. My parents never made it home to celebrate their son. Instead they were reckless, and my mom killed two people. And I just sat there, in that stupid red birthday hat, waiting for someone to show up and love me.”


  Tears slowly slid down Sawyer’s cheeks, and my eyes matched his. I imagined him as a kid, sitting at a table, waiting for his mom and dad—two people who would never again come home to celebrate this boy. This version of his story somehow seemed so much more tragic than what I’d first believed.


  “I didn’t see her after that,” he continued. “She was sentenced to forty years, and I was sentenced to a lifetime of being told to forgive someone who’d ended everything a six-year-old boy loved. It completely broke me.”


  “Sawyer, why didn’t you just tell me all of that? From the beginning?” I searched his face for an answer.


  “Because I realized pretty quickly it was better to pretend like it didn’t happen that way. I got tired of people telling me how to feel about it. No one has the right to tell you how you get to react or grieve something of that magnitude. Yet everyone did anyway. It was maddening. Everyone thought their advice could ‘fix’ me, but it only made me feel worse. I even felt guilty about it, like my parents racing to see me could’ve been the reason they were driving too fast. I hated that it was my birthday. If they didn’t have somewhere to be, they could’ve just stayed wherever they were, and the whole thing never would’ve happened. It was too big for me to handle as a scared little boy. The only way I could shut it off was to bury it. Or at the very least to see it a little bit differently. So I stopped explaining it to people. If I simply said I lost my parents, I realized I didn’t have to answer too many more questions.”


  “I can’t even begin to imagine what you experienced, Sawyer,” I said sympathetically. “But I still don’t understand why you kept that from me. Everything else about what you led me to believe made sense. You grieving their loss and wanting to follow in your father’s footsteps as a doctor and all that. This experience obviously shaped you in a major way. I don’t know how you can pretend like half of it didn’t happen.”


  “Ray wasn’t a doctor,” his mom interjected, as if she was going to save this conversation. “He worked at the mill with me. As much as Sawyer wants to blame me for what happened, Ray had his own demons. We were all a little bit broken. Maybe everyone is a little bit broken.”


  Sawyer clenched his fists, and he looked angrier than I’d ever seen him before. “You need to leave,” he told his mom through gritted teeth. “You weren’t invited here, and you aren’t welcome.”


  “It was a long time ago, Sawyer.” She shook her head. “I think it’s about time we move on from this. We need to talk about it.”


  “I have nothing to say to you,” he sneered. “Everything I had, you ruined. I wasn’t broken before that day, not me—maybe you and Dad were, but I was just a six-year-old boy waiting to make a wish on a cake. You are the one who broke me. And now you’re doing it all over again by coming back here. I have fought for years to have a normal life in spite of you,” he continued with a steady voice. “My grandparents gave me that. Now they’re gone, and I’m just a boy, who’s alone, waiting for someone to make me feel like I matter on my birthday. Someone finally came into my life who matters, and here you are, breaking me.”


  His expression was full of sadness, and I wasn’t sure how to help him when I myself was struggling to figure all of this out. I felt like a distraction from the real issue in front of him. Maybe he needed some time with his mom to talk about it. I imagined it wouldn’t be a pretty scene, but it seemed necessary. “Sawyer, maybe you should be left alone to talk this out,” I suggested, unsure of how else to remedy the situation. This conversation was so much bigger than me at this point.


  “I’m not letting you leave,” he said sternly. “Not like this.”


  “I feel like I don’t even know you,” I replied as tears rolled down my face. “This version of you—I don’t recognize you. You have so much more heartache than I ever knew, and I don’t want to abandon you in the midst of that. That’s not what I’m doing. But it seems like you have a lot to deal with right now. You’ve lied to me since the moment we met, and even if you have a justifiable reason for doing that, I still feel hurt by it. And confused. I don’t know what to do with that. I don’t even know what’s true anymore.”


  “I’m sorry, Whit. I truly am. But you do know me,” he said softly. “I’ve never let myself get this close to anyone before. The rest of me, everything you’ve seen of me, Whit—it’s all true. You know me,” he said again. “How I feel about you—that’s all completely true.”


  “You told me you wanted to be a doctor because your dad was.” I shook my head. “She said he worked at a mill. Why would I care if he wasn’t a doctor, Sawyer? Why would you even make that up? What kind of girl would change her feelings for you based on something like that, if you’d just told the truth? Honestly I feel like I don’t know you at all. Or maybe you just don’t know me. It wouldn’t have changed how I felt about you. But the lying? That changes things.”


  “I’m a mess, Whit. That’s all I know to say.”


  “That’s not an excuse, Sawyer,” I shot back, referencing our conversation from the night he almost gave up on me after the bonfire. “You said so yourself, remember? You told me there are only two options: feisty or afraid. But I don’t even know what you’re afraid of. There’s no one here judging you. I wouldn’t have felt any different about you if you’d told me the truth. But I feel different now. Lying to me, Sawyer—that’s not okay. It really bothers me.”


  “I’m a coward, Whit,” he said solemnly, choking back tears. “I know that. There’s so much more to say.” He was still reaching out to prevent me from closing my car door. “I’ll tell you everything. Stay, and I’ll tell you. All of it.”


  “We seem pretty far past that, Sawyer. Now you’re just doing it because you’re being forced into it, and I hate it. In my absolute weakest moments, I trusted you. You said all the right things. You made me believe you knew what I felt, but none of this feels like the same thing. I will never know what your truth looks like now, because I don’t know how to believe what you say. Your entire story was a lie. Something is very wrong with that. That’s not normal.”


  “Dang it, I know that,” he muttered, clenching his fists again. “I’m completely screwed up, Whit. In an epic way. I know that.”


  “Is that what drew you to me? You saw me falling apart and thought, hey, there’s a girl who’s so messed up maybe she won’t even notice my problems. Is that what you thought?”


  “Not at all.” He sighed. “I saw you and . . .”


  My phone rang from the passenger seat, and as I glanced over at it, I noticed I had missed a few calls from my parents’ number. Apparently I hadn’t been paying much attention to anything else during this heated conversation.


  “Whitley, I saw you, and I . . .” He was cut off again by the sound of my phone alerting me to a new text.


  I glanced over at it, completely unprepared for the words I read.


  My father’s heart had stopped.



  
Chapter 21
  “You’re answering your phone right now?” Sawyer asked, sounding a little miffed that I would do such a thing in the middle of an important conversation.


  I held the phone in my hands as heavier tears ran down my cheeks. My fingers were shaking, and my body felt numb.


  “I have to go,” I said quietly, brushing back my tears with my hands. I wasn’t sure how I was going to drive away from here. My body felt robotic, like I was outside of it, willing it to move.


  “Whitley, we can fix this. Please.”


  Another text came through from Warren, explaining my dad was being taken in for a heart transplant. They were trying to keep him alive long enough to make that happen. My soul felt crushed. “I have somewhere else to be,” I stammered, still trying to hold back the sobs, though I was unsuccessful. “Sawyer, my dad . . . His heart . . .” I held my phone toward him and collapsed into my seat, covering my head with my arms. I so badly wanted to wish all of this away—this entire day. Yet here I was, in the midst of one heartbreak, just to find myself drowning in something so much worse.


  I’m not sure how much time passed while I sat like that, sobbing into my shirt. I couldn’t move. I wanted to call my family, but I knew I couldn’t speak. I wanted to drive away from the cabin to process this somewhere else, but I didn’t have the strength. And I so badly wanted to scream into the wind for anyone or no one to hear, but instead I was around someone who felt like a stranger at the moment. I wanted to be with my family, with Brie—someone who could connect with me during this. I felt lost with Sawyer now, and I knew I needed to move on, at least for the time being.


  I finally lifted my head to find Sawyer in the seat next to me, his arms firmly wrapped around me. His eyes were flooded with tears of his own, though I had no idea who he was grieving for now. He released his hold on me as I sat up.


  I called my brother. His voice was full of emotion, and it hurt so much more to share in this news with another person who loved my father the way I did. Everything seemed up in the air, and I could hear chaos and questions in the background. Warren didn’t explain much—just that my dad’s heart had stopped while he was resting, and although the external defibrillator did its job, it wasn’t enough to singlehandedly keep him alive without further intervention. His heart couldn’t take much more. Without a new one, that would be it.


  Naturally the first person I thought of was my mom. I imagined she was in pieces, wondering if the doctors could save him. Warren confirmed a brief breakdown, yet immediately following that she pressed on to keep everyone informed and had already booked me on a flight leaving Nashville in two hours. I still couldn’t read her. I thought maybe earlier, when we first thought we were losing him, that she was just in denial about the whole thing. But now, even with the reality that he may not recover from this, she got down on her knees and prayed, then got right back up to lift up other people who couldn’t keep it together. I knew I would never have her strength. I fell apart over far less. Yet here she was, possibly losing the love of her life, and she was orchestrating travel plans and keeping everyone informed as best she could.


  “Let me at least drive you to the airport,” Sawyer offered, brushing the hair back from my eyes. He looked like a stranger now. I couldn’t read his eyes like I used to. I knew there was so much more left to say between us, but it felt insignificant now.


  “I’ll take a cab,” I stated though my tears, trying to muster up the kind of strength my mom had, even if I was just faking it for the time being. “I’ll send someone to get my car here when I can.” I scrolled through my phone, arranging for a pickup to the airport. I had only a few changes of clothes in my small duffel bag, but it didn’t matter. There was no point stopping by my crappy apartment before leaving.


  I called Brie right away, and as she broke down at the news. I cried even harder. As we spoke, I could see Sawyer talking to his mom. Minutes later she drove away, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. In the moment, I couldn’t feel anything, though I wasn’t sure how much was an actual loss of feeling toward Sawyer over everything that had just happened or the real pain I was feeling now over my father. I didn’t care about anything else at the moment.


  Within a few minutes, a silver SUV pulled into the drive. I knew it was my ride.


  “Please, Whit, let me go with you. I don’t want you to be alone right now,” Sawyer pleaded.


  “I felt alone twenty minutes ago before I got this news about my dad,” I said honestly. I wasn’t trying to intentionally hurt him, but this was all too much for me. “Maybe your mom was right. Maybe we are all a little bit broken. But it’s about what you do with it, Sawyer. You can pretend it doesn’t exist. I guess if that’s what gets you through it, then that becomes your truth. But for me, this isn’t how I love—keeping things from people I care about. My family, Sawyer—they love big. It’s real, and it’s honest, and it means something. My dad made a promise when I was a little girl that he would love me forever, and he kept it. That’s a big deal. No one does that anymore. Everyone is too broken to just simply love someone or mean what they say. I hate that. I don’t know how ‘words’ became so trivial to people. I don’t know when they lost their power or meaning. Words are everything to me, Sawyer. They exhale out of me with every breath. That’s why I write. Words are the most powerful thing I can feel. And all I feel now is weak and broken.”


  I climbed into the SUV, offering Sawyer a half wave goodbye. I thought for a brief moment of the first night I saw him in the park. He had made fun of my exit—my half wave—before I walked away from him. Yet I didn’t have any more to give him now. I felt like we were back there, not knowing much about each other, leaving each other with impersonal, awkward gestures.


  His eyes were heavy as the SUV backed out of the driveway. He ran his fingers through his hair and looked empty, unsure of what to do. I felt selfish for leaving him in the midst of his own crisis—something big that affected him a great deal. But at the same time, my grief was just beginning. It felt light years away from the grief he’d been ignoring for the past twenty years.


  Within an hour the SUV arrived at the airport. Forty minutes later I was sitting on a plane, unsure of how my meltdown was going to play out while airborne. I had moments where deep sobs were the only thing I knew to do. Occasionally I could let out a combination laugh and cry. I tried thinking of happy, funny memories of my father, but the realization that those things might come to a dark, final end—that’s when the tears started back up. The three vodka tonics I ordered didn’t seem to be helping.


  It was pitch-black by the time the plane touched down in Mountain Ridge. My brother was waiting for me by the exit doors. I was grateful to see him.


  “How’s she doing?” I questioned as he wrapped me in a big hug.


  “She’s handling this way better than anyone else,” he confirmed, releasing me and walking me to his car parked out in the front lot. “Are you really surprised to hear that?”


  “Not at all.” I shook my head.


  Warren gave me a few more details as we made the drive home from the airport . Despite the success of his surgery, his heart was just too weak to recover. The heart transplant was the only chance he had now, and that still wasn’t a certainty. If that didn’t work, that was it—there were no other options. He would become a memory, and I couldn’t fathom what that would do to me.


  I thought of the time I’d spent with my dad when I was last in town. It was full of the sorrow of saying goodbye to him and preparing for the worst, but it was also so much more. We bonded throughout those two weeks, and my family was closer because of it. It was bittersweet to be back in this position again, with the possibility of not saying goodbye after all. We were somehow prepared for it in many ways, yet I still felt blindsided by it all at the same time.


  As we walked into the house, we were greeted by many family members. I got warm, squishy kisses from my grandmas all over again, and I was thrilled to see that Grandma Sally had kept her new blonde hair. Casseroles were pouring in from neighbors, and phone calls were repetitive as we rehashed the news to anyone who may have not have heard it.


  People filtered out around eleven, and Warren and I finally had some time alone with our mom.


  “How are you really holding up?” I asked as we sat around the dining room table.


  “I still have some flights to book in the morning, and I have a bunch of paperwork to file tomorrow,” she said calmly. “The doctors are making arrangements with his surgeon to get him to a transplant center, and there are a few options to figure out there. I’ll need to make some additional calls and handle a few more things—”


  “Mom,” I cut her off. “How are you? I’m not asking what else needs to be done. I want to make sure you’re okay.”


  Tears streamed down her face, and I knew she needed this silence around us. She had no time to fall apart in crowded rooms or when there were task lists to make. But now, comforted by just the two of us, it needed to happen.


  We sat there for at least an hour, crying and talking. We recounted happy stories and shared our heartbreak. It was interesting how well those things went hand in hand. We were happy and full of smiles when talking about my father, but the tears that fell simultaneously couldn’t be stopped. There was just too much to feel, and no better time to get it all out than with the three of us together.


  Around one in the morning, Warren pulled out the orange sherbet. We clinked our spoons together and dug in. We shared more memories in the midst of our heartache, and it felt right in the weirdest of ways. Anyone looking in on us from the outside wouldn’t have understood it. But we did, and that’s all that mattered. Whatever was going to happen, we would get through it together.


  The next day was a whirlwind. More family came by, more casseroles were delivered, and my mom rushed around trying to handle it all. They locked down the details for a transplant center just an hour away over the California border, and there was the possibility of an available heart in that vicinity within the next twenty-four to seventy-two hours. That was the most difficult fact for us to deal with—the idea that another family had to lose someone for us to have even the slightest chance of saving our own loved one. It felt wrong on so many levels, yet that was the only grasp at hope we had. The more I thought about it, the crueler life felt. It seemed impossible to wrap my head around any kind of celebration knowing someone else was grieving, but yet deep down I still wanted it desperately. We learned that the donor had been involved in a motorcycle crash the day before. The prognosis for the victim was not good, and odds were likely they wouldn’t make it. My mom immediately went to her knees, and I so badly wanted to know the words she prayed. I wasn’t sure what to even ask for. I wanted any chance at a miracle for my father, but not at the expense of someone else having to feel the exact thing I would be going through if it didn’t happen. It ate at me, and I so badly wanted to think of anything else.


  We were able to see my father briefly at the hospital, but he was asleep, full of tubes and machines. I wasn’t sure he could hear us. I still squeezed his hand and whispered the most sincere I love you anyone has ever uttered, and we were ushered out of the hospital. I felt completely drained.


  Later that afternoon, after spending more time with our extended family as we waited for news, Warren asked if I wanted to go for a drive to get a break from the sadness in the room. There wasn’t much left we could do at this point. The hospital wasn’t allowing any more visitors for the time being, as they were preparing my dad for surgery. There was a very narrow time frame for transplants, so they were doing all they could to be ready if the call came. We likely wouldn’t be able to see him again until the surgery was over.


  “I think getting out of the house sounds good,” I admitted. I welcomed the distraction. All the waiting was the worst of it. It felt pointless and made us all feel helpless, and I hated that.


  We climbed into my parents’ SUV and headed west.


  “So where’s the Uber driver?” he asked casually as we drove around the lake with the windows down. The warm sunshine felt good on my skin. “I wasn’t sure if he was coming with you this time.”


  “That’s a story in itself.” I sighed, unsure of how much of a recap I wanted to give to my brother. Sawyer had called a couple of times the night before, but I couldn’t answer. It wasn’t the right time. I was disappointed he didn’t leave any messages though. I wanted to hear his voice. Even then, I wasn’t sure what to do. He had a lot to work through. And now, I wasn’t sure what mountains I had to overcome myself.


  “It’s already over?” He pried for more information. “That’s a bummer. I actually kind of liked that one.”


  “So did I,” I murmured. “It just got . . . complicated. Like everything in life I guess. Do you ever wonder if it’s possible to really truly know someone?”


  “I know everything about you, don’t I?” he countered with a raised brow. “You’re adventurous but constantly second-guessing yourself. You’re loud, but somehow you beg to sit in silence to write every chance you get. You have an awesome brother. You like uncomfortable shoes for some reason. You’ll never be as funny as me no matter how hard you try. That’s at least the gist of you.” I playfully punched his arm. “It’s impossible to know everything about someone, Whit,” he continued. “Look at Mom and Dad. They’ve been married for a quarter of a century, and it just recently came out that Mom rode a motorcycle in college.”


  “Our mom rode a motorcycle?” I gasped in complete shock. “She’s like . . .a mom. She has no business on a motorized anything. She’s too cautious for that. How are we just learning this now?”


  “I guess some guy she dated before Dad had a bike. Sometimes when she couldn’t afford gas, she would take his motorcycle to campus instead.”


  “Warren, stop talking. That’s too weird.” I giggled. “I cannot picture her on a motorcycle. Or even with a different guy.” We laughed together, and I imagined he was picturing the same awkward, uncoordinated image I was. My mother seriously had no business on a motorcycle.


  “That’s what makes it interesting I think,” Warren said thoughtfully. “If you can be around someone all that time and still learn more about them, I think that’s actually kind of fascinating. Where’s the fun in knowing everything?”


  “I get that to some degree, but some things should be shared up front.” I shook my head. “Sawyer would’ve made things a lot easier if he was just honest with me from the beginning. There was so much I didn’t know about him. Big stuff . . . important stuff. Then it all came out at once, by accident. Some of the fundamental things I thought I knew about him weren’t even true. That bothers me. It’s one thing to not know them—the ‘mystery’ of getting to know someone and all that. But Sawyer misled me on purpose. There’s a difference.”


  “We’re all just trying to be better versions of ourselves, Whit. You’re no different. You hide behind your insecurities in your own way. I hear how everyone talks about you. You come back home, and everyone thinks you’re some big-time Nashville star, living some kind of TV life. I run into your old high school friends out at the bars, and they’re gushing at how successful you are, talking about the pictures you post all over social media with ‘Kip,’ going on and on about the events you attend and the celebrities you hang with. But really you’re moaning to Mom about spreadsheets because you can’t afford a plane ticket. I even saw you put on the spot, letting all our aunts and uncles and our parents’ friends think you’re hot trash in Tennessee, and you didn’t correct them. We all get caught up in that cycle, Whit—letting people believe what they want to believe.”


  “That’s different.” I didn’t want to admit he had a tiny, very small, miniscule point.


  “Is it? I mean, sure, maybe you weren’t actually lying, but you let them think what they wanted. You never exactly tell the world up front that you’re poor and still somewhat unsuccessful.”


  “I told Sawyer that immediately,” I said sheepishly, staring back out the window. “I actually was honest with him about my failures, and look where that got me. He made up his own story anyway, despite my honesty. What’s the point?”


  “Ultimately he cares about you, right? So maybe you should cut him a break. What’s one of the things Mom has said repeatedly to us throughout our lives? Forgiveness isn’t for the other person, it’s for you. You know that lesson, Whit. Maybe you should ease up on him a bit. I’m not saying what he did is right or wrong, but we all have our reasons.”


  “Warren, this is a weird conversation,” I snickered, trying to lighten the mood. “I am not involving you in my love life.”


  “It’s too late.” He shrugged with a stupid grin on his face. “He’s already made me an accomplice.”


  “What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes as Warren pulled the SUV off the main road and into the parking lot for Moonshine Park. “What are we doing here?”


  “He called me,” Warren explained, “and he told me what happened. He cares about you, Whit. I can tell. I’m not telling you what to do. I know it’s none of my business. But as your little brother, and with you living so far away from us, I like the feeling of someone good watching out for you. Maybe just hear him out. He’s not perfect, Whit, obviously. No one is. All this stuff we’re going through with Dad—not one single person has come through here with any grievances about the small stuff. Not one. That’s not what actually matters at the end.”


  “I know,” I said softly. “I just wish everything in this life was easier.” I looked out the window at the few other cars parked in the lot. A familiar boy, one I’d stared at so many times over the past couple of months, hopeful he would be the last one I would ever lie with under the summer sky, climbed out of an ugly gold Ford Taurus. He turned toward our SUV. “Warren, what’s going on?” I asked, in shock my brother had anything to do with this.


  “I know as your annoying little brother I piss you off a lot, but I love you anyway. And the fact that this guy called me, wanting my help to fix this—I think that means something. Just hear him out. Give him a chance. If it goes south, call me, and I’ll pick you right back up. We’ll go do shots of Jaeger until you puke, and we’ll never speak his name again.”


  “That was as good a pep talk as Brie would’ve given me.” I giggled.


  “I actually called her to get her advice on all this,” Warren admitted with a sly smile. “She agreed with me, so get out of the car.”


  I looked up to see Sawyer leaning against his ugly rental car. His hands were tucked into his dark jeans. He looked casual in a white T-shirt with blue sleeves, and he was wearing my favorite baseball hat, the one he’d worn around the cabin when we spent our days falling in love under the summer sun.


  I climbed out of the SUV, and of course my brother wasted no time in peeling out of the parking lot. At least I knew I could walk home from here if I needed to.


  “His name was Walter Wright,” Sawyer stated as I approached him.


  “What?” Those were not the first words I expected out of his mouth. He led me over to the bench we’d sat on before, the one overlooking the water. I appreciated the nostalgia of the spot, but it also felt like he was preying on my weakness.


  “When I said the old man was a doctor, I wasn’t talking about my father. His name was Walter Wright, and he was a doctor—more specifically a pediatric endocrinologist,” he explained. “He’s the other man who died in the car accident. He was fifty-eight years old. No wife and no children, as he was ‘married to his job,’ according to his colleagues. I read his name in the paper. My grandparents tried to shield me from any news about the accident, and certainly from the court hearings and such. But for my grandpa, of course, that newspaper came every day. He would give the comics to me while he read the boring stuff. Then he would go fishing, and I would sneak the paper away and scour it for information. I read an article about Walter, a local hometown hero who not only cared about children but also was involved in the community, raising money for charities and such. His name stuck in my head, and it ate a hole in me. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I obviously grieved the loss of my father, but I also somehow grieved for this other man too, even though I’d never met him.”


  Sawyer’s voice was choked up as he spoke. I watched his face. His eyes were full of emotion.


  “My grandparents’ church had a rummage sale shortly after I moved in with them after the accident,” he continued. “I saw this row of books—medical journals, stuff like that. Big, thick, boring-looking books that shouldn’t interest a six-year-old. I opened one just because I was fascinated by the sheer size of it, and right away I noticed an inscription on the inside. It was written to Walter Wright, and his name clicked immediately. The older woman behind the table saw my interest in them. She told me if I wanted them, I could have them all for free. She told me Walter would’ve wanted them to go to a young boy who had the potential to change the world. It was the first time anyone had ever said something like that to me. I’ll never forget that moment. My grandparents agreed to let me take the books home. I poured everything into reading them. That part of the story I told you was completely true—I read them all, one by one. I mean, for a while I just skimmed them, looking for words I knew, stuff like that. But as I got older, I actually read them all, front to back.”


  “So that’s why you wanted to become a doctor,” I stated quietly, still staring at his face.


  “Not because I was fascinated by the words in them,” he explained. “Honestly I just felt guilty. I felt like I had some sad, significant role in his story—the fact that he was no longer here, doing good, helping people, saving people. I felt like I played a part in taking that away from him because of what my mother did. I was this tormented six-year-old child, holding the weight of the world on my shoulders. It got worse as I got older, and I had so much guilt I thought it was going to swallow me whole. Actually I wished it would. I wished I would never have a birthday again, I wished I would never see my mom again, and I wished to become something bigger than my own story. I found a handwritten note in one of his books, and I kept it in a box on my nightstand. Our past does not make us who we are. At first the note had no meaning to me. But then as I got older, I learned Walter himself had a rough life before he became a doctor. As I dealt with my guilt and my anger, it was all I could hold on to—the chance of not being defined by the shame I felt over my mother, the depression and sadness I felt over my father, the heavy guilt I had for a man I never knew. That was it. I shut it all off. I decided my past had nothing to do with who I would become. All I wanted was to replace some man I never knew, as if that would right all the wrongs in my life. So I changed my story. I wanted to pretend I had potential, just like that woman said, so I could be worthy of those books.”


  Sawyer looked down at me, and I stared back at him. There was so much sadness in his eyes, but it made sense to me. His issues were much bigger than just a distressed child making up a lie to appease other kids.


  “I guess I’ve lied about it so long, I almost believed it,” he said quietly. “It all came out to you the same way it had so many times before. My entire life, people asked me questions about why I was raised by my grandparents. As a child the real truth tormented me, so I simplified it. The gist of it was the same—losing my parents, being inspired to go into pediatrics. But the details were too personal for me. If I only let out half the truth, I didn’t have to give up anymore. I know that doesn’t make it right, but that’s the only way I got through it.”


  “You were going to keep that up forever?”


  “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “When we first met, I wasn’t looking that far ahead. That was just my stock answer, the one I gave everyone, so I didn’t think much about it. I just wanted to help you in that moment when I realized what you were going through. Then we started spending more time together. It weighed on me; don’t get me wrong. The way you instantly told me the truth about your frustrations and shortcomings—I was instantly fascinated by you. I guess I’d felt so far away from the truth for so long, that was the first time I realized how much I missed it.”


  “I’m cautious about people, Sawyer,” I began, unsure of what to think or feel. His explanation made sense to me, as much as I could understand it anyway as an outsider. But to become so close to someone, just to realize their ability to lie straight to my face—it was still troubling to me on some level. “I hate this. I hate that we started off like this. The beginning is supposed to be the easy part. If we can’t even get that right, I don’t know where to go from here.”


  “Whit, please,” he said, full of emotion. He reached out to put an arm around me.


  “Sawyer, this is bad timing,” I replied, shaking my head. “This has all been bad timing. I feel like we just need to start over. Some other place. Some other time. I don’t know.”


  “I can’t wait for you,” he said matter-of-factly. His words confused me. Was a clock ticking? I stood up from the bench.


  “I’m not asking you to wait for me, Sawyer. You wouldn’t be the first guy to let me down, you know. I’ve never suspected I’m worth waiting for, so you’re off the hook there.” A slow tear slid down my cheek, and it only made me angry. I felt like I couldn’t have a conversation with him here. Being home, around my family, at my favorite spot—it all made me feel emotional and weak. I’d crumbled in front of him so many times, it was exhausting. “You once told me to break, Sawyer. So here it is. I’m continuously breaking. But this time I’d like to do it alone.”


  I offered him a weak shrug, then turned to walk home. I couldn’t decide if I felt brave just now, standing up for myself, or like half a person, walking away from someone who made me feel whole for the first time.


  “I mean, I won’t wait for you,” he added firmly.


  “So don’t.”



  
Chapter 22
  “This isn’t coming out right,” he said in frustration. “Don’t walk away. I’m trying to say that I can’t just let time pass without doing something to make this better. It has to happen now. I’m not letting us fall apart over this. We can’t just wait for it to get better, Whit. We have to make it better. Now.”


  “Why did you come here? Honestly, why?”


  “Because I know I have to fight for you, Whit. I am fighting for us. You don’t get to decide you’re not worth fighting for. You justify it like you’re not worth it just because nobody’s done it before. But I am here. And I am not leaving without a fight. Just because someone else was stupid enough to give you up, Whit, don’t put that on me. I’m not that guy. I will fight for you until you’re the one walking away, and even then I will fight until you’re certain you are better off without me. But I swear to you, I will do whatever it takes to be the guy you want fighting for you.”


  Slow tears continued to fall from my eyes.


  “I came because I’m trying to save this, whatever that looks like,” Sawyer said, waving his arms and raising his voice. “Because before you I never had anything to fight for. I never poured myself into anyone, because I was afraid. You’re right: I’ve been a coward my whole life. All my guilt and shame—I buried it, but it was still there. But through you I’ve realized how to love someone again, Whit. I can’t even begin to explain to you what a big deal that is. That’s not your burden, I know. It’s mine. But you are worth fighting for. Please. I won’t wait for things to change for us. I’ve been a passenger my whole life, waiting for something in me to change, but it never happened. All the therapy I went through, all of the lessons on forgiveness, everyone’s wise words about letting go of my hurt and anger . . . none of that changed me. Not until I met you. So I’m not waiting for change anymore. I will make it happen myself. I’m not letting you walk away from me like this. We’ll fix it together.”


  He wrapped his arms tightly around me, and I cried into his chest.


  “I’m not giving up on this, Whit. I messed up, and I know that. I’m truly sorry. I’ve made promises to you too, and I haven’t broken a single one—and I’m never going to. Everything I’ve promised you is going to happen. You and me, wrapped in blankets under a clear sky every chance we get, or by the fire when the seasons change . . . canopies under the stars, the boathouse with a hammock for you . . . You and me together. What’s the one thing you told me you wanted in life?”


  “Simplicity,” I said quietly. “Something along those lines.”


  “You specifically told me all you wanted in the world was a beautiful place to just sit and write, away from the chaos of the rest of the world. I am going to build you that place, Whit. The life you want. I can give you that. And in doing so you’ll get all of me—the truth, however ugly it is. But you have to have faith in me. I’m broken, obviously, but I will spend the rest of my days trying to become whole for you, Whit. I promise you that.”


  “I don’t care about your past, Sawyer. I don’t care what your parents did for a living or who raised you. I mean, that stuff is important to learn more about who you are, but the logistics don’t change my opinion of you. It was the fact that you were learning every flaw I had while hiding your own. I’m not afraid to be vulnerable around you. You’ve seen me at my absolute worst. You’re still here. So why on earth did you think it would be any different for me?”


  “I never thought I deserved to be forgiven for everything I went through,” he said softly, as slow tears rolled down his face. “But you, the way you are with your family, your mom’s faith and calm, and the love your dad has for you—that’s all I’ve been searching for my whole life. I saw that in you, and I just . . . I froze. I didn’t know that kind of life. But I do now, and I’m not letting go of it.” He tilted my face toward him and brushed my hair back. “All that is going on right now with your family and my family—imagine getting through it together.”


  “You’re the only reason I made it through this last time,” I said sincerely, truly thankful he’d never given up on me.


  “We both have a lot to go through, Whit, on different levels. With my mom in the picture now, I don’t even know what to do with that. I’ve spent the last twenty years forgetting her, but now, watching you love your family like you do, I can’t help but wonder if I need to forgive her somehow. I mean, I know that won’t happen overnight, but maybe, with you, I can figure out how to do that.”


  “I don’t have all the answers,” I said honestly. “I can’t imagine how to deal with something like that, but you can’t just bury it. You have to heal from it somehow. Whether that looks like forgiveness or not, I don’t know. Maybe it’s just time. Conversation.”


  “I’m not afraid to face it anymore, Whit. That’s my point,” he explained. “I have no more secrets. It’s like this huge weight is finally off my chest, and I can breathe again. You made me realize this feeling of freedom is worth fighting for. You, Whit, are everything worth fighting for.”


  I looked into his eyes and saw everything he was feeling. That look of wanting something so badly—this was it, and I imagined my eyes mirrored his.


  “Look, I don’t have much. I know that. Just an old cabin that needs some work, a sad dog with a lot of health problems, and a whole lot more school to get through, which will be grueling,” he admitted. “On paper I know I’m not exactly a catch.”


  “Is this the part where you tell me you also owe three hundred thousand dollars in student loans, and you need my help with spreadsheets?” I said lightheartedly, trying to soften the conversation.


  “Actually, that’s one other thing I haven’t told you.” He paused, smiling at me. “I actually received a pretty sizable scholarship for med school. I was picked up for a full ride through a fund that was set up many years ago. It was the WW Scholarship Foundation, and I didn’t put it together at the time I was chosen. I had sent out so many letters and applications looking for help anywhere I could get it. I knew my grandparents weren’t going to be able to afford tuition. When I accepted the scholarship, an older woman presented it to me, and I recognized her immediately. It was the same woman who’d told a little boy he had potential to change the world.”


  “Walter’s mom,” I whispered, figuring it out.


  “Apparently she knew who I was, even as a young boy. She knew everything that had happened. My name wasn’t lost on her when she read my application all those years later. She handed me an envelope with the scholarship details, and inside there was a note. It simply read, Walter would be proud of all you’ve accomplished. That note burned like a fire through me, and I knew with absolute certainty that was the path that was chosen for me. I never looked back. I knew from that moment on that I would do something great, despite my past. And I know I’m still trying, but it has motivated me every day since. Once I met you I realized something else: I don’t think it’s possible to achieve greatness alone. If there’s no one there to celebrate it with you, I can’t imagine it’s so great after all.”


  I thought about his words for a moment, realizing I felt the same way. I was on some desperate search for greatness, wanting to prove myself to the entire world, only to realize I was doing it all wrong. Without someone to share in those triumphs, it would be as if they didn’t exist. Greatness achieved alone is merely a half-truth. It exists to you but to no one else, thus rendering it a completely mediocre act after all. My words on paper, naked and alone, would never have any greater meaning without someone else to share them with. They otherwise didn’t exist.


  “Promise me something,” I whispered, leaning in to Sawyer.


  “Anything.”


  “No matter what happens, you’ll fight for me.”


  “I will.”


  “Even if I get feisty and I push you away,” I continued, staring back at him. “You’ll fight for me anyway.”


  “I promise you, Whitley Rose, no matter what happens,” he said, wrapping his arms tighter around me, “I will fight for you. For us. Whether we achieve greatness together or are swallowed by mediocrity in a stack of spreadsheets, or if we sink away with the summer sun and drown in billowing blankets under a tree fort, I won’t stop fighting for you.”


  He pressed his lips against mine, and my heart stopped hurting. The pressure on my chest, some of it new, some of it decades old from wanting to be something, felt lifted now. I’d always had my family on my side, so I never quite knew loneliness the way many people did. I’d always had someone in my corner believing in me simply because we were bonded by blood. There was an innate obligation from them to be on my side. But having someone outside that, someone who loved you by choice, no matter your flaws, it mattered in the best way.


  My phone rang. It was Warren. I answered it immediately.


  “We have a heart. They’re moving Dad tonight,” he explained. “They’re going to take him to the transplant center. It looks like the surgery will be happening first thing in the morning. We’re going to meet up at the hospital in a couple hours. Just wanted to give you a heads-up.”


  “Thank you,” I replied. My hands were shaking. I wasn’t sure if I was nervous or excited. It was good news—necessary news, anyway. “What time?”


  “Be home by seven thirty.”


  I agreed and hung up.


  “Looks like something is happening.” I wasn’t sure how I felt. “I need to be at the hospital in a couple hours.”


  “Can I take you somewhere quickly?” He smiled. I could tell he had some kind of plan in mind.


  “Where on earth do you want to go?” I smirked. “We don’t have much time.”


  “We don’t need long,” he answered, grabbing my hand. He led me to his rental car and opened the passenger-side door. “Get in. We have one last thing to do.”


  I wasn’t sure what he had up his sleeve, but I was willing to go with him anyway. Despite his past, and despite the information he’d kept from me, he still seemed to be full of such sincerity. His gestures always warmed me, and I knew he meant them in the biggest way.


  We headed farther west. Twenty minutes later we pulled into a familiar lot off the side of the highway.


  “Eagle’s Cove.” I smiled, thinking back to one of the first adventures Sawyer and I had together. It was interesting that I felt happy as I recalled the memory when that day was otherwise somewhat tragic. I’d felt so broken, crushed by the weight of what was happening around me. But that’s when Sawyer had first held me, reassuring me he had no plans to abandon me in the midst of all of it. I smiled because of how much that meant to me. It was strange that a sad memory could turn into something positive simply by the presence of one person. “What are we doing here?”


  “Keeping our promise.” He winked at me. “You said so yourself. That matters. So we’re coming back here again, just like you said we would.”


  “You promised me you would jump off the cliff,” I scoffed playfully, calling him out.


  “So we jump.”


  “Sawyer, you’re not even wearing a swimsuit.” I laughed. “Haven’t we already been through this?”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, darling.” He yanked down his jeans as he stepped out of the car. Sure enough, he had blue swim shorts on underneath his pants. “Let’s go.”


  “I don’t have a suit. That’s not fair,” I said, still giggling. I stepped out of the car as well. Perhaps he was jumping alone. Without warning he scooped me up and threw me over his shoulder, then walked me toward the path that traversed down the side of the mountain.


  “I’ve already carried you up this hill, so at least I have gravity on my side this time,” he chuffed. Similar to the last time we’d been here, I was wearing a cotton sundress and some stupid wedge heels that were never going to make the hike.


  “Sawyer, this is absurd. You’re jumping alone,” I squealed. We made it to the rock in no time. It was impressive the way it jutted out of the side of the mountain. We had to be at least thirty feet up from the water.


  “I jump, you jump—that’s how this works,” Sawyer instructed, setting me down. “You’re not scared of anything, remember? And with you, neither am I. So for the next thirty minutes, before you face one of the biggest moments of your life at the hospital with your family, we do something stupid together. You eat ice cream and play Monopoly with your family in the midst of tragedy, right? Well, we jump from mountains and drink in parks and dance in small hotel rooms late at night. It doesn’t fix anything around us, but somehow it fixes us. It restores our faith in the world and makes everything not suck for a brief moment in time. Right now, things don’t suck. It’s you, and me, and a lifetime of making sucky things not suck.”


  “This is a weird speech.” I laughed, reaching for his hand. “You’re very eloquent with your words, you know. We should get matching tattoos that toast making sucky things not suck.” I couldn’t stop laughing. He kicked off his shoes, and I did the same.


  “We’re in this together. You and me. No more lies or half-truths. Just the two of us, hand in hand, getting through all of life’s ups and downs together.” He led me to the edge of the rock, and we looked down simultaneously. “On second thought, we could probably just jam out in the rental car to some loud music and call it a day. That would still make things suck less, don’t you think?”


  “Too late.” I smirked, squeezing his hand. “We jump. Together. You can’t think about it. You just do it. One, two, three . . .”


  We leaped off the rock’s edge at the same time, falling through the air. A rush of excitement flowed through my body. In no time, we were splashing down into the water beneath us. It was freezing cold despite the warm sun, and it felt as exhilarating as I’d imagined it would. It was one of the few things that could instantly take me back to my youth —that feeling of carefree irresponsibility. Brie and I spent hours shutting out the rest of the world to find adventures like this, and I was convinced it was the best way to prove to the world that there was still some smidgen of joy left, even during life’s cruelest moments. Anytime we felt sadness, or rejection, or the feeling that we would never be enough, the hot sun and cold water could restore our souls in a way nothing else could. The only thing that could elevate an experience like this was having someone next to you to connect with as it happened.


  “You have no idea how thankful I am that my shorts stayed on this time,” Sawyer said excitedly as we surfaced. “I never would’ve found them in water this deep.”


  “I would’ve loved that walk back up the trail to the car.” I smiled.


  “More important, we should be thankful we’re not paralyzed. That was a much bigger drop than I expected.”


  “You sound like a doctor,” I teased as we swam toward the shoreline.


  “You’re welcome for caring about our safety,” he shot back playfully. “I may have researched it first just to make sure the water was deep enough. I’m not just leaping out of the sky without some Googling first.”


  “That may be the second most eloquent thing you’ve ever said.” I laughed. As we made it to shallower water where we could touch, he wrapped his strong arms around me and pulled me into him.


  “At least you’re still listening to me talk,” he said softly in a somewhat serious tone. “I really am sorry, Whit. For all of it. I know it’s not the way things should’ve started for us. In every love story you’ve ever heard, there’s one beginning, and I ruined that for us. I know that. But the ending is the best part, right? That’s what makes the beginning and middle worth it. So let me make our story worth it to you, Whit. I promise you an ending worthy of everything I’ve put you through.”


  Sawyer pressed his lips against mine, and I believed his words. This story—our—story was the love story I’d written about endlessly in my notebooks. It was imperfect and had flaws, just like me. It was real and not necessarily beautiful all the time, but the emotion and effort behind it made it radiate as if it were the only love story worthy of being told.


  “I’m not a perfect man, Whit,” he said quietly. “I have sins to forgive and hurt to let go of and a part of my life to deal with that I can’t just wish away on a stupid birthday cake. But with you, I’m not afraid of those things anymore. I want to give you the best version of myself. I will fight every day for that, if you’ll still have me.”


  “You already carried me up a mountain, Sawyer,” I reminded him. “And it appears, since neither of us has shoes, you’ll be doing it again. I’m pretty sure you were right back then. You’ve essentially already claimed me.” He kissed me again, and I could feel his lips turn up into a smile.


  “We really don’t have any shoes,” he reiterated with a chuckle. “Incredible.”


  “This sand is pretty rocky,” I mused as he led me out of the water. “It gets worse up the trail. It’s not going to be an easy one.”


  “Maybe we can wait for someone to come down and bring our shoes to us?” he suggested as optimistically as my mother would have.


  “It has to be past six o’clock. No one else is coming down here this late in the day.”


  “So we’ll stay the night. We’ll sleep under the stars.”


  “Every once in a while that answer doesn’t work, you know. We’re soaking wet with no towels and no change of clothes,” I said playfully. “We’ll freeze. Plus, I have somewhere to be, remember?”


  He ran his fingers through his wet hair, trying to come up with another solution. I threw my arms up in the air dramatically, waiting on his plan.


  “I’m throwing you on my back, aren’t I?” He grinned.


  “Yep,” I confirmed quickly. He bent down, and within seconds we were making our way up the path with me full-on piggybacking him. My wet sundress clung to my body and soaked his skin as we walked. We laughed along the way and reminisced about the last time he carried me up the trail. It seemed easier on him then, but of course he had shoes on that time. We finally made it to the rock structure, and he set me down to get his shoes on. Before I could slip my feet into mine, he scooped me up in his arms and started walking again.


  “I can make it the rest of the way.” I laughed, holding on to my shoes.


  “But why should you have to?” He winked. He carried me the rest of the way, and within minutes we were back in the parking lot. He laid out towels on the seat of the ugly rental car, and we started the drive to my house.


  “It’s no Jeep, I know,” he explained as we drove. “They were out of the cool cars. They had only a few vehicles left in the lot, and sadly this was the best one. The radio works, at least, so it’s not a total failure.”


  He switched it on and hit the seek button to find a station. After some static it stopped on a country station. It took me less than three seconds to recognize the song.


  I screamed.



  
Chapter 23
  “Whoa, what’s going on?” he asked, a little freaked out by my reaction. “Do you want me to pull over?”


  I turned up the music and felt like I was going to explode. “This is one of my songs!” I squealed. This was officially the moment I’d been waiting for the last three years of my life. I sang along to it, and Sawyer watched me from the driver’s seat with a giant grin on his face.


  The song ended, and my entire body was shaking with excitement. “I can’t believe it finally happened!” I explained that a new artist named Rick Hudson had picked it up, and I’d instantly loved his musical arrangement for it. The process to get it released had been nerve-racking. I couldn’t believe I was finally hearing my words on the radio. It had been released online and was picking up some good activity, but this moment meant something else entirely to me.


  Sawyer’s face lit up, and I could tell he was genuinely excited for me. “So here it is. You’ve finally made it.”


  “I kind of did,” I replied with a scrunched-up, giddy face. I couldn’t contain my happiness. “I think this is what greatness feels like.” I clasped my hands together, fairly certain if I didn’t attach them together I would hit myself with them. I’d never been this excited about anything my entire life.


  “I don’t know—you kind of look the same to me,” he said playfully. “You’re all glowy and stuff, sure. But I’ve seen that before.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. That first night in the park when you told me about your family and what they meant to you, and later in the blanket fort when I realized what I meant to you. And of course every time I see you sitting on the dock at the cabin in the sunshine, writing in one of your notebooks . . . Your dad was right, you know. He said when you feel joy, when you love something, you absolutely radiate. You’ve had greatness in you all along, Whit. I see it all the time in you. This is just one more thing.”


  I loved the way he made me feel. He was never dismissive about how hard I was on myself but also wasn’t afraid to be forthcoming about how differently he saw me. We pulled into my driveway, and he reached over and squeezed my hand.


  “Go tell them.” He nodded toward my house.


  I flung open the car door and rushed in, wet dress and all.


  “I just heard one of my songs on the radio!” I squealed as soon as I entered. Warren, my mother, and my grandmas were all sitting in the living room.


  “That’s wonderful, dear. Why is your dress wet?” my mom questioned.


  “Mom, did you hear what I said? Who cares about the dress?”


  “That’s amazing,” she replied, still staring at my clothes. “But did you fall in the lake or something? How are your clothes wet?”


  “Maybe it’s raining,” my grandma Sally chimed in.


  “No, it’s not raining,” I said and sighed in frustration.


  “Windows down in the car wash again?” Warren suggested with a sarcastic tone.


  “I jumped in the lake. Big deal. The dress is not important,” I reiterated, trying to get them to focus. “My song, one that I wrote, was on the radio just now. This is the most exciting moment of my whole life. Will someone just be excited?”


  “I used to love one of the nighttime programs on the radio,” my grandma Sarah added. “Paul and I used to listen to it every night when you kids were younger. Do you remember that?” she asked my mother.


  “You guys are impossible,” I said, discouraged.


  “We’re just giving you a hard time, Whit.” Warren laughed. “I already heard it yesterday. Mom made you a cake, but we weren’t going to show you until later.”


  “You guys are the worst,” I protested, throwing my hands in the air.


  “We are so proud of you, darling,” my mom added, standing up to hug me, wet dress and all. “Go get yourself changed, and we’ll have some cake before we leave.”


  I quickly threw on some jeans and a light sweatshirt, expecting to be cool tonight while waiting around the hospital and the transplant center. I packed my bag with an extra pair of clothes for the following day, unsure of how the next two days of my life would unfold. When I reemerged into the living room, Sawyer was talking to Warren. I smiled at the sight of them together, enjoying conversation. I passed them and went into the kitchen to talk to my mom alone for a minute.


  “Would it be weird if Sawyer came with us tonight?” I asked sincerely, unsure how she would feel about it. He obviously meant a great deal to me, but my family hadn’t spent much time around him yet. This was a big, personal, emotional experience, for sure, but all the more reason I wanted him to be with me through it. If things went well, as we all hoped and prayed they would, I wanted to have Sawyer next to me to share in that celebration. Of course if things didn’t go as planned, that would crush me, but I’d realized over the past couple of months just how much I needed him there for those moments too.


  “If he’s important to you, Whit, he’s more than welcome to join us,” she replied with a warm smile. “You know that. We welcome everyone.”


  I reached out and hugged her. That was just one of the many things I loved about my family. They were so accepting and full of love, even toward virtual strangers. I knew he was important to me; we’d been through so much recently, both good and bad. I realized even in the worst of it, I so badly preferred him by my side versus the idea of getting through the chaos on my own.


  Warren and Sawyer made their way into the kitchen with my grandmas, and my mom pulled out the cake. It was a very kind gesture, and even though it felt a bit awkward to be put on the spot, I was thankful for it nonetheless. We joined hands around the dining room table, and my mom said grace like she had a million times before. We ate cake and shared joyful stories and carried on for a half hour like there was some simplicity left in the world. As the clock moved, however, we were reminded with each passing minute that we had so much more to face in the next twenty-four hours.


  We eventually prepared to leave, electing to take two cars so we’d have some transportation options to and from, depending on how long my father was at the transplant center. As we neared the hospital, Sawyer squeezed my hand in the backseat, and I was grateful that he was able to join us for this journey.


  We made it up to his hospital room, a different one this time around, and everything looked clean and orderly. There were no suitcases or bags strewn about; this wasn’t his final destination. A team of doctors waited to load him for transport to the transplant center over the border in California, and nurses were holding charts and chatting among themselves about the plan for the night.


  Sawyer patiently waited for me outside the room as I leaned over my dad’s hospital bed, thankful to see he was alert. They allowed him to remove his oxygen mask for our brief visits, but cautioned each of us that we had only a minute or two before they would have to move him along.


  “I made you come back for me,” he said softly. His breaths seemed labored, and although he looked mostly the same, he had exhaustion in his eyes.


  “I will always come back when it matters,” I said through my tears.


  “No more crying. You’ve done enough of that,” he said warmly. “This is going to go only one of two ways. This transplant will be successful, these tears will be wasted on me, and we’ll be laughing together again in no time. That’s what I’m banking on. Or, like I told you before, if it fails and that’s it, I have had the most amazing life. You talked about greatness before, and I’m telling you, Whit—having people around you to love is the only way you’ll ever achieve greatness. That’s a hard truth, which means I’ve lived as great a life as anyone ever has. I get the sadness. It’s uncontrollable, I know that. But it’s all temporary. In no time you’ll be able to look up at the stars, the same ones we stared at in the backyard when you were growing up, and you’ll still know there is so much greatness and love left in the world, whether I’m physically present to remind you of that or not. People experience heartbreak and internalize it to mean they should stop loving so big, but it’s the opposite, my dear girl. When your heart hurts, you love more, and it heals you and cures the sadness. So love big. Find laughter and joy, and eat ice cream for breakfast for no good reason, simply because you are still a participant in this crazy thing called life. Come to terms with the fact that it doesn’t always make sense and doesn’t always feel fair. Love anyway. That’s all I want you to be absolutely certain of.”


  The tears streamed down my face. I had little to say back to him. His words would forever ring in my head, no matter what happened after tonight.


  “I love you, Dad,” I whispered, squeezing his hand. “I’ll see you soon.” My words were simple but completely true in this moment. Whether I saw him again after the surgery, smiling with a new heart that worked and loved as big as the one he was born with, or whether I would find him in some other way, up in the quietness and solitude of a clear night sky, those simple words—I’ll see you soon—were as true as any I would say tonight.


    ***
  One Year Later


   


  “I feel nervous,” I whispered to Brie as soft music played in the background.


  “All you’ve been through in the past year and this one single day makes you nervous?” she said in a mocking tone. “You’ve had three hit songs. You’ve been going to award shows and charity events and swanky parties, hanging out with celebrities . . . All these big events you’ve been a part of and this is what finally makes you nervous?”


  “Everyone will be staring at me.” I shrugged. “It’s uncomfortable.”


  “It’s not like you’re going on stage at the Coliseum,” she teased. “It’s a small venue, Whit, with an even smaller yet very agreeable crowd. You’ve got this.” The volume on the music increased, and Brie quickly turned and left me. A moment later, a very handsome man in a tuxedo opened the door, holding out his arm for me.


  “You look absolutely beautiful,” he said with heavy emotion in his voice.


  “Thanks, Daddy,” I replied, trying to hold back my tears. I gently lifted up the train on my wedding dress, hopeful it wouldn’t get caught on anything before we made it through the main doors.


  “You remind me of an old picture I have of you. It’s my favorite one. You’re real little, maybe two or three, wearing a white dress walking down the sidewalk. You looked just as much like an angel then as you do now,” he stated sincerely. Of course I remembered the picture. It was the same one he’d spoken of the night I thought I was letting him go.


  The music intensified, and I looked down the long aisle that stretched out in front of me. At the end of the white linen I could see Sawyer staring back at me. He didn’t look nervous at all. The joy on his face radiated through him, and I didn’t feel scared anymore. He smiled at me, and I knew that was it—greatness. I’d tried so hard to achieve it on my own, but I never quite hit the mark. Not until I had someone by my side through my very worst.


  Sawyer was right when he said the ending would be the best part of our love story. Maybe it didn’t start off perfectly, and we certainly had a lot to learn about each other along the way, but the way we came through it all together—he was right that it was all worth it.


  No one is promised a given number of days with which to love one another and find adventure and forgiveness and everything in between. It’s all greatness and tragedy and joy and heartache all intermixed, and we have little control over many of the cards we’re dealt. But having someone through it all, whether it’s simply a set of arms to hold you through your tears or someone who will build you a fortress to tuck you away from it all for even a brief moment—that’s the stuff that actually matters when it’s all over.


  My father was right. Life doesn’t always make sense, and it doesn’t always feel fair, but choose love anyway. In the end, that’s the only whole truth that matters.


   



  THE END
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