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 For Grandma and Papa. 

 Thank God you’ll never read this, but I’m grateful for the support nonetheless. 

 

CHAPTER ONE: RASHA

I am going to kill my sister. 

My car is still smoking. Andrew is wailing in the back seat. There are basically a million other things that should be on my mind right now, but all I can think about is how I’m going to murder Delia when I see her. 

I don’t even think a judge or jury would have the heart to convict me for the crime. They’d take one look at my case and let me skip right out of the courtroom, my murdered sister an example to meddling family members everywhere. 

Delia just  had to talk me into going on that blind date last night. My first date since high school. 

The guy had come recommended through church, attending a sister branch in nearby Ash Creek. Delia had been insistent, and I had been tired from months of her trying to wear me down. 

My date had taken me to dinner. With his parents. To follow it up, we went to an improv show. 

And to cap it all off, his car had been booted in the parking lot. I was out until after midnight, when I’d returned home to find my sister asleep on the couch, snoring happily in blissful ignorance to my date that could have been written into a Judd Apatow movie. 

I’d popped a Benadryl to combat my typical Georgia allergies and slept in. When I’d woken up to Cohen whipping my door open and demanding snacks or screen time or whatever it was preteens desperately needed  right this moment, I found myself with all of two minutes to throw my unwashed hair into a messy bun, slap Andrew into his car seat, grab the stuff Cohen had set out on the kitchen counter, and dart off in my hatchback adorned in an XXL Falcons shirt, fuzzy pink sweatpants, and no bra. 

I didn’t even grab flip-flops. I drove barefoot, the perfect complement to my backwoods hillbilly aesthetic. 

And now here I am. Car smoking, toddler crying, banging my head against my dashboard as I debate the merits of poisoning Delia’s oatmilk mocha or suffocating her with the copious extra fabric of this XXL T-shirt. 

“I’m coming, baby,” I tell Andrew as I get out of the car. He doesn’t stop crying. It’s the kind of high-pitched wail that has a direct connection to your migraine center. But bless him—he’s cute enough that I can’t mind too much. 

I open up the back door that faces the side of the road so he can watch as I inspect the damage. I waggle my fingers at him, but he just huffs and hugs his stuffy close to his chest. Those deep-brown eyes are full of the same kind of malice I’ve been reserving for Delia. 

Crossing my arms tight in front of my chest, I keep my head down as I walk back around to the front of the car. This is Copper Springs, Georgia: population, barely anyone. But because the town is

so small, I’m sure I’ll know  someone driving by. I duck my head, focusing on studying my car’s body and trying not to wonder if Gladys Temple will ask about my unique driving attire when she takes the pew next to me at church on Sunday. 

I wince.  Shit. 

The whole front of my car is dented in. No wonder there was so much smoke. 

I pull down my ponytail, massaging my scalp as my stomach twists and tightens. This is because of that thing going on when I accelerate the hatchback. I knew I should have taken the car in sooner. 

Now it’s not just an accelerator problem I’m facing, it’s removing the dent caused by this huge freakin’ side rail hugging my hood. 

Perhaps the biggest lie the world ever told me was that I’d get my life together when I grew up. 

You know how they portray adulthood in the movies: the white picket fence, little league, minivans. 

Most of the time, I  do feel mature. I’m on the PTA. I spend my evenings alone watching true crime documentaries or attempting to be my own handyman, elbow deep in my sink’s garbage disposal praying that the guy on YouTube knew what he was doing. 

But then there are the mornings like this one. The ones where I’m reflecting on how I can’t pay a bill on time to save my life. Or how I still do a teenage boy style double-take any time Jason Mamoa appears on my TV screen. 

Or how I have ignored my car problems, assuming they would somehow magically take care of themselves. 

I’m coming up on forty. Do other grown-ups have these problems? 

“Whoa. Are you okay?” 

I yelp and jump, crossing my arms so tight around my chest that there will probably be marks on my breasts. 

There’s a man standing behind me, already bending down and running his hand across the dented metal of my car as he takes a look at the damage. 

I am going to murder Delia, scatter her body parts in all her least favorite places, and then make up embarrassing lies to tell about her at the funeral. 

This stranger is  built. He’s maybe late twenties, with a thick crop of golden hair and a sandy beard that highlights a strong, cut jawline. His tanned arms are stacked, thick with coiled muscles that ripple under the skin as he slides his hand along my hood. He stands up to look at me, and I get a whiff of fresh, fiery diesel. His face cracks into a smile as he takes me in, and something flips in my gut. 

“Mrs. Perry?” 

Delia is beyond murdered. I’m going to string her up in town square for this. 

“Jack Goodwin?” 

He extends a hand for me to shake, and I swallow down a lump that has formed in my throat. 

“Holy shit, I haven’t seen you in forever.” He laughs. A pale-pink blush inches across his cheeks. 

“I mean to say,” he fumbles. “Shoot? Am I old enough to curse around you now?” 

I manage my own small laugh. “I’m pretty sure you were old enough to curse around me when you used to baby-sit Cohen,” I tell him. “Weren’t you, like, twenty-one then? God, now you’ve got to be—” 

“Twenty-seven.” Jack nods. 

Twenty-seven. Wow. Time goes by. Something else tightens up in my gut, but this time I know it’s not related to how Jack Goodwin looks standing by my car in a thin wifebeater and tight jeans. 

Andrew wails from the back seat again. 

“Oh shoot, is that your little guy?” Jack rounds the open door and peers into my back seat. His face lights up with another grin. “I heard you had another kid a few years ago, but hadn’t seen him around myself.” 

Jack extends his hand to Andrew’s car seat, like my three-year-old is some important businessman. 

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Perry.” 

Andrew’s tears instantly stop as his own smile tugs up the corners of his mouth. He takes Jack’s massive hand, shaking it with too much force. Jack laughs and pulls back out of the cab. 

“Introductions aside, are you guys okay?” he asks me. “You’ve got some serious damage here.” 

I wince again, squeezing my eyes tight shut as I pinch the bridge of my nose. 

“God, this is so embarrassing,” I complain. “My car has been doing this funny thing every time I accelerate for, like, a week now, but I’ve just been ignoring it until I can get through some stuff for work.” I shrug and sigh. “I was in a hurry this morning to go make a stop for Cohen, and then get Andrew off to be watched at my sister’s house and—” 

I stop. Jack’s eyes have gone wide, and that pink blush from earlier is painting his cheeks again as he tries his best not to stare at my chest. 

 Oh my God. I fold my arms across my breasts once more. Can he see my nipples through this much fabric? I might actually die before I get the opportunity to murder Delia. 

“Why don’t you grab the little guy and his car seat and I’ll give you both a ride to daycare.” Jack has got his hands shoved in his pockets and he’s staring at the ground. 

I wave him off with one hand, clutching the fabric of my shirt with the other. “Thank you, really. 

But I should call someone to come get my car and then get an estimate from them for the work to fix this thing. I’m sure I can Uber after that. We can blow off one day of daycare.” 

Jack shrugs, his cheeks still vaguely pink as he braves a look back up at me. I can actually see tension leave his shoulders as he notices I’ve covered my chest again. 

“No way,” he says. “I’m a mechanic over at Bianchi and Sons. I’ll call one of our guys and we’ll take care of you: the dent  and the funky accelerator thing. My gut says that’s a transmission problem. 

You shouldn’t put that stuff off.” 

“Noted.” I blush, too. 

So, Jack’s a mechanic now. What did I expect? That he’d started up his own grown-ass boy version of The Baby-Sitters Club? His being a mechanic explains the accelerator expertise. And the muscled arms. And the lingering, intoxicating scent of diesel…

I shake my head, trying to clear it. My chest has gone tight and I’m feeling a little dizzy. 

Okay, so Jack Goodwin is cute. He was always cute; I was married six years ago, not blind. 

But it doesn’t matter that he’s handsome and capable and making my kid laugh even now as he winks at him and leans into the back seat to ask, “Well, Mr. Perry, do I have your permission to chauffeur yourself and your mother?” 

Because the truth is, even though I threw Delia a bone and agreed to go on the stupid outing with the weird improv-lover…it was never a confidence problem that was keeping me from dating. It wasn’t a question of finding the right guy—although it’s probably worth reminding myself that a boy nearly thirteen years my junior definitely isn’t going to be the right guy. And it wasn’t being too busy with my accounting work or shuffling around my kids or any of the other excuses I love to give when friends or neighbors try to hook me up with their single sons or nephews. 

The shop is just closed. 

Doors locked. Windows boarded. 

This dizziness I feel right now isn’t the residuals of some fluffy meet-cute or an attraction to the hot, young mechanic. It’s something far more troubling. Something that has settled deep in my bones, made itself at home in my chest and head, as much a part of me as my own blood. 

I swallow. 

“Okay,” I agree. I purse my lips tight and walk over to the back seat and start to unstrap Andrew. 

I place him on my hip and nod at Jack, doing my best to ignore that goofy smile he’s still directing at my kid. Andrew puts his arms out in response, clearly wanting me to fork him over. I resist. “Can you grab the car seat for me?” 

“Of course.” Jack nods and ducks behind me to pull out the seat. 

I scan the road’s shoulder, quickly spotting a beat-up sedan not too far from our hatchback. 

I decide to get through this car ride via mental escape. I’ll list off the ways I can punish Delia in the near future. 

Maybe the next time I visit her I’ll tell Mom about the time in high school when Delia’s boyfriend, Rod, slept in our house for nearly two weeks without our parents knowing. Maybe I’ll opt for letting myself into her house in the night and stealing all her clothes, leaving her nothing to wear but embarrassing lingerie. Or pajamas, obviously. Maybe—

“Sorry in advance for the mess in my front seat,” Jack says as he steps up beside me, car seat in tow. “I just came from the gym and my bag is still up front. I’ll need to move my guitar, too.” 

Christ. 

 

CHAPTER TWO: JACK

“Should I remind you that there was a time you let me into your home to baby-sit your son?” I can’t help but smirk as I watch Rasha Perry out of the corner of my eye. She’s sitting on her hands and squirming like she’s resisting the urge to open my car door, tuck, and roll out onto Main Street. “I haven’t taken up serial killing between now and then, I promise. It’s just a ride to daycare. Don’t sweat it.” 

She turns to me, face a little white as she allows herself a small smile in return. She raises an eyebrow. “Sorry. I think I’m just on edge from the accident. I really should have taken the car in sooner.” 

She pauses, shifting to remove her hands from under her thighs and clasp them between her legs. I gulp and force myself to focus back up on the road. 

Damn. Rasha Perry was always so fucking hot. That silky dark hair, with the bangs that shield her eyes in a way that makes her look like she’s keeping secrets. The smattering of freckles across her nose. The sharp, jutting collarbone. And, of course, the curvy, full thighs I used to admire when she’d come out of her bedroom in a tight little dress and high heels, ready for a date night with her husband. 

She’s hot even covered up in these ridiculous pajamas with…mother of pearl. Thanks to a swinging gap in the massive balloon of her shirt sleeves, I’ve got visual confirmation that she’s not wearing a bra. Sweet Jesus. 

I grit my teeth, over-correcting my car as I’ve started to drift a bit. Focus up, Goodwin. 

Otherwise, you might accidentally kill everyone in a fiery crash right after you promised Mrs. Perry you weren’t a serial murderer. 

“Were you studying to be a mechanic back when you baby-sat for us?” she asks. “I can’t remember…” 

I nod. “Yeah. I mean, it wasn’t really studying as much as it was just getting certified. I was taking the training program back then. I’m a line tech now, working on getting my transmission certification.” 

“Lucky me.” She turns to me, smiling. 

 Good Lord, woman, put that smile away. Do you want to run me off the road? 

“Mo-om!” The little guy, Andrew, is complaining in the back seat. I can’t help but smile at his raspy little voice. It’s been a while since I’ve been around kids this young. “Mo-om, I need snack.” 

“You just had breakfast.” She crosses her arms, shooting me an exaggerated look of exasperation. 

This must be a daily routine. 

“Mo-o-om…” Andrew has somehow managed to add extra syllables to the word. I laugh. 

“Glove box, Mrs. Perry,” I tell her. “There are fruit snacks in there if you want them. I think maybe also some granola bars?” I lower my voice and lean over to her. “Candy, too, but you can keep

that for yourself.” 

She raises an eyebrow, smirking. Nevertheless, she fiddles with my glove box and finds a snack bag, passing it back to Andrew. 

“Jack Goodwin, you found us on the side of the road  and you came ready with candy for my kid? 

All signs point to serial killer, despite your insistences otherwise.” She shifts a little. “And you can call me Rasha. Hearing a grown-ass man call me Mrs. Perry makes me feel about a hundred years old.” 

“Mom said a bad word,” Andrew whispers from the back seat. 

Rasha catches my eye again, that pink mouth splitting into a grin. We both laugh. 

“Sorry, bud,” she says. 

“My youngest brother is Cohen’s age, remember?” I explain. “They’re in the same grade at Copper Springs Middle. And my sister is only a year older than that. Gotta keep the goods stocked up, in case they give me any lip on the way to soccer practice or ballet. Always be prepared; I think the Boy Scouts branded that phrase into my brain a million years ago.” 

“Shoot, yeah.” Rasha runs her hand through those brown bangs. “I totally forgot that’s how we found you for baby-sitting. We haven’t seen Zach in… God, it must have been…” 

“He’s busy,” I explain. “He’s on a traveling soccer team. Most of my weekends are spent schlepping him around the state.” 

I don’t have to look over to the passenger seat to sense that Rasha is remembering my full back story now. It’s always the same rundown when people remember. 

“They still live with my dad,” I tell her, answering the question I usually get from people who haven’t seen me or my family in a while. “He remarried an awesome woman from Alpharetta two years ago, and she brought a few stepkids with her. It’s just that they’re both so busy, and I’m used to giving my siblings help here and there. I’ve got the time. I pick Zach and Lindsay up from school and shuffle them to their practices and rehearsals. But Alex and Marcus can both drive now, so they don’t need me.” 

Rasha clears her throat. “That’s awesome, Jack. You’re a good brother.” 

I shrug. “It’s just part of the routine.” 

A strange silence settles between us. 

This is usually the part where people say they’re sorry for me. Even though it’s been years since cancer took my mom—I was seventeen—everyone feels compelled to say the same things.  If there’s anything you ever need… I lost a grandparent to cancer… You’re a hero, Jack. Don’t you forget it…

But Rasha stays quiet. I brave a glance in her direction and notice that she’s sitting on her hands again, chewing her bottom lip as she stares through my windshield. 

She knows. She gets it. She’s probably heard all the same lines in the past few years herself. 

“I was rushing over to the cemetery this morning,” she says quietly, as if she can read my mind. 

It’s unsettling. “Cohen and I have a tradition of eating breakfast before school at Sam’s gravesite once a week or so, and today was the date we put on the calendar. Sam was a brunch fiend back in the day, always taking us to different spots around North Georgia. I’ve got powdered donuts in my purse. 

Cohen had forgotten this morning and had to catch the bus to an early student council meeting. He asked me to go, so I rushed over like this before daycare thinking I wouldn’t have to see anyone but my sister.” 

She glances over at me, her tanned cheeks flushing pink. “I don’t just casually go out driving in my pajamas,” she says. “Please, God, don’t judge me. Forgot you saw this. It was a true emergency

situation.” 

I grin, that unsettling feeling slipping away as fast as it came. “No judgment here.” 

 But I can’t forget I saw you like this, I add mentally. I judge  myself a little for it, but the image of Rasha Perry in the front seat of my car—definitely not wearing a bra,  oh my God,  I’m sure of that now—is going right to the spank bank. Lord, maybe I am still the immature baby-sitter she knew six years ago. 

“Right turn here?” I ask. 

“Yeah.” Rasha nods, gesturing toward a side street. “Two blocks down.” 

“Got any big plans today after you drop Andrew off?” I ask. I can’t help myself; the smirk is forcing its way back onto my lips. I gesture at her outfit. “You know, besides the gossip sesh and sleepover with your gal pals later tonight.” 

“Oh my  God.” Rasha slaps her hands to her face. 

I laugh. “I’m kidding, Mrs. Perry. It was a stupid joke and I shouldn’t have made it.” But I’m still grinning, still getting a kick out of watching her blush and squirm. “Consider that a side effect of working at an auto body shop where the men make jokes about doing sexy cars in the tail pipe all day. 

The need to crack a line rubs off.” 

“Sweet Jesus.” She breaks at that. “That is  dirty!” I notice her glance back at Andrew, but he’s humming some nursery rhyme to himself and playing with his stuffed animal. She leans into me across the center console. “No big plans for me today. I mean, I’ve got my accounting work later. You know, after I change out of my senior’s nightgown and put away my dentures.” 

With an exaggerated eye roll, she gestures at her pajamas. “You caught me looking like a bedbound granny. I’m sure that word of this encounter is going to do a lot for my social life.” 

There’s a little trill in my chest. Turns out Mrs. Perry can give it just as good as any of the guys back at the shop. 

“You are not old enough to have dentures,” I promise her, chuckling. 

“I’m almost forty!” she protests. 

“Yeah, because forty basically means you’re dead and buried,  Mrs. Robinson.” 

I stop the car in front of her sister’s house, crossing my arms and raising an eyebrow as I look over at her. Rasha’s mouth has drawn into a perfect O, and the tips of her ears have gone bright red. 

My stomach tightens… Okay, maybe I crossed a line with that last joke. I never used to talk to her this way when she was leaving her son with me for the evening. 

But she cocks her head, surprising me. There’s a beat of silence as she looks me over. And then her face breaks, and she’s laughing loud and hard, clutching her stomach as she doubles over. She rights herself, wiping a tear from her eye. 

“You are trouble, Jack Goodwin. I can’t believe I ever entrusted my child to you.” 

I shrug and smile. “So, I’ll call you when I’ve got more info on your car,” I tell her. “My guys should be picking it up and bringing it back to the shop right now. You sure you’re okay with me dropping you here? I don’t want to leave you stranded.” 

“I’m good,” she promises. 

Rasha climbs out of my passenger seat and opens the back door, freeing Andrew and grappling with his car seat. She sets her son on the ground and waves to me as they cross in front of the car and approach her sister’s lawn. 

“Thanks, Jack,” she says. “You’re a real lifesaver.” 

“I do what I can.” 

I wave back and watch her until she gets to the front door. A tall, thin, dark-skinned woman with

a short, curled pixie cut answers, craning her neck to get a look over Rasha’s shoulder to see who dropped her off. I roll up my window and speed off. 

My heart is racing. 

Well, that was an unexpected start to the morning. 

Thirty minutes ago, I was driving down First Street barely awake. My coffee was bigger than what I should be drinking, my AC turned up too cold for the chill morning, my Pink Floyd blasted way too loud. 

Like every other morning lately. I was drifting down the road. Not really there. Not really present. 

It’s been this way for a long time. It’s not like I’m unhappy. Not like I’m depressed. If anything, I’ve got a reputation at the shop for being an “overly optimistic son of a gun.” That’s my boss, Dom’s, favorite descriptor lately. I’m the definition of chill. Easygoing. 

It’s hard to nail down, tricky to put into words. It’s like I’m not feeling everything, like I overcompensate with the coffee and the AC and the loud music because my senses are at half-mast. 

I’m coasting, riding that easygoing wave because it’s just simpler. 

But for the first time in a long time—maybe the first time I can really remember—my heart is racing. My senses are on overload. My skin is lit up, radiating with a kind of heat I’m not sure I’ve ever experienced before. 

And all I can think about is Mrs. Perry—Rasha, Mrs. Robinson,  whatever—disappearing into the house with her son and sister. I’m fucking consumed by the thought. 

And I want more of it. 

I grip the steering wheel tight, knuckles going white. Those thoughts can go off to my embarrassing, immature spank bank, but no further. 

 

CHAPTER THREE: RASHA

I can sense Delia’s crazy eyes without seeing them. 

I shove my purse at her as I shut the door behind me, bending over to shuffle Andrew down the hall without ever glancing up. 

“Don’t say it,” I start, waving her off with my free hand. “I know what you’re—” 

“That young man knows he can come inside, right?” she asks. I can hear the grin in her voice. 

“I’m open to watching all young people, and I’d take  very good care of someone like him.” 

“That’s Jack Goodwin,” I inform her. I remove Andrew’s backpack from his shoulder and send him on his way down the hall with a tap on the back. “And he is twenty-seven years old.” 

Delia’s eyes go wide. Full crazy. Gollum-sized. 

“That was  Jack Goodwin?” 

I nod, biting my lip. “Yes, Delia, you sent your little sister off to expose the younger generation in her PJs this morning. My son’s old babysitter got a full view of my side boob while my oversized T-shirt gapped in the wind on the side of First Street. Thanks for that.” 

“How was I not aware of a transformation like his?” Delia muses as we walk the hallway back to the kitchen. “I mean, he was always a cutie, but that guy in the car was the difference between pre and post-op Captain America. This is Copper Springs. I was so sure that I was keeping tabs on everybody.” 

“I can only guess that the cute young mechanic keeps to his auto body shop and doesn’t frequent the same women’s lib bookstores and produce co-ops where Delia Lines spends her time. Shocker.” 

I laugh despite myself. 

There’s always a comfort in coming to Delia’s house, even when I spent a whole morning resenting her. It’s small, but comfortable. The kind of Southern home that relies on funky family relics as decoration and still has the crumbling pink wallpaper from whatever bored housewife first decorated it back in the sixties. Delia’s overhead lights are clouded and shine in unexpected colors, washing the house in hippie shades of blue and purple and orange. There’s always incense burning somewhere. 

 Squawk. 

I jump, even though I’ve been here more than enough times to be familiar with Delia’s pet birds, Brontë and Morrison. 

“They don’t like me,” I say to my sister. 

She shrugs and smirks at me. “I’ll bet they’ve got you confused with our postwoman. I’ve been training them up to squawk at her when she drops packages because I’m pretty sure she’s been withholding my stuff ever since the last election.” 

She mutters something about  political indecency and  all white women look the same under her

breath as she shows me into the kitchen. I chuckle. Same old Delia. 

I take a deep breath in, letting it fill my lungs. Delia’s house is a far cry from the clean and ordered space I keep, where it’s Netflix cartoons sending lights dancing over the walls and the smell of whatever lasagna Cohen has agreed to eat this week cooling on the counter. But I love it here; there’s an easiness in something so different, something so beyond what I have to control. 

I’m glad for the “same old Delia.” As adopted sisters, we’re about as different as two people can be. But I need her in my life. I need the incense and the lights and even the horny jokes about my twenty-something baby-sitter. Delia is my safe place. 

I take another deep breath. Out with the unexpected chaos of my morning. In with Delia’s house. 

Out with Jack Goodwin. Out with the embarrassment of a post-op superhero  maybe seeing my nipples through my T-shirt. God. 

Delia sits down at her kitchen counter, bracing her elbows on the Formica and propping her face in her hands. She’s starry-eyed as I pull out a glass to pour myself some water. 

“You could cut cheese with that jawline.” 

“Delia—” 

“Bake cookies on those abs.” 

“Come on, you couldn’t even  see his abs—” 

Delia puts a hand to her stomach, pretending to examine its size. “I think I’m pregnant. Forty-five, coming up on early menopause, and somehow pregnant. Call channel five.” 

I stick my tongue out at her. “Are you done? Can I run back to your bedroom and grab some clothes to borrow now? I don’t want to take an Uber home still wearing these ridiculous sweatpants. 

The pastor might stage an intervention for me when he hears about my morning through the church grapevine.” 

Delia sighs and puts her hands in the air, innocent. “I’m done,” she promises. 

She cocks her head as she looks at me, the corners of her mouth hinting at a frown. Shoot. I meant for Delia to cool it with the jokes about Jack, but now I know I’ve started something else entirely. I run my fingers through my bangs, toying with the frazzled ends as I down the rest of my water. 

“What? Spit it out, D.” 

She takes my hands, like some sort of wizened sage. “You know what I’m going to say, Rasha.” 

She clears her throat. “It’s been two years.” 

“I know.” My throat has already gone dry. I swirl my finger around the rim of the cup, not wanting to look back up into my sister’s eyes. 

“Sam would want—” 

“Don’t tell me what Sam would want.” 

Shoot. This morning really isn’t going my way. 

That was too harsh. Too biting. 

But I do mean it. I know Delia’s right; I know Sam wouldn’t want me to stay isolated and alone forever. 

He never said that to me. That’s the thing about accidental deaths. About heart attacks that take your high school sweetheart from you when they’re only thirty-eight. 

They don’t have the time to tell you to move on. They’re too busy being right in the thick of love. 

They’re too busy living their life with you to ever consider its end. 

But I know it anyway. I can picture him like he never left, standing beside me with that head full of dark hair that’s only just graying around the temples, and that one dimple in his right cheek that puckers when he smiles too much. I can hear Sam telling me the same thing that Delia is telling me

now, even though he never actually said the words. I can feel it. 

It doesn’t hurt anymore to think about him telling me to move on. The idea doesn’t leave me out of breath and panicked the way it did in the beginning. It’s become a sore ache, something I prod at from time to time to remember it’s there, but not something that consumes me. 

It’s not the idea that I’d be disregarding any of Sam’s wishes that leaves me feeling uncomfortable and wanting to dart out of Delia’s kitchen and run all the way home. It’s something else

—

I clear my throat. 

In with Delia’s incense. Out with the rest of this morning. 

“I’ll spare myself the small-town scandal and not ask out my kids’ baby-sitter for now,” I tell her. 

Delia reaches across the counter and takes my hands. “Okay, I’m going to propose something radical…” she starts. 

“I already don’t like where this is going.” 

“You don’t have to  date the twenty-seven-year-old,” she says. She shoots a look over her shoulder, but we can both hear Andrew watching TV in the next room. “But maybe you  should sleep with him.” 

“Good God, Delia. Should I be concerned that Andrew might pull up porn on your TV after he finishes  Sesame Street? Maybe he’ll find a vibrator in the coffee table drawer and think it’s a toy?” 

Delia snorts. She smiles softly, squeezing my hands just a little bit. 

Dang it, she knows that always gets to me. It’s what she used to do with me when I was a kid and the world was just a little too far out of my control. The big sister, slipping her hands into mine and squeezing them three quick times in succession.  I am here, I can help, let me in. I sigh. 

“You went on a blind date per my request—” she starts. 

“Which turned out to be an  idiotic idea—” I start to interrupt. 

She puts a finger to my mouth. “But you did it. And it got you an exciting morning with a cute young man who was checking you out the whole walk up to my door.” 

I can feel my cheeks turning red. “He was not…” 

Delia grins wickedly. “Just consider going on another date sometime. Getting back out there. It doesn’t have to be with the sexy young baby-sitter. You can leave him to me, if you’d like.” Her grin broadens, and she winks. “But just go see  somebody. Test the waters. Try out dating for the first time in your adult life. Because even though you are a kickass mom and a stellar accountant and just a generally happy person—” 

“Who does  not need a man to complete me,” I provide, my chest puffing out with involuntary pride. I know that line gets her; she always falls for the feminist one-liners. 

“Who does  not need a man to complete you,” Delia echoes wryly, “you still deserve to get your rocks off. You still deserve to do more than survive. Have a little fun!” 

I purse my lips and narrow my eyes. “I always hate when your sisterly advice crosses the line from ridiculous and horny into actually making sense. I will  consider going on a date sometime soon.” 

Delia pumps her fist into the air, looking very much younger than her forty-five years. She ought to be the younger sister trying to get back on the wagon. She’d be better at it. 

I put my hands on my hips. “Now that your Ted Talk is over, can I fetch some clothes, please?” 

“Follow me.” 

Delia slides off her stool and pads past the living room and into her bedroom. She pulls open a drawer. “Dare I suggest something with a plunging neckline?” 

“You may not.” My phone buzzes in the pocket of my sheer shorts and I pull it out. “My Uber is here. Gimme something comfortable and featuring a tourist destination.” 

“God, you’re lucky Sam met you when you were still dressing cute back in high school…” Delia grumbles as she retrieves my clothes from her drawer. “I’ll take Andrew home today. And I can pick him up for the next few days until you get your car back.” 

“Thanks.” I pull the shirt over my head and some jeans up my thighs, slide my feet into a pair of my sister’s flip-flops, and start toward her door. “Keep it classy, Delia.” I wave behind me. 

“Remember you’re molding the mind of my young son today.” 

“Don’t worry, we’ll be covering the reproductive system as soon as you leave.” Delia chuckles as I slip through her front door. 

“Mommy loves you, Andrew!” 

The Uber is in the driveway. I get into the backseat, mumbling a hello to a tired-looking woman just a few years older than Delia. I tell her my address, and we’re on our way. 

Back into Copper Springs. Past the other tiny little houses on Delia’s street. Around the corner and back on First. 

My breath catches—there are the guys Jack promised picking up my hatchback. I can’t help it: I’m scanning to see if he’s with them. 

Lord, that is so stupid. I meant what I said to Delia. Jack was my kids’  baby-sitter. And he’s thirteen years my junior and several levels out of my league, even if I had been flirting with him back when I was his same age. 

And I’m a widow. 

And even though I know Sam would want me to move on and I know it’s allowed and even probably encouraged to get my boys some kind of father figure in their lives… I can’t do it. Not now. 

Maybe not ever. 

But I’m still shifting in the backseat of this Uber, craning my neck to scan the group of guys surrounding my car. There’s a tall, broad one with jet-black hair. Another guy walking back toward the tow truck to climb in. But no Jack. 

Something in the pit of my stomach gives way, and I take my first full breath since leaving the comforts of Delia’s incense-soaked home. No Jack. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: JACK

Grant accosts me in the parking lot before I ever make it into work. He’s grinning, bouncing between the balls of his feet with his hands shoved into his pockets. 

“You are a dog, my man.” 

“A dog?” I repeat, pushing past him to let myself into the shop. 

It’s noisy and crowded in here, like always. Parts are scattered around our feet where Dom hasn’t gotten around to clearing them this morning. Grant doesn’t care. He hops right after me. I find the coffeemaker, getting it ready to finally get that next cup of caffeine I’ve been wanting since my first giant cup ran out on the drive back from Delia Lines’ house. 

“I was on that call this morning.” Grant waggles his thick Eugene Levy eyebrows at me. It’s the same suggestive expression he’s been making at me since we were best friends in high school, and it accomplishes the same intended effect now: I break into a laugh, despite knowing he’s about to razz me. “Rasha Perry’s hatchback? And you’re doing her work for free? Give it to me straight, Jack—did this dirty dog hook up with a cougar this morning?” 

“You are a child.” I grin from behind my coffee cup and take a swig. The drink goes down smooth and hot. It’s not great coffee, but it still accomplishes its purposes. “I did not take advantage of my old employer, thank you very much. In no way am I a dog.” 

Grant purses his lips and crosses his arms, mischief still sparkling in his eyes. “My sister said she saw her getting into your car on the side of First this morning…still wearing last night’s pajamas. 

Dirty. Old. Dog.” 

“Who’s a dirty old dog?” 

Dom pushes out of his cramped office, clutching his own coffee mug between both hands. He’s got that glazed, bewildered expression he wears every morning before the caffeine kicks in. With how broad and hairy he is, he looks a little like a bear emerging from hibernation. 

“Jack the Stripper. Keep up.” Scarlett—Scar—pushes past Dom, hips swaying as she brings a work ticket over to Grant. 

“Oil change at the front counter,” she tells him. Grant groans as Scar turns back to Dom and shrugs. “That lady’s car you picked up on First this morning? It’s Rasha Perry’s. We all think Jack’s boning her.” 

Dom bristles as Scar whisks back through the doors to the front of the shop, leaving a trail of her fruity perfume in her wake. 

“Does she have to be so crass?” Regardless, he turns to me, raising an eyebrow as he sizes me up. “Is it true though? Are you hooking up with Rasha Perry?” 

“I am  not hooking up with Rasha Perry,” I assure him. I shove my empty mug at Grant. “You get to wash this for me this morning before your oil change. It’s what you get for stirring up shit before I

even change into my uniform.” 

Grant just grins again. “You dog.” 

I walk over to my locker, opening it up and retrieving my uniform. I pull it on over my clothes as Luca, Wes, and Remy walk in together. 

“There’s a dog in the shop?” Luca asks, looking puzzled. 

“That would be our Jackie boy, actually. He’s trying to convince Rasha Perry to have his babies.” Grant’s grin somehow widens further. 

“He was just consulting us on which ring to buy her.” Dom chuckles to himself, clearly waking up at least a little bit as he chimes in with his own tease. I elbow him as I walk over to my station. 

“What?” Luca shakes his head, still puzzled. 

“You three just missed Jack ditching his ball gag and gimp suit in his work locker,” Scar’s voice calls out from the front desk. 

Grant loses it at that, howling with laughter. Dom just scowls. 

“I thought the point of Scarlett working the service desk was to keep her out of our hair…” he grumbles. Scar has always gotten under his skin for some reason, but it’s always worse before his morning coffee kicks in. He shuffles back into his office, shaking his head. 

“These assholes are just giving me a hard time because I found Rasha Perry and her son on the side of the road this morning. I gave her a ride to her sister’s house and arranged for her car to get picked up and serviced. I’m basically a hero, not that I’m getting any credit.” I smile wryly in Grant’s direction. He pretends to ignore me and get started on his oil change, but I can tell he’s still grinning. 

“Is she the one whose kid you used to baby-sit?” Remy asks as he steps forward to open his locker. 

I nod. “I’m surprised you remember that. Thank you, Remy, for bringing some logic back to Bianchi and Sons this morning. I was not  boning Rasha Perry or begging her to bear my offspring. I was helping out an old employer.” 

“Sure.  Helping her out. ” Grant cackles from his position under a Kia Forte. His hips sway like he’s having sex with the car. The company I keep. Seriously. 

“Scar?” I call out. “Got anything for me this morning? Preferably far away from Grant’s station?” 

She pushes through the doors, her tiny nose crinkled as she studies a ticket. She tucks a loose strand of her dark bob behind her left ear and waves the paper for me to take. 

“Toyota Camry. It’ll be here in ten.” She pauses, her ruby red lips breaking into a wicked smile before she taps me on the cheek. “Try not to get too excited though. It’s Mrs. Snodgrass. Control yourself. I hear she just got a new hip replacement and can’t afford to mess it up with any  physical activity.” 

I huff and take the paper. 

A morning like this one isn’t exactly atypical. It’s just that I’m not usually the object of everyone’s teasing. Typically, that’s Grant, with his ever-rotating string of bimbos that come by the shop to flirt. Or Luca, who is so whipped by his fiancée, Adriana, that none of us can help giving him a hard time. 

I crumple the ticket and toss it in the trash. I ready my tools, organizing them and cleaning the ones that could use it. I’m moving fast, carelessly. My knuckles are noticeably tensed. My chest is tight. I’m not used to the razzing. 

Because it’s all ridiculous, right? I’m not  boning  Rasha Perry. There’s not even a universe in which I’m casually dating her. 

Okay, so yes, I’ve thought about it once or twice. 

I never used to baby-sit growing up. I had enough on my plate with my own younger siblings. But when Zach convinced me to take him over to the Perrys’ house to watch him and Cohen, and Rasha would come out before her date wearing those tight little dresses and cracking jokes about how she’d better not come home to a burnt down house or a block party in her living room… well, it was impossible not to like her. 

It was impossible not to think about her every now and then, to compare her to the sorority girls I took out on a Friday night or the friends from high school who would text me in the hopes of starting up something more. Of course I’d thought about Rasha Perry. 

But that was the thing, right? She’d always been  Mrs. Rasha Perry first. Not just Rasha, even if she asked me to call her by that name now. She was off-limits. Out of reach. And even if we were the same age and there wasn’t so much weird history between us, we’d both still have our own shit that we went through and she’d have her boys and I—

And I’m definitely over-thinking this. I knock Grant in the knee as I pass his station, and chuckle as I hear him smack his head under the car. Serves him right for getting in my head. 

“Hey, Jackie, you wanna come watch the game tonight?” Wes asks me from his spot by the lockers. “My girls are going on a sleepover. We could crack open a few beers—” 

“Yes, definitely,” I agree too quickly. 

Scar eyeballs me as she walks back to the front of the shop, clearly having noticed how eager I am to move on in the conversation. She smirks. There’s a tinkling sound of our shop’s door being opened as she disappears through the exit. Thank God there are customers to keep her smart mouth busy; I don’t need more jokes about ball gags and gimp suits this morning. 

“Hey, Jackie baby,” she calls from the front. My chest tenses back immediately. 

Scar’s dark head pops back through the doorway. “There’s a girl here asking for you.” 

“Dirty old dog,” Grant cackles from under the Forte. 

I ignore him as I put aside my tools and head to the front of the shop. I stop when I see the guest at the counter. 

“Whoa. Devin Denning?” 

Devin smiles at me from behind the counter, jogging around to ignore the partition and come give me a hug. 

“Jack Goodwin! I’m in town visiting my parents and knew I had to come by to see you.” 

She pulls back and I get a good look at her. Lord—she looks good. Even better than the last time I saw her, maybe a year or two after high school graduation. She’s got sleek platinum hair and golden, glowing skin and a sexy lace of tattoos just peeping out on her collarbone above her shirt’s neckline. 

I stiffen, my body remembering before my brain does what Devin Denning’s chest looked like before she had that tattoo. 

We’d hooked up that night she had come back in town. She was on tour with some B-grade bluegrass band, and we’d talked guitar and songwriting at some bar before coming back to my place. 

I’d always liked Devin. She was sweet, kind of funny. 

And it turned out she was fun in bed, too. We’d hooked up, gone on our separate ways the next morning, and all I’d really heard about her since was the occasional line in the paper about one of her bands coming to town. Maybe a word from her parents if I saw them in the grocery store. 

And now here she was again. 

Her fingers linger on my chest, and she brushes at my uniform like she’s cleaning off grime I know isn’t there yet. 

“Jack Goodwin. You haven’t changed a bit.” 

I shift as Devin’s eyes rake me over. Clearly, she’s pleased with how the years have treated me, in return. 

“What are you doing in town?” I cross my arms and smile at her. 

She shrugs. “I’m playing double bass for the Holy Hell Riders. They’re booked this month out in Ash Creek.” Her smile falters, and she clears her throat. “I ran into your dad and his new wife at breakfast this morning, and they told me I should come by and say hello. Uh, when did he get remarried?” 

And  there’s the reason for the faltering smile. I force myself to smile broader as I look back to Devin; I get the same questions, the same hesitations over and over again from people who remember my mother and her cancer. Best to treat the reaction with the same response that works every time. 

“A few years ago,” I tell her. And then, the magic words to move things along: “But how are you?” 

“I’m good. Better now that I’ve come to see you,” she adds mischievously. “When do you get off here? Come get drunk with me. Play some music. It’ll be like old times.” 

“Yeah,” I agree quickly, nodding my head. “Yeah, I’m off at six. You staying with your parents?” 

She nods in return. “Same old place out on the east side.” 

“I’ll see you then.” 

I wave and head back through the service door, brushing past Scar on my way to the back. She raises one dark eyebrow at me, clearly holding back a laugh. 

“Dirty dog…” I hear her whisper as she heads to her chair at the front desk. 

I roll my eyes. Shop talk. That’s all it is. This will blow over by tomorrow, when some Barbie-esque blonde shows up at lunch to confront Grant with the text thread where he ghosted her. 

And I’ll have gone on my date with Devin. I’ll have done the normal fucking thing for a twenty-seven-year-old to do:  not gone after the smokin’ hot Mrs. Robinson with the broken down hatchback and the dead husband. 

This will all blow over. Yeah. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: RASHA

“Jeez.” 

I scramble out from under my covers, drenched in sweat. Andrew is standing next to my bed, eating half a bagel. Just watching me. 

“Drew, baby, we’ve talked about this. Mommy doesn’t like it when she wakes up and you’re staring at her.” 

“It’s creepy, ya little turd!” Cohen calls from the living room. 

I run a hand through my sweaty bangs, trying to comb them down into some kind of hairdo that isn’t capable of standing up on its own. I suppress a smile; at thirteen, Cohen can be a bit of a turd to his baby brother himself. Dang if he isn’t right though: it’s creepy as hell when Andrew wakes me up by watching me. 

“Kitchen.” I wave Andrew out of my room, sliding my feet into the sagging pink slippers that wait by my bed. “Go stare at Cohen until he breaks down and gets you some cream cheese for that bagel, baby.” 

I take Andrew by the cheeks, pulling his little brown head over so I can kiss his scalp. He grimaces, exposing a mouthful of bagel. I laugh again as he scampers out of my room, and I hear Cohen griping that his brother is standing between him and his morning Netflix. 

I hover on the edge of my bed for a moment, still drenched in sweat. 

A pool of heat radiating out from between my legs. 

Shoot. What a start to my morning. 

I scrub at my eyes with the palms of my hands, trying to erase the lingering images from the dream I’d been having. But it’s too late. They’re branded onto my retinas, tattooed there like I’m doomed to see shadow images for the next few years. 

It was Jack Goodwin, bent over the side of my car again. He was without his shirt this time. I was without a toddler in my backseat. And there was no one driving down First Street, no looky-loos to confront me at church or school pick-up or morning coffee. 

Just me and Jack. 

He’d stood up from his examination, his tanned skin shimmering under the hot Georgia sun. He’d taken my hand to come show me a closer look at the damage on my bumper. His large, calloused hands had slid over my forearms, just grazing the soft hair there, making it stand on end. His back was poised just behind mine; he was so close that I could feel the heat coming off him. And when he bent me over to take that closer look, and I’d felt him pushed up against me, I found him hard and wanting and—

I slap at my eyes. Stupid eyes.  Who gave you any right to have visions of the sexy young mechanic floating around like sugarplums on Christmas Eve? 

I cross my legs tight and rub the back of my neck. This is the real world. I’m back to last-minute lunch packing and Cohen running late for the school bus and Andrew watching me while I sleep.  Get it together, Rasha. You have real responsibilities, a real life.  Last night’s fantasy was just that… a fantasy. I need to get my crap together. 

I stand up, grabbing a threadbare robe off my dresser and tossing it across my shoulders as I head for the bathroom to brush my teeth. Brush up, toothpaste applied, water on. 

“Cohen! Drew! ‘Oes and ‘ocks on!” I manage to call out mid-brush. No time for a shower. That stupid dream made me sleep in and has me running late. Dry shampoo it is then. 

Teeth brushed and dry shampoo layered on top of yesterday’s dry shampoo, I’m finally ready for the day. I find a T-shirt and shorts and pull them on, not wanting a repeat of yesterday’s roadside peep show. I grab some flip-flops on my way out of my room, sliding them on as I approach the kitchen. 

“Cohen, come on, pal. Bus is going to be here soon.” 

Cohen is glued to the TV, watching something that’s probably a little immature for his age, but, hey, television is television if it comes down to that or school. I flick the back of his head and smile down at him. 

“Come on, bud, I’ve got a web call this morning. Delia will be here any minute for Andrew, and your butt better be on that bus when she pulls into the driveway.” 

Cohen slides off the couch like the bones have melted from his body. He groans; nevertheless, I can see that he’s laughing under his breath. Good kid. 

“Andrew, shoes on?” 

“Yep!” 

I round the corner into the kitchen and find my three-year-old balancing on a chair, reaching up into my snack cupboard. I grab him by the waist and plop him back on the floor, feeling more than a little slick in how I averted that battle. 

 Buzz. Buzz. 

The interruption to my fast-paced morning rhythm makes me jump. My phone is still charging next to the sink. I unplug it, glancing down at the screen. Unknown number. 

“Hello, this is Rasha Perry.” 

“Mrs. Perry, good morning. This is Dom from Bianchi and Sons. We’ve got your car here.” 

“Yes.” I nod as I grab my own bagel out of the cupboard, not bothering with cream cheese or even a plate as I take my first bite. I swallow quickly and pull open my fridge, scanning it for juice or milk. When was the last time I made it over to the grocery store? “Is the hatchback ready for pickup? I can make plans with my sister—” 

“That’s the thing.” As soon as Dom says the words, my stomach sinks. Shit.  That’s the thing never means  good thing. It means money to spend. More time without a car. “Your transmission is beyond repair. I’m so sorry, ma’am, and I know you might want to take it somewhere else for a second opinion, but I’d really recommend just coming by the shop to see what I mean for yourself. 

You were lucky the accident you had yesterday wasn’t much worse. It looks like this car has been on the brink for a while.” 

I slump against my cabinets, abandoning my bagel on the counter next to me. I drag my fingers through my bangs again; it’s starting to become something of a nervous tic. 

“All right,” I say finally, taking a deep breath. “I believe you. I don’t need to come by. If Jack Goodwin works for you guys, I’m sure you’re honest businessmen. Just tell me what I need to do with the broken-down hatchback, I guess.” 

“Well, you can always—” 

But Dom is cut off by my phone buzzing again. I frown, pulling my ear away from the device to check the caller ID.  Delia. My stomach twists tighter. Shoot. 

“Hey, Dom, gimme just a second. I’m so sorry.” I click the call over. “D? What’s up?” 

Delia sounds harried. I can hear papers shuffling and a heavy door shutting. “Rasha, I’m so sorry. 

I should be on my way right now to come pick up Andrew.” 

I sigh, one hand going up to my forehead to massage my temple. “But?” 

“But,” Delia starts, “Copper Springs Montessori called me this morning. One of their teachers has been hospitalized and they need someone certified to fill in for a while.” 

“Delia, what the heck? I’ve got my own work this morning. I can’t spend two mornings in a row with Drew. I need you.” 

“Yes, yeah, I know.” I can hear her car starting. I grit my teeth. “We’ll have him brought over here for the next few days while I’m filling in, okay? No tuition, off the books, all that stuff.” 

“And how am I supposed to get him there?” I ask. “I’m literally on the phone with Bianchi and Sons right now. The hatchback is dead. I’m car-less.” 

“I’ll get it covered,” Delia promises. “Seriously, I’m on it. I didn’t mean to freak you out that you’d be without daycare, but I needed you to know where Drew would be hanging out for the next few days.” 

I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. I nod. “Okay. Yeah. Thanks.” 

It’s not like I don’t believe Delia. She always follows through. There’s just a stress she can’t understand that comes with mornings like these. A stress that comes with being a single mom. 

I glance at my kids. Cohen is still dragging his feet with one eye on the TV, but he’s got his backpack and lunchbox ready and he’s starting toward the door. Andrew is sitting cross-legged on my dining room table, picking off the blueberry bits from his bagel and flicking them onto the rug. 

They’re good kids. This is a good life. It’s hard to describe really—the constant pressure that’s present, regardless of how compliant Cohen is or how cute Andrew is being. There’s a heaviness to my life, something pressing and relentless that Delia can’t really understand. It’s a strain that so perfectly matches what I felt yesterday, standing in her kitchen. That pushing, that prodding in the back of my brain. A restraint on my being that I simultaneously wish would disappear…and that I cling to. 

“I’m going to let you go, D,” I tell her. “I’m still on the line with my mechanic. I need to figure out the details for the old hatchback.” 

“Yeah, of course,” she says. “I can—” 

 Buzz. Buzz. I pull the phone away from my ear. 

“Shoot! I must have hung up on them when I took your call.” 

 Unknown Number Calling. Unknown Number Calling. 

“Call me back,” she says. 

“Deal.” I switch over the call. “Oh my God, Dom, I’m so sorry. This morning is a total nightmare. My kid woke me up like a scene from a horror movie, then my sister called to tell me she can’t give us a ride, and my other son is going to turn my hair gray if he doesn’t  hurry up and leave for the bus, Cohen!  I can hardly—” 

There’s deep, amused laughter on the other end of the line. 

I freeze, the phone still balanced between my shoulder and my ear. A memory from the night before flashes across my vision, something my palms couldn’t quite scrub away. The heat returns between my legs, collecting there so fast and so intensely that my knees buckle. 

“Dom had to step away to be with a customer. He asked me to call you back.” 

I swallow. “Please, Lord, don’t let this be the same man who saw me on the side of the road

yesterday morning dressed like the official sponsor for NyQuil.” 

“Sorry, it’s Jack again.” He laughs once more, and the sound goes beyond making heat pool between my legs. It overtakes my whole body and flips my stomach. I shiver. 

“I’m sorry you’re having such a hard time this morning,” he says. “Look, let me help. It’s a slow morning around here. I can swing by, give you and Andrew another lift, and then take you by the shop to talk about your car.” 

“You’re doing too much,” I protest. “We’re basically abusing you at this point.” 

“Stop it,” he insists, laughing again. “I was your baby-sitter, now your chauffeur… Maybe this means that one day I’ll graduate to being your manservant and make the big bucks.” 

My stomach twists so tight I can hardly breathe. This guy does not know what the idea of having him as my  manservant is doing to me. 

 Buzz.   Buzz. 

I groan. “I swear, if my phone goes off one more time this morning—” 

Caller ID says it’s my work. The web call. My boss is probably calling to remind me to prep for it. I let it go to voicemail, though, knowing I can call back in a moment. 

It looks like my options are limited, and the manservant on the other end of my line might be my only choice. 

“Okay,” I agree. “But you better let me tip you or something for your service at the shop. It’s the least I can do.” 

“I’m good, I promise,” he says. “No tip needed. Er, except a tip from me to you: please wear some real clothes this time when I pick you up. I can’t have the guys at my garage giving me any more crap about driving around women still dressed for bed. Too many jokes about last night’s exploits. 

Ha.” 

I can’t breathe. I’m clutching my cell phone, hardly registering the Netflix or Andrew asking for another bagel or even the sweat that I know must be dripping down the back of my neck. 

My kid’s former baby-sitter just made a joke about us sleeping together. 

And it definitely, undeniably, I-seriously-wish-it-didn’t…turned me on. 

I force myself to take a deep breath. This is not cool. This goes beyond a few annoying sex dreams or jokes made by my horny older sister. I can’t flirt with this kid. I can’t entertain this fantasy. 

But my body is sure as hell betraying my better wishes. 

“Can you be here in fifteen?” I ask. 

 

CHAPTER SIX: JACK

“Woah. Cohen? Is that you?” 

I have to do a double take as the kid passes me on his way out the door. 

This isn’t the six-year-old I remember. He’s all long, floppy hair and freckled skin and gangly limbs. He grins as he realizes who I am, too, and I realize I’ve probably changed about as much as he has. Cohen drops his backpack on the ground and throws his arms around my neck, a lot more like the little kid I remember than the thirteen-year-old I see now. 

“Jack!” 

The front door whips open. 

“Cohen, I know firemen down at the station. I don’t think there’s an age limit on dropping kids off there, and if you miss that bus, so help me—” 

Rasha freezes in the doorway when she sees me, and I swear her cheeks flush the lightest shade of pink. I wave, Cohen’s skinny arms still wrapped around my neck. 

“Sorry,” I apologize, unable to stop myself from laughing. “I’m a terrible influence.” 

The corner of her mouth tugs into a half-smile and she waves me off. 

“I guess if he’s going to be late, this is as good a reason as any.” She retrains her gaze back on Cohen, pointing a firm finger in his direction. “Now, run, boy. I’ve heard your petitions to go out for the basketball team again this year. If you want me to put up money for uniforms and away games, now’s the time to prove to me that you can  run.” 

Cohen shrugs as he pulls away from me. He does a goofy salute and tears off across the grass. I start up the front steps of Rasha’s house as she holds the door open for me. 

“Thanks for coming,” she says. “I swear there are days when I  do have my shit together.” 

There’s that pink tint of blush again, creeping up from her cheeks over to the tips of her ears. This isn’t the same woman who would emerge from her bedroom on a date night, decked out in the tight dress and the high heels. She’s flushed from recent sleep. Her high bun is casual, with loose wisps falling forward to frame her face. There are all the signs of her morning with her children on her clothes, right down to a few suspicious child-sized fingertip stains on the edge of her shirt. 

Somehow, the mess is even cuter than what I remember. Damn. 

I swallow,  hard, and shove my hands in my front pockets, hoping to hide the bulge that’s swelling there. No need to get riled up this early in the a.m. 

I smile. “You look great. And Cohen looked bathed and fed, which is more than I can say for myself on some early mornings. Shit seems adequately put together to me.” 

“Come in.” She nods toward her entryway. “Andrew is—hopefully—getting his shoes on. You want some coffee or something?” 

I follow her in. 

Whoa. Cohen may have changed, but the house hasn’t. It’s like I’m stepping back in time. Same rug in the entryway, same decorations hanging on the walls. My chest constricts: same family photos up, too. 

Ten-year-old Cohen. Newborn Andrew. Young, vibrant Rasha, standing next to Mr. Perry in front of some blue backdrop like the kind you see at a mall. 

They must be the same photos that were hanging up when Mr. Perry passed. For years, we did the same thing in our house. 

Rasha looks happy in these. But different. Not just younger—it’s something more than that. Like these photos are of a different person entirely, a snapshot of a different life. 

How much has happened to her in these six years I haven’t seen the Perrys? 

See, Jack,  that’s  why you don’t allow yourself to get too lost in how attractive Rasha Perry is. 

She’s dealing with her own stuff, her own life. Just like you are. There are already three men in her life, one of which is perfectly preserved in glossy color on this entryway wall. 

Rasha’s head pops out from around the corner. She’s gesturing to a half-empty coffee pot. 

“Jack?” 

My hands get shoved deeper down into my pockets. “I’m good. Thanks.” 

A wail sounds from the living room, and I hear Rasha sigh in the kitchen. 

“I got it!” I call out to her, rounding my way into the living room. “You take care of your caffeine. 

Priorities.” 

Andrew is sitting on the floor, his tiny face buried in his hands. His shoes are very noticeably on the wrong feet, with the left foot shoved in at an awkward angle where Andrew has clearly tried to rip it off. I bend down, putting a hand to his back as I suppress a smile. 

“What is it, little man? Trouble overseas getting you down? Maybe the economy?” 

Okay, so he’s way too young for this schtick to work. But it’s more for my pleasure than it is his. I offer him a hand, not saying anything that could amount to pressure to take it. He finally peeps one eye out between his fingers. 

“Shoes,” he says simply, his face sour. 

“The worst,” I agree seriously. “Can I help you fix them this time?” 

Andrew sighs, a sound that makes it seem like the weight of the world is on his shoulders. So maybe my joke about trouble overseas was fitting for this brand of toddler. I smile as he props his left foot into my lap. 

“Have I got the trick for you,” I say, helping to pull off the stubborn tennis shoe. “My brother, Zach, had the worst time with his shoes, so we had to get creative. Can I borrow a marker from your collection?” 

He nods somberly as I choose a marker from a bin to our left. With both shoes now removed, I carefully draw two halves of a heart on the soles of his shoes. 

“All right, check it out,” I say, showing him. I press the centers of the shoes together, so he can see the shape of the heart. “Just make the heart before you put on your shoes, and you’ll never get it wrong again. You’ll be, like, king of the preschool. The other children will bow down at your feet. 

But with great power comes great responsibility, Andrew.” 

His little face finally cracks into a smile. Who cares if my one-liners are going over his head? He slips the shoes onto his feet and stands up. 

“We’ll give your mom another minute to finish up in the kitchen,” I tell him. “You like music?” 

Andrew bites his bottom lip and nods, pointing at a kid’s ukulele propped up against some toys in a corner. 

“Sweet.” I go grab it, running my fingers along the cheap strings. “This one was your brother, Cohen’s, favorite.” 

I play a few bars, grinning back at Andrew as he starts swinging his hips to the beat. God, it’s been forever since I’ve gotten to do any of this with a kid. My siblings have gotten older. I haven’t baby-sat in years, not since I needed the money for my mechanic certification. 

This is probably more ammunition the guys back at the shop will use against me. Jack Goodwin: returning to Mrs. Robinson’s house only to play with a four-year-old and watch cartoons. 

A snort comes from the doorway. “Is that ‘Cotton Eyed Joe’?” 

I tap the side of my nose, then go right back to playing. I can’t stand to interrupt Andrew’s dance; it’s too cute. “Cohen’s old favorite, remember? The new covers are copyrighted, but this older version is public domain. I like it better anyway. Less terrifying middle school dance vibes, more country goodness.” 

Rasha is standing in the doorway, her head cocked and arms crossed as she watches us in the living room. 

“I don’t know, it’s pretty much god-awful either way.” 

She’s smiling. There’s a strange look in her eye, something I can’t quite place. 

I have to force myself to look away, to focus on the song and on cheering up Andrew. He’s full-on grooving now, clapping along to the beat and tapping his toes. I hate to strum the final notes, but I do so with a flourish, waggling my fingers like jazz hands. 

Rasha claps, and I turn back to look at her. 

“So, you fix cars, rescue little old ladies on the side of the road, and play music like Jason Aldean. How exactly did we manage to tap you for baby-sitting in the first place?” 

I smile back at her. “You’ve gotta cut it out with the little old lady cracks. But like I’ve already explained once before, you managed to get me as a baby-sitter for the same reason I stopped to rescue you on First Street: I’m basically a hero.” 

I puff my chest and beat it with one fist. She laughs at that. 

“How long have you been playing?” 

“Too long,” I say, placing the uke back on Andrew’s toy pile. “I’ve got a huge collection of way too expensive guitars at my apartment. Which probably explains why I’m tight for rent some months.” 

I shrug. “I guess I figure that if I spend more on guitars than rent, I can always go play on the streets of downtown Atlanta to make up the difference.” 

She snorts. “Lord. I tried guitar for a hot minute back in high school. Part of some effort to be the next teen music sensation? My mother offered to up my allowance if I would stop.” 

“Come on.” I grin. “You’re making that up.” 

“Swear to God.” Rasha shrugs. “Turns out our neighbors had been complaining when I practiced on our back porch.” The red on her cheeks deepens, but she sheepishly smiles despite that. “We got an official visit from the cops once. I literally had the law against my attempts at music.” 

I laugh again, nursing a stitch on my side. She grins. Even Andrew laughs, although it’s clear he doesn’t really understand what’s funny. 

“I’ve got an old friend who is playing bluegrass out in Ash Creek this month,” I tell her. The idea is coming out of my mouth before I can stop it, but I’m not sure I care. “My oldest brothers are itching to go. I bet your boys would have a blast…if you’d like.” 

She hesitates for a moment, and I rush back in. “I mean, I could pick them up and take them. You can take a night off or whatever. Some alone time. You could go on a date or something.” 

A vision of Rasha in her classic low-cut date-night dress flashes through the back of my mind. 

But she shakes her head. 

“And let those kids get a little culture without me? No way.” She grins. “I am  not trading in a night of music for another round of bad drinks over at Lucky Lucy’s bar, followed up by some hillbilly I’ve known since high school trying to get handsy in a Walmart parking lot.” 

I snort. “It’s always the Walmart parking lot in Copper Springs, isn’t it? Some investor needs to build a new date spot.” 

She beams back at me. 

Good God, I like this moment. I like goofing around in Rasha’s living room and playing music and making her look at me like that. 

My skin is buzzing. My chest has gone tight. 

There it is again—that strange  something that I felt after our car ride yesterday. 

And as soon as I feel it, my eyes drift over Rasha’s shoulder and land on another one of her framed photos on the wall. There’s Sam Perry. Dark hair, dark eyes. I could swear he’s watching me. 

I roll my neck and clear my throat. I push up from the ground and produce my car keys from my pocket, my lips straightening up into a firm line as I gesture for the front door. 

“All set?” 

Rasha nods and heads over to guide Andrew out the door with his bag for daycare. My hands are shoved back into my pockets once more, and I focus on the ground as I walk back to my car. 

“First stop, daycare,” I say to Andrew, tipping an imaginary conductor’s hat at him as Rasha helps slide him into his car seat. I lean in behind her and put my hand up like I’m whispering a secret. 

“You just say the word if you want me to drive you to Alaska instead. Maybe just a Build-A-Bear Workshop? It’s all you, man, let’s ditch!” 

Rasha turns around, laughing, ready to swat at me. 

She doesn’t anticipate how close I am hovering over her shoulder. Her eyes go wide as she swings right at my face, only narrowly missing my cheekbone. She staggers back, tripping over Andrew’s daycare bag on the ground. 

I catch her wrists, holding her tight before she can fall farther. 

 Fuck. 

The smile is still hanging on her lips, despite her near-accident. I can feel her pulse thumping across the pad of my thumb. She’s so close; if I wanted, all it might take is a breath of a pull and her body will be on mine. Every part of me is on fire. 

And in the same way that I wondered just a few minutes ago how much might have happened to Rasha in these last six years, I wonder now what has happened to me. Have I ever felt this way? 

Have I ever felt this lit up, this ignited by anything other than the loud music or the caffeine or the endless work at the garage meant to fill some void? 

But nearly as soon as I catch her, Rasha is pulling away. She straightens her shirt and smiles at me, but it’s not the same expression she was wearing when she turned around. 

“Excuse me,” she mumbles, pushing past me to head around to the passenger seat. 

And I’m left standing here, wishing to God that I could get the image of Rasha’s family photo out of my head. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: RASHA

The young guy with the dark hair and the slight scar between his eyes is choking on his muffin as we walk over. 

“Um, are you okay?” I ask him, mom instinct making me reach out and put an unsolicited hand on his arm. 

His eyes widen and he swallows too hard. Jack clears his throat and elbows the guy in the gut. 

Muffin sprays out from between his lips, but the guy just grins anyway. 

“Forgive Grant,” Jack says with a smirk. “He had a combination wrench dropped on his head the first day on the job. Now he doesn’t know how to talk to people.” 

The muffin now swallowed, Grant extends a (thankfully clean) hand for me to shake. “And yet, Jackie boy here still calls me his best friend.  Judge him as you will for the company he keeps.” 

Jack throws an arm around Grant’s neck, pinning him in a headlock. Grant’s face explodes into a wicked grin, and he licks up Jack’s arm, sending him reeling. I can’t help but smile. Even though Jack looks young and I still remember him vividly at twenty-one, this might be the first time since meeting him back on First Street that he’s seemed his age. It’s kind of…endearing. I purse my lips, trying not to laugh. 

“Good Lord, I should have known better than to bring over anyone I know when you’re on shift, Grant.” 

“Y’all come to look at your car?” 

I nod. “Hatchback. You probably remember it as the one with crumbs from my kids on every conceivable surface?” 

“Right over here,” Grant says, pointing me to my car in the corner of the shop. 

My stomach sinks. Damn. It still looks terrible, and there’s a guy in the front seat fiddling with it

—when he touches some buttons, the car makes a truly horrific noise. Damaged beyond repair, that seems obvious even to me. 

A short, dark-haired girl in ripped jeans and a faded black band T-shirt walks up, smiling as she hands me some paperwork from off a clipboard. Oh, shoot—it’s Scarlett Cooper. I recognize her from student pick-up where she collects her nieces for her brother, Wes, sometimes. 

“Here’s your paperwork, Mrs. Perry. I’m Scar.” She extends a hand for me to shake. “We’ve met each other at the middle school once or twice. Are these boys bothering you? Did Jackie already tell you that Grant was part of a case study for mechanics who inhale too many gasoline fumes?” 

She winks, and Grant scowls. I like her instantly. 

I laugh. “I remember you. The context just threw me for a second.” 

Scarlett unclips the paperwork and passes it over to me. “I’m sorry about your car. We really did everything we could. Did Jack already give you the rundown about where you might go for a new

car?” 

“I’m afraid that even if he did, I would still be in over my head.” I shrug. “There is a zero percent chance I won’t get taken for a ride at the dealership.” 

“Not on my watch.” Jack crosses his arms and shakes his head. 

I glance over at him, my breath catching. Not the goofy kid with his friend in a headlock anymore. 

With those tensed, tanned arms and that determined furrow to his brow, Jack looks like the kind of guy who is all man. 

I gulp and wave him off, trying not to blink too much as I turn back to Scarlett. 

“I’m sure I’ll be fine, guys. Thanks for all your help though.” I brave turning back to Jack. “You should stick around here at work. There’s no sense in dropping me back off. I’ll call an Uber.” 

“Please.” Jack puts a hand to my elbow, guiding me back toward his sedan as he waves at Grant and Scarlett over his shoulder. “I’ll be back in no time. Tell Dom.” He glances at me. “This is Copper Springs. There are maybe five Uber drivers in this area, and I have serviced every last one of their cars. No way am I letting you into one of those death machines.” 

I want to protest. I  ought to protest. This really is Jack’s place of work, and it doesn’t make any sense for him to drive me home. But here I am, shuffling along beside him, totally unable to remove his lingering fingers from my elbow, where they’re currently lighting up my skin and sending shivers up my arm. 

When we reach his sedan, he opens my door for me and gestures inside. I slip in, holding my breath as Jack walks around the car to the driver’s side and lets himself in. He turns on the ignition. 

“I like your coworkers.” I’m smiling despite myself again, even though I probably ought to be quiet and just let the car ride get itself over with. 

“Me, too.” 

I glance over at him. He’s smirking, like he’s remembering something good. With all the jokes about Grant and combination wrenches and diesel fumes or whatever, I’m sure that good work memories aren’t in short supply. 

I turn back to my view out the windshield. Copper Springs’ Main Street, going by in a quiet blur of Mom and Pop shops and wind-battered pick-up trucks. I bite my lip, try to focus on the way a yellow wash of pollen sweeps across the street ahead. 

“Did you always know you wanted to be a mechanic?”  You dummy, Rasha, just shut—“Are you passionate about cars?” 

Jack shifts in his seat, thinking about it. “No.” 

I raise an eyebrow. I think I had just expected him to say yes in reply, like I was mostly just asking the question because I wanted to hear him talk, despite my better judgment. 

“No?” 

He shrugs and hangs a left. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I like what I do. I like cars. But is being a grease monkey what ten-year-old Jack dreamt of? Nah.” 

“A musician then?” I provide. “Did you want to be the next Tim McGraw or something?” 

Jack smirks, eyes still trained on the road. “Definitely not. You do  not want to picture all this in a cowboy hat and flannel. It’s not the look for me.” 

Jack laughs. His chest rises and falls, and I shift in my seat as I notice the way his shirt strains against his pecs as he takes that deep breath. One of his hands leaves the steering wheel to rub at the back of his neck. 

“Honestly, I don’t think there was ever anything I really wanted to do. I don’t have some great life calling. I guess I just wasn’t that lucky. The things I like to do—the things I  really  like to do, the

things that aren’t just hobbies like music or bill payers like the garage, I mean—they can’t exactly be monetized.” 

I swear to God, I can’t look away from him now. Almost forty years old and I’m stuck on this boy like I’m sitting next to some A-list celebrity. 

“What do you mean?” I ask. Stupid. 

“It’s all dumb stuff,” he brushes me off, still focused on the road. I notice his cheeks flushing the slightest bit though—he’s a little embarrassed? He takes another deep breath. 

“I like quiet things.” A smile starts to needle its way onto his lips. He glances over at me for the barest second, and my breath catches. “It’s, like, playing ukulele at seven in the morning with a three-year-old. Driving around Copper Springs on a quiet day when the pollen is just starting to kick up, and the whole world is yellow. It’s conversations with friends. Telling jokes.” 

He clears his throat, hands gripping the steering wheel tight. “I’m not a super driven person,” he admits. “I was never the guy with Harvard on the brain or a certain salary that needed to be met. I think that maybe I’m most happy when I’m just enjoying the day to day with the people I care about. If I could craft a whole life around those quiet moments… I think I’d be okay.” 

Jack pauses, blue eyes briefly darting back in my direction. “I just want a family. I spent the last ten years of my life taking care of my younger siblings and helping my dad, and I guess something stuck. It’s not a lot. And maybe it’s a letdown for my dad, who wanted a lot more for me after he spent the last ten years busting his ass to provide for his own kids. But it’s what I want. More than anything.” 

He looks to me again, swallowing before he stares back at the road ahead. “And this is the point in the conversation when you, oh wise sage Mrs. Perry, tell me what every other person older than me has told me since I graduated high school. Do you know someone hiring out in Foster Forest? Maybe you have a cousin offering a discount on Medical Assistant school? I’ve heard it all.” 

Jack looks over at me with a more relaxed expression now, sending me a wink that turns me into the one struggling to maintain eye contact. 

“Thanks for letting me unload all that,” he says. “Probably not what you meant to get into this early in the morning. Or ever.” 

I shake my head. “Actually… I understood it.” 

Jack peers back at me, an eyebrow raised. 

We’ve made it back to my house. He pulls the car into the driveway, putting it in park. I should get out. Jack got me back home, and he has somewhere he needs to be. I shouldn’t waste more of his time with needling questions that cross the line for someone who used to baby-sit my kids. 

So many  shoulds and  shouldn’ts today. And I’m ignoring fucking all of them. 

I stay in my seat, not even touching my seat belt. 

“I was raised here,” I tell Jack. “But my family moved out to Baton Rouge not long after I graduated high school. When Sam—” My voice catches, just for a moment. “When everything happened a few years ago, everyone said I should move in with my parents. They’re still young and they have the room for us. Everyone kept reminding me that it was a chance to start over, maybe go back to school for another degree or start a new job. Basically, start a new life. But I couldn’t do it.” 

I put my hands up, gesturing meekly at the modest square yard and faded brick house in front of us. “I love it here. I love Copper Springs and I love that it’s where my sons grew up and that it’s where I fell in love with my husband. It’s nothing fancy. But it’s home. And I don’t want to go back to school or start a new job or start over. I just want to raise my boys here, and let them learn to love it like I do.” 

Jack’s gaze holds my own for a fleeting moment. It’s not long, can’t be more than a few seconds at most. But it’s filled with something so recognizable, like I’m seeing a part of myself reflected back in the deep blue. 

He gets it. He freaking understands. 

He shifts the smallest amount, and his fingers just graze my own as they rest on his center console. I can’t look down. I can’t tear my eyes away from those baby blues. Hell, I can hardly do anything but focus on breathing and simple human survival. 

 Buzz. Buzz. 

We both jump as Jack’s phone goes off, ricocheting around in his cupholder. 

“Work.” He winces. “I’ve been gone long enough for Dom to notice. Better get back.” 

I nod and start to let myself out of the car. “Thanks again.” 

He grabs my sleeve and scoots across his console, not letting me get far. Jack’s brow is furrowed, his eyes focused on the fingertips that still hover against my skin. 

“Hey, so, um, maybe you’re sick of me by now, but why don’t I give you a ride to one of those dealerships Scar suggested? You need the ride and I have the time. Tomorrow? After my shift?” 

My breath hitches. He’s so close, maybe closer than he’s been to me yet. From here, I can make out the first signs of aging on Jack’s chiseled face: thin, happy smile lines, adorable miniature crow’s feet around those piercing blue eyes. 

And his smile. Those full pink lips, only a foot away from my own. I shift in my seat. Is this a moment? It’s been so long, it’s like I’ve forgotten…

But then he’s pulling back, smiling at me and running a hand through that sandy-blonde hair as he looks me over. 

“That’s probably too much Jack Goodwin in one week, huh? I’ve heard it before.” He winks. 

“Count me in,” I say. The words have left my mouth with absolutely no permission to do so. “Uh, assuming my boys can come, too.” 

“Obviously.” 

There’s a pause between us. A charged, quiet moment that begs for me to reach forward, to touch those high cheekbones and curving jaw line and soft, pink lips…

“Thanks, Jack.” 

I get out and shut the door before he can say anything else, and head toward my front door. Or maybe it’s before  I can say anything else. Anything profoundly ill-conceived. I get inside, pressing my back against the door after I close it, one hand clutching the spot on my chest through which I can feel my racing heart. 

And then, a thought occurs to me: no one is home right now. I have my web call for work, but it’s not for another—I check my phone—twenty minutes. It’s quiet. Dark, with the curtains drawn. 

I slip off my shoes and pad back to my bedroom, where I sit down on the edge of my bed and pull open the drawer of my nightstand. My vibrator feels unfamiliar in my hand; it’s been way too long since I’ve used this thing. 

But there’s a necessity that wasn’t present these last few years. I need to get out some very unexpected feelings. Work them out of my system. Forget them. 

Forget him. 

Just once, right? I’ll keep repeating that to myself. I shimmy down my shorts, my underwear, and let them drop to the floor. My heart races. I slide under the covers, clicking on the vibrator as I run it up over my slit and gently graze my clit. My eyes close, a tiny gasp slipping through my parted lips. 

It’s like the sex dream I had last night never hit pause at all. I can see Jack, those blue eyes taking

me in once again. Wanting, this time. Hungry. 

My whole body wracks with shivers. 

Just once. Just to get it out of my head. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT: JACK

A Nerf bullet hits me in the face as I enter the front door. 

“I will  murder you!” 

Zach comes streaking around the corner, dripping wet with a towel around his waist as he brandishes his Nerf gun. 

I snatch the weapon on instinct, averting my eyes to the ceiling as Zach’s towel drops to the floor. 

“Is this what life is like around here these days? You’re all just running around naked, trying to shoot each other?” I raise an eyebrow, placing the gun on the entryway table as Zach scrambles to replace his towel. 

He huffs and scowls. “I was just finished showering after soccer when Lindsay pushed me out of the bathroom and said she needed the toilet.” His scowl widens into something closer to a smirk. 

“She wasn’t counting on me waiting there with my gun when she got out. She ran to Dad like a bat out of hell.” 

“Ah yes, that all sounds perfectly reasonable. Instead of taking two seconds to change into some underwear or dry his hair, my brother placed a priority on maiming his sister.” I grin, stifling a laugh. 

Zach rolls his eyes, smiling back. “It’s all about that unexpected approach, baby.” 

I smack his ass through the towel, sending him yelping down the hall back to the bathroom. 

“Clothes,” I tell him. “Now!” 

As Zach disappears, Lindsay’s white-blonde head peeks out from around the corner. “Thanks, Jack.” 

She comes out, looking a little sheepish. There’s a distinct Nerf bullet-shaped bruise already forming on the side of her neck. 

“Close range injury?” I ask her, motioning to the same spot on my own neck. 

Lindsay blinks, then darts over to the entryway mirror to look at her neck. “That  asshole!  Josh Greene is going to be at the park with the guys tonight! Zach, you  idiot! ” 

“Language,” I correct her with a laugh as she runs down the hall to follow her brother. 

“Took the words right out of my mouth.” My dad pokes his head around the corner. “The troops are getting more violent these days, Goodwin. We could use you on the front lines. Want to stick around for dinner tonight? Mandy made some kind of garlic chicken.” 

I shake my head, following my dad down the hall toward the kitchen. “I’m actually just here to borrow your leather jacket. I might have a date this weekend…” 

Dad turns back to me, eyes going wide. “Shut up. Mandy is going to want to break out the good wine for this news.” 

It’s always amazing to me how all my features can look so different on my father’s face. We’ve been carbon copies of one another since the day I was born: same blue eyes, same sandy-blond hair, 

same tall, broad physique once I hit puberty. But on Johnathan Goodwin the First, the effect is so much more inviting. 

Dad always had a way of looking at people and instantly winning them over. It was no great surprise when he met Mandy and they got engaged after only a few dates. That’s just  Dad. You can’t help but smile back when he smiles your way. You can’t help but laugh when he’s laughing. He’s so present, so right there with you in every conversation. 

We round the corner into the kitchen, where my stepmom, Mandy, is hard at work doing something deadly with a knife and a whole chicken. She grins over her work to wave at me. 

“What are we celebratin’?” she asks in her honey-sweet Southern drawl. 

“Jack is playing the part of a gentleman caller tonight,” my dad pronounces, crossing his arms as he happily leans up against the kitchen island. “He’s going on a  date.” 

“Oh, Jackie.” Mandy’s smile widens, and she must have forgotten about the raw chicken on her fingers, because she puts a hand to her heart over her frilly yellow apron. 

My chest tenses. 

They aren’t giving me a lecture about how it’s time to settle down or figure out my path. They aren’t probing me with questions, or guilting me beyond a light tease. They never have, and I’m sure they never will. Dad and Mandy are great parents. 

And yet, I can feel the weight of their expectations for me pressing down on my chest, making it just a little harder to breathe as I stand here and try to smile back at them. They want so desperately for me to be happy, to have what they have. And they’re not wrong in their assessment of me—I know I’m coasting, I know I’m not exactly where I want to be. 

I should tell them all about Devin. I should gush like a teenage girl over how hot she’s gotten or how much we have in common. But I can’t do it. I can’t think of anything but the unsteady cadence to my breathing as I try not to focus on that weight on my chest. 

“You remember the Dennings?” 

Dad’s face lights up again. “Devin, right? She’s a pretty one.” 

“Devin.” I nod. I rub the back of my neck, mulling things over. “She’s really nice. And funny. And we both play music, which you know is important to me—” 

Dad puts a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it. “One step at a time. It’s okay if you’re not picking out wedding rings yet.” 

“Or ever,” Mandy chimes in. She crosses around the island and starts to reach out a hand for my other shoulder, but thinks better of it. She laughs as she walks to the sink to clean off her chicken-coated fingers. 

“How the hell do you two do that?” I ask, shaking my head and crossing my arms. “How do you read my mind and give me just the advice that I need?” 

“We say our prayers and eat our Wheaties,” Dad says seriously. 

“Every day,” Mandy adds, winking. 

I push up onto the kitchen counter opposite the island. “But you guys do want me to settle down. 

You want me to get married. Have a family.” 

“What we  want  is for you to be happy,” Dad corrects me. He punches my leg, nearly knocking me off the counter. I manage a smile and a chuckle. “Even if your ‘family’ turns out to be a small harem of cats. We just want you to walk in here after work one day and be physically unable to stop smiling. 

We want you to talk our ears off about whatever good thing is going on in your life until we have to tell you to shut up like we do Zach or Lindsay when they start going off about school drama.” 

Mandy steps forward. Her hands now clean, she places her tiny fingertips on my other knee. 

“Although, personally, I wouldn’t complain if this Devin Denning turns out to give you that happiness. 

My biological children don’t seem too keen on reproducing, and I could really use a grandkid to spoil around here.” 

I smirk. “We’ll see about that.” 

I hop back down from the counter, wiping off the back of my jeans and straightening my collar. 

“All right,” I say. “Maybe Devin will be that for me. Maybe we’ll talk music tonight and in nine months there will be little blonde babies running around this house, huh?” 

“Good Lord.” Mandy laughs. “Nine months?! You will have a proper wedding in a Baptist church, Jack Goodwin, so help me…” 

“All right, all right.” I grin and shrug. “But at the very least I can resolve to give it a real go. An honest chance.” 

My dad glances at Mandy, his smile broadening. “She could surprise you. After your mother—” 

His voice catches. 

It’s only when he talks about Mom that I think my father  really looks anything like me. There’s a vague hint of emptiness in those blue eyes we share. A crinkling of lines around the corners of his mouth. 

Dad shakes his head and slips his arm around Mandy’s waist, pulling her close. “I didn’t think I’d ever really feel again,” he says. “I thought I’d be running on half a tank for the rest of my life. 

Living, breathing, not really feeling.” 

My own breath hitches. That’s it. That’s how I feel all the time. 

“But when I decided to give something new a chance—really give it a chance—I found something different,” Dad says. “I found something unexpected and wonderful. And she’s pretty cute, too.” 

His hand slides down Mandy’s back, and he squeezes her ass. She jumps at least a foot in the air, cheeks turning bright red. 

“Johnathan Goodwin!” 

I smile. 

The pressure on my chest lightens just a little bit. 

I always know these things about my parents: I always know they just want what’s best for me, not any specific goal or plan. Maybe it’s just that I’m in my own head too much about this, overthinking what my life is supposed to be like the closer I get to thirty. Maybe I’ll get to forty and will still be thinking about how I’m supposed to have a bigger house or a higher paying job or whatever the next benchmark will be that I set for myself. 

Something twinges in my gut at that. Forty. 

Another vision of Rasha Perry flashes across my vision, beautiful and smiling and laughing in my front seat. It’s hard to believe that she’s already surpassed my next benchmark and is coming up on the one after that. She looks ageless, timeless. 

And I don’t have to resolve to talk to her about anything specific, like music or life plans. We just talked this morning. We just  connected. 

Life has got to feel pretty different than what she imagined for herself ten years ago. Husband gone, single motherhood… It’s all got to be a lot. 

Something unexpected clicks in the back of my brain. I startle, turning away from my happy, smiling parents for just a moment. 

What the hell have I been doing these last few days? 

Maybe I’m crazy, maybe I’m no one’s Mandy, no one’s viable replacement partner, but…

“Son?” Dad interrupts my thoughts. “That’s probably enough sappy stuff before you’re set to go off and charm some pretty girl. Want to come with me to grab that jacket?” 

I nod. My heart is picking up speed in my chest, and I smile back at my father. The corner of my mouth pulls up in an unfamiliar expression, and I wonder if, for the first time, I might finally resemble the man I’m supposed to look so much alike. 

“Go get her, tiger.” Mandy winks. 

I don’t know what I’m doing. I really don’t. And maybe I’m just coming to the decision that I should be more open to someone new, not just the woman who was so damn appealing in an oversized pajama shirt and sweatpants…

But don’t I owe it to myself to at least figure this out? To schedule a date after the one with Devin

—one in which I finally put some long-simmering feelings to bed? 

Dang. The boys at the shop are going to give me so much grief when I admit that I’m thinking of calling up Rasha Perry to really ask her out. 

 

CHAPTER NINE: RASHA

Ah,  there it is: that familiar itch to murder my sister and defame her reputation. 

Delia had the audacity to suggest I wear a dress tonight. With wedge sandals. To a car dealership. 

And I was stupid enough to say yes. 

Oh my God. I look like one of those overdone girls on  The Price is Right, aged up by twenty years and ready to show off a moderately priced minivan. 

“Mom,” Cohen is saying, bringing me back to reality. His smile has gone full brace-face Cheshire Cat as he eyeballs a luxury SUV. “Mom. Please. You can use my college fund. We need this.” 

“It’s so cute that you think you have a college fund.” I snort and stick my tongue out at him, winking. 

Jack crosses over to us with Andrew on his hip; the kid has been glued to him ever since that first day in our living room. Jack uses his free hand to rake his fingers through his blond stubble, successfully Pokemon-ing the butterflies in my stomach into full Boeing 747s. A toddler, freakin’

stubble, and this kickass leather jacket that makes him look like some kind of biker? Jack Goodwin is dabbling in the dark arts. 

I will not think about my vibrator… I will  not think about my vibrator…

“All right, Cohen. You have taste,” Jack admits. He’s still putting on a big show like he’s thinking over the decision. “But does this thing really have all the space you’re going to need? What about all your basketball stuff? Or the buddies you give rides to for away games?” Jack leans into Cohen, lowering his voice to a degree I can only just make out. “What if  Ashley Delgado says she wants to be your date to Fall Festival?” 

Cohen’s eyes widen. “Shit,” he whispers. “Ashley Delgado. ” 

Going to pretend I don’t hear that one. I cross my arms and cock my head, observing Jack at work. 

“What you’re really going to want is something with a good backseat,” Jack says. He steers Cohen down the aisle and points at a big, ugly minivan. Something way closer to the budget we discussed on the ride over. “You want space so all your friends choose your car when they’re riding somewhere.” 

He glances back over at me, winking.  Well, good night nurse. Delia, I will burn your incense-scented house down in a fire so big, the neighbors will all start having psychedelic visions. I will—

Jack is still looking mischievously to me as Cohen takes in the minivan’s features. “You want the built-in TV in the back,” he goes on. “The comfortable seats with the durable polyester. And when you’re a little older, and your ma lets you drive Ashley out for a date all by yourself, you’re going to

want the seats that go all the way—” 

I smack him over the head, laughing. “I can’t invite you to any more family outings.” 

“What?” Cohen’s looking back up at us, tiny brow furrowed. He might be a preteen, but Jack was too slick for him to catch on to the innuendo. 

“How about you open the doors?” I suggest. “Give it a test. See if you like it.” 

Cohen does as he’s told, sliding open the door and ducking inside. Andrew hops down from Jack’s waist and follows his brother in. 

I cross my arms and step up beside Jack, watching the boys. “You’re really making me doubt my discernment in who I let into my home, Jack Goodwin,” I mutter. “What did you read Cohen as a bedtime story when he was little? The Kama Sutra?” 

“Oh no, he needed something with more plot.” Jack shakes his head and crosses his own arms. 

“Co used to strictly request  Brokeback Mountain  or  Lady Chatterly’s Lover.” 

I snicker at that. “I hate you.” 

“I’m beginning to doubt that.” 

He side-eyes me, and I swear all the feeling leaves my body. I cross my arms tighter, feeling about a thousand times sillier in this froufrou little sundress than I did even two minutes ago. 

“This is what I want,” I say decisively, nodding in the direction of the car. “Time to go full minivan mom. No going back now.” 

“It’s very cool,” Jack assures me, his smile widening. 

I quickly lean into the van, motioning for the boys to hop out. “All right, guys, time to make the big purchase. Can you both picture this van as the place where you’ll spill sodas and leave dirt tracks for the foreseeable future?” 

Cohen rolls his eyes. “Mom.” 

I turn back to Jack, trying my best to focus on a spot just between his eyes. “I think we’re good then. Thanks for tagging along and sparing my hips by holding Andrew. I can go haggle and get taken for a ride by the dealership all on my own from here.” 

I start to step away to pick up Andrew. But Jack’s hand finds my elbow. 

I turn to him, body positively electrified again. 

He has to stop doing that. 

He’s not a teenager. Neither am I. But damn it if every time he touches my arm like that he doesn’t make me feel like two high school or college kids feeling out each other’s boundaries for the first time. I can’t breathe when he touches me. I can’t think about anything but Jack, Jack,  Jack. 

Well, that’s not entirely true. 

As I take in that gorgeous tanned face, I think of another young man. 

I never had these tiny moments with Sam. We were high school sweethearts. I’m not sure I can even remember a time that we weren’t just  together. We skipped the awkwardness, the testing for allowances and weaknesses. 

Like a poem I heard once: we were together. I forget the rest. 

A shiver ripples across my bare shoulders. 

If I’m being honest—and shit, I hate being honest, so Delia I blame your stupid  sundress for putting this on me—this thing with Jack feels like magic. 

It feels like, for the first time in my life, I’m getting to choose to let another person in. Jack is asking with that hand on my arm, not saying any actual words, and I’m answering by lowering my walls just the tiniest bit. 

By letting him be with my children, and hear my stupid mom jokes, and listen to my uninformed

opinions on minivans versus SUVs. He is a choice. He is a decision that I get to make for this version of myself, for all that I am after years of heartbreak and nothingness. 

And it’s leaving those damn airplanes whirling around in my gut. Because it’s exciting, yeah…

and because I feel the trepidation now, too. 

If I entertain this—whatever this is—I know Sam would be okay with it. Part of just knowing you’re in love with someone is also just knowing what they might want for you if they ever have to leave you. I feel that. I know it. 

But…if I entertain this…will something so different replace what I had with Sam? 

It’s not just trepidation in my gut. I guess I can call it what it really is. 

Guilt. 

A burning, searing guilt that dissolves those airplanes as soon as they start to really take flight. 

Guilt over how intensely, how  desperately  I want Jack in this moment, how badly I want that light touch on my elbow to turn into a full grasp. How badly I want those pink lips to say my name again, to lean forward and kiss me. How I’m  dying to let him in, regardless of how terrifying it might feel. 

How maybe I want to experience the butterflies and the awkwardness and the  choices I never made with Sam. How maybe I want something different. 

I’m scared I’m betraying my husband. And while I might know that Sam would want me to move on, I can’t say for certain that he’d want to be full-on replaced. 

I pull my arm back from Jack the smallest amount, frozen in place as I try to decide what to do. 

“Remember that bluegrass thing I mentioned?” Jack says. He rubs at the back of his neck, the closest thing to sheepish I’ve seen from him in the last few days. “Uh, it’s this weekend. And I’m not saying you owe me for help picking out a van,  but if you feel so obliged you might take yourself and the boys out to Ash Creek…” 

“Shut up!” Cohen bursts from the car, hopping between his feet. “Like, a real concert? My friends will freak. Scott went to see  BTS in concert last March, but he wasn’t even on the floor. Wait ‘til I tell him  I know a real musician—” 

I sigh, a smile escaping my mouth against my will. “I think Cohen might spontaneously combust if I don’t say yes.” 

Jack grins. “I was counting on that.” 

My stomach flips. 

“Oh!” he adds. “And you should invite your sister, too. It’s going to be kind of a big event, and I can get you all in for free.” 

I’m not sure Delia deserves an invite. Or at least, if she comes with us, I might insist that she wear something inappropriate and ill-fitting. As payback. 

I shrug and smile. “All right, give me the details.” 

Jack grins. “Of course.” 

A rotund, oily man in a too-short suit walks over to us, interrupting our planning. He smacks the side of the minivan, making me jump. 

“Looks like y’all found a winner,” he pronounces. “You wanna take her for a test drive?” 

“Actually, I think I’m pretty sold. My friend Callie had one of these a few years back. It handled great.” 

He smiles, exposing yellowed teeth. “She’s got good taste. Why don’t you come on back to my office with me for a moment?” 

“Oh, wait!” Jack puts a hand to my lower back as he slides around behind me to enter the

driver’s seat. He rolls down the window and glances over at me, looking like the devil himself. 

“Maybe the lady doesn’t need a test drive, but we should at least make sure the audio is in good working order.” 

Jack fidgets for a moment, and the salesman looks over to me with a pinched expression between his eyes. 

Out of nowhere, a blaring fiddle bursts out from the van’s speakers. Cohen’s face lights up, and Andrew starts clapping. Jack leans back out of the window, his grin nearly splitting his face in two as he looks directly at me now. 

“All right, your kids’ ‘Cotton Eyed Joe’ checks out. I think you’re safe to purchase now, Rasha.” 

I laugh out loud, a hand going straight to cover my mouth as the salesman frowns disapprovingly of our big show. Cohen and Jack start singing the lyrics, making ridiculous faces. I feel like I might burst. 

The pinch in my stomach—the guilt, I can finally call it what it is—it’s still there. Definitely still there. 

But then Jack goes off and does something like this, yet another grand gesture that damn near knocks me off my feet. 

And I know now that there’s no going back. I’m falling in too deep, whether I like it or not. 

My walls are coming down with each obnoxious chorus. 

I jump at the sensation of a buzzing on my bed. Even alone in the darkness of my own bedroom, I feel my cheeks reddening: I’d fallen asleep after using my vibrator again… Had it turned on in the night? 

It was like I couldn’t help myself. The boys and I had parted ways with Jack back at the dealership, driving home in our new minivan. The whole ride, my left leg had been bouncing against the driver’s seat as I replayed moment after moment of interactions between us earlier in the evening. 

Had he liked the dress Delia had picked out for me? Did I come off as silly and trying too hard? 

What about those jokes we were making about how my car seats could go  all the way down? Were those inappropriate? Did Jack think of me as some sort of gross, desperate old lady? 

And then, when I’d gotten the boys to bed and the sun had set and darkness had inched over the quiet corners of my house…those insecurities had transitioned into something even more pressing. 

Did Jack know what that tight T-shirt he was wearing did to me? Did he realize that every time we made one of those naughty jokes about my car seats, I pictured sitting in one with his body pressed up against mine? Was there any universe in which he knew I would be lying in my bed—my fingers inching across the top of my bare thighs without my giving them permission—as I considered how his deep voice rumbled, how his smile pulled up just a notch too high in one corner, how the take-charge way he spoke to the dealership salesmen left my whole body vibrating…

Lord, I am basically a horny teenager. I am overrun by hormones that are clouding my judgment and making me see stars when Jack Goodwin looks at me, rather than seeing the free ride and free car care and even potential free baby-sitting that any  practical,  single, almost-forty-year-old would see when the cute young guy looks at her. 

 Buzz. Buzz. 

I toss back my covers, and the room is instantly flooded with pale-blue light. A degree of tension eases from my shoulders. It’s just my phone. I snatch it up, combing my matted bangs out of my face to see who’s calling. 

I jump. 

 Shit. My thumb quivering, I press the talk button. 

“Jack Goodwin. Will I come off like a verified senior citizen if I remind you what time it is?” 

He chuckles, and the deep sound sends a fresh wave of goose bumps ricocheting across my exposed skin. I draw my covers up to my chin, holding my breath as I wait for his reply. 

“Sorry,” Jack says. “I know it’s late. I was about to go to bed, though, when I realized Cohen left his backpack in my car. Figured he’ll need that tomorrow.” 

I groan. “Yeah, he’ll need that tomorrow. Darn kid. He’s lucky he’s cute.” 

“You better watch out. He was telling me all about Ashley Delgado and his big plans for some dance coming up when you were test-driving that Explorer. You’ve got a future Casanova on your hands.” 

I smile at that. “I’m not prepared. He’s going to give me gray hair.” 

Jack laughs. “Then I definitely shouldn’t tell you about how he described his recent first kiss to me or….?” 

I sit right up. “Jack Goodwin, details!  Now!  My kid is so not old enough to be sucking face.” 

Jack laughs again. “No face sucking. It was very chaste. And Cohen definitely blushed as he described holding Ashley’s hand to me.” 

My shoulders relax, and despite myself, I feel my face cracking into a smile once more. “That boy has been ready to get married since the day he exited the womb. I think he might have winked at a labor and delivery nurse when they gave him his first bath.” 

“Good Lord!” Jack snorts. 

I ease back against my headboard, pulling the blanket even tighter around me as I listen to that laugh. The stupid smile still hangs on my cheeks. 

“Have you firmed up any rules for having girls at your house?” Jack asks. “I have a distinct memory of my father removing my bedroom door for nine months when I was sixteen. Brutal, but effective.” 

I chuckle. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I nestle in, propping the phone between my head and my pillow as I talk. “I have been worried, though, because there was this girl at Cohen’s school last year who would  not leave him alone. She was so nice, but so strange. She used to make it a point to come to every one of his basketball games…” 

Once I get going, there’s no stopping. 

Jack listens as I tell him about Cohen’s basketball and friends and grades. In return, he tells me this hilarious story about the time his father took his own bedroom door, and how Jack had paid him back by sneaking tools in the middle of the night to remove his parents’ door in return. I laugh hard at that, pinching my lips and snorting when I realize I might accidentally wake up the boys. 

Jack asks me questions about whether I thought Andrew would turn out like Cohen, and if the boys take after me or Sam. When I tell him that Andrew sometimes seems more related to Delia than to me or his father, we launch into a whole discussion of my adoption and Delia’s adoption and how we’d both separately come to live with our parents after spending toddlerhood in foster care. 

His childhood was so different from mine. So many siblings, such a different parent dynamic. But to my surprise, it doesn’t seem beyond my understanding. Jack might have come up more than a decade behind me, but I find myself relating to his teenage angst and difficulties coming out of high school and early twenties spent navigating Copper Springs. 

He sees the world the same way I do, I think. He sees this place and this life the same way I do. 

And as I sit here, smiling like an absolute git, blankets tucked under my chin as I just listen to that deep, sexy voice telling me stories… I think he might be the first person I’ve met in a very long time

who doesn’t require me to tell my tragic backstory or answer a million personal questions in order to sort out who I am. 

“God, it’s nearly four a.m.” 

I glance at my clock. “Jeez, I didn’t realize.” 

“You should go to sleep. Get that beauty rest.” 

“You’re too much.” I breathe the words, my chest tightening once more. I don’t want to get off the phone. I don’t want to go to bed. “Did I tire you out for your own big day tomorrow?” 

“No,” he says. “Just work. Then I’m going out with a friend.” 

A pause. I can hear him breathing on the other end of the line. 

“I should probably get my own sleep,” Jack says finally. “I haven’t seen this friend in forever, not since just after my mom passed. I’m sure she’ll have a lot of questions and we’ll have to play catch-up for a few hours. You know how it is.” 

I do. I do know how it is. 

I think—maybe—that if Jack is the person who just  gets me, maybe I’m the person who gets him. 

No questions needed. My breath hitches. 

“Good night, Rasha,” he says. “I’ll drop off the backpack in the morning.” 

“Good night, Jack.” 

My phone clicks off, and its soft blue light vanishes. Darkness inches over my room once again. 

I’m still wearing that dopey smile. 

 

CHAPTER TEN: JACK

“Oh my God, soda is straight up coming out of my nose!” 

Devin clamps her napkin to her nostrils, eyes squeezing shut as she laughs. I can’t help it—I’m laughing, too, despite the mess. I glance around the few filled tables around us in this tiny Greek restaurant. It’s more than apparent that everyone wants us to leave. I really don’t care. 

Devin swats at me with her nasty napkin, and I recoil. 

“It’s not funny!” she says through her laughter. “This fucking  burns! ” 

I grin and shrug. “I can’t help my comedic genius.” 

“Please, we all have hilarious stories from our high school days. All you had was the good timing to tell yours when I was sipping my Coke.” 

She smiles back at me, her shoulders still heaving. At last, she playfully rolls her eyes and stands up from the table. “All right, Goodwin. If you’ll still have me, we ought to walk down Main. Is it really true they display local art on Friday nights?” 

“The artists should’ve been setting up while we were eating.” 

I get up to follow her. 

It’s been good catching up. Devin is cute. No—she’s hot, really. She is. And she’s funny. And she’s probably the only woman I’ve ever known who can squirt soda from her nose and not look like she’s having a medical emergency. 

This is good. This is working. 

Right? 

“Oh shit, live music!” Devin’s eyes widen as she skips toward Copper Springs’ premier barbeque restaurant, where a guitarist and singer are setting up shop on the outdoor patio. “See, why didn’t they have this when we were growing up? Maybe then there’d be a chance I would have stuck around town and given it a go here. A little live music goes a long way.” 

“Hey, we might not have a Target yet, but we do have live music now. We’re on our way to making the map, baby.” I smile and follow her over, crossing my arms as I walk. 

She stops by the fountain at city square. It’s a modest, antique thing: a group of tiny angels spitting into the sparkling pool. This is usually where high school students congregate on Friday nights. Sometimes, you’ll see a mom ushering toddlers clear of the dirtied water or some businessman on a laptop, using the bench as a perch to take a phone call. 

Devin looks it over, balking. “Oof,” she winces. “See, I have this vision.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I raise an eyebrow. 

She holds out her hands like she’s painting a picture. “City Council revitalizes downtown. New restaurants. New  fountains. Maybe even that Target we still don’t have.” 

I chuckle. “This  is a revitalization,” I tell her. “It was a huge thing, like, two or three years ago. 

The whole place got a face lift. They brought in the live music, started up Art Show Fridays. It’s become kind of a big deal.” 

Devin snorts, smiling at me. “I mean, relatively a big deal, right? It wasn’t enough of a face lift for me to even notice it had happened.” 

She sits down on the bench next to the fountain, and I come to sit next to her. 

“You should see Nashville this time of year,” she tells me. “We were there last month on a gig. 

Or even just Alpharetta. Savannah. Tampa. There’s a lot Copper Springs could do to make this place more liveable.” 

She turns to me then, her cheeks flushing the smallest amount. It’s the first time since I picked her up for the night that I’m reminded we’re on an actual date. Her fingertips are positioned on the bench next to my own, and I can see out of my peripherals that they’re inching toward me now, testing whatever this is between us. My jaw tenses. 

“So, when are you getting out of here?” she asks me. “What’s the plan?” 

Devin doesn’t ask like it’s a real question; she asks like my leaving Copper Springs is an expectation. 

I shrug. “I’m not.” 

She shakes her head, smiling. “Wait. Really?” 

“Really.” A young family is walking the sidewalk across from ours. Their toddler walks ahead of the rest, teetering on untested feet. I can feel my mouth pulling into a little half-smile. “I love Copper Springs. Target or no Target.” I turn to her, allowing a mischievous grin to overtake my face. 

“Besides, if I ever left town, I’m sure all my future dates would assume I’m lying when I tell them my crazy small-town stories. And where’s the fun in that?” 

Devin busts out laughing again, doubling over on the bench. “Thank you for that story back at the restaurant. I always did wonder how Mark Tatman magically got that lazy eye. I can just imagine how he must have yelped when he ran smack into that  cow while he was plowing Lilly Haines in her father’s barn.” 

I snort again. “That poor cow probably stopped giving milk after the incident. Too much trauma after seeing Mark’s dick.” 

Devin cackles. She wipes a tear from her eye, straightening back up. After a moment, her laugh dies away and she gestures at Main Street again. 

“Okay, Mark’s dick and the world’s most disturbed cow aside…you’ve got to get out of here sometime, Jack.” She crosses her arms again, cocking her head at me. “Small towns are made for leaving.” 

“Hard disagree.” I wave her off. “I love Copper Springs. I love the slow pace and the Mom and Pop shops and knowing all the weird and funny stories—even if they involve intimate details about Mark Tatman’s penis.” 

She laughs again at that. There’s a warming in my chest as I talk, something small and whispering but persistent nonetheless. 

“I can do without the Target,” I say decisively, nodding my head at nothing in particular. The young family is disappearing into a boutique toy shop on the street corner, the toddler getting distracted at the last moment by a puppy dog stuffed animal in the window. “All I really want is already here.” 

As I give life to the words, the warm feeling in my chest grows. It’s true. I’m not sure I’ve ever said as much so explicitly, but I mean it. 

“I love Copper Springs.” 

I lean back against the bench, closing my eyes and just enjoying the warmth of the setting sun and the soft trickle of the fountain to our backs. In the dark of my closed eyelids, I can still see that little family walking into the toy shop. Someday, that kid will grow up, maybe take his own date out on Main Street. He’ll play high school football here. Perhaps start a small business—the kind the Target would get rid of it ever did come to town. 

And because Copper Springs is built on the backs of people who’ve known each other for generations, his family will get to have a front-row seat to all that action. They’ll know his first date’s parents. The church might make a big show about their resident football stars on some Sunday Linger Longer. They’ll recommend their kid’s business to all their friends, because they’re just so stinkin’

proud that the whole city can drive by and see what their son has done. 

And it will go on like that, for generations. Small town, small families, small-time stories. Small things that will mean the whole world to a few, select people. You don’t get that in a sea of apartment complexes. You can’t understand it from your view from a skyscraper. 

It’s what I want, more than anything.  Fuck—I feel it now. 

I want this. I want the sleepy Southern town and the kid I can raise and the community to share it with. Maybe it’s not much. 

But damn it, I think it might be what my dad and Mandy have been coming after me to figure out for so long. This is my end goal. This is what I work for, what fills me up, what keeps me from losing myself in coasting. 

Happiness is where I am. I’ve been looking for that thing to get me motivated, but maybe the frustration didn’t lie in not knowing what I wanted. 

Maybe it was that I’ve known what I’ve wanted for more than six years now, and I’ve only just realized I have permission to take it. 

I sit up on my bench. Fuck, fuck,  fuck. 

I want Rasha Perry. Maybe I’ve wanted to act on this feeling since I was twenty-one, back when Mr. Perry was still in the future. Maybe even if he wasn’t around back then, I would have been too chickenshit to go after Rasha anyway. 

Regardless, she’s available now. And maybe she’s older than me and maybe I can come up with a million good reasons why she’d think it’s ridiculous to hook up with some stupid younger guy…but I have to try. 

Because she loves this place the way I do. She’s raised her family here, and I’ve helped her along, even when I didn’t ever think I could have her. She’s interwoven into the fabric of Copper Springs, as much a part of it and a part of what I so vitally love as the dirt itself. 

She is—

“You still with me?” Devin is cocking her head at me, her lips pursed in some semblance of a wry smile. 

I blink. “Sorry, just got caught up thinking about…the town.” 

She nods slowly. Devin shifts her weight, sliding the hand that was close to mine under her thigh. 

She juts out her chin, taking in the view of Main Street with me. Without her saying anything more about it, I know we’re looking at two different places. And maybe I went on this date trying to convince myself that someone like Devin was the more appropriate choice for me…but I need someone with the same view as me. 

I need my small-town girl. 

“You have something on your mind.” She says it as a statement. Not a question. 

I sigh, running a hand through the front of my hair. “Maybe.” 

“You have some one on your mind.” 

I nod. “Maybe.” 

Devin turns to me, smiling again. “I didn’t come back to town looking for some Rhett Butler to propose to me, Jack. It’s okay. You can let yourself off the hook. It’s been clear there’s someone else in the picture since the first time I saw you back at the garage. You just had that… thing, ya know? 

Still couldn’t help but ask you out on a date though.” 

That thing. Yeah, I know. That indescribable, impossible-to-nail-down thing I’ve been struggling with for years now. It’s Rasha Perry. It’s always been Rasha Perry. 

Devin side-eyes me, flashing me a mischievous smirk. “We can still bone, though, if you’d like to get that out of your system. Offer’s on the table.” 

I laugh. “Christ.” I look back to Devin and elbow her in the ribs. She rolls her eyes, smiling. “I’ll pass this time around. I’m sorry, Dev.” 

She sighs and shrugs. “Goddamnit, Goodwin, you’d think that after the career I’ve had in music I’d have a fucking roadie or two who wanted to sleep with me by now. What’s a girl gotta do to get laid in her own hometown?” 

“Well, we’re playing that show tomorrow,” I offer up. “Ash Creek has a lot more eligible men than Copper Springs.” 

“And a Target.” She smirks, hopping up from the bench and offering me a hand. “You could move there. It’s basically the same small town, but with some better amenities.” 

I chuckle and shrug. I take her hand and stand up; we start down the sidewalk back to my car. 

“So, is this mystery woman coming to the gig tomorrow?” Devin asks. 

“I invited her. We’ll see.” I pause, slipping my hands into my pockets. I can literally feel my cheeks blushing. “She might bring her kids.” 

“She has  kids?” Devin grins. 

“Two. A preteen and a toddler.” 

“We can work with that.” Devin shrugs, eyes sparkling. 

I twist to look at her, my brow furrowing. “What are you up to Denning?” 

“We’ll win over the kids, duh.” She sticks her tongue out at me. “If I can’t get laid, at least you can. We win over the kids, we win over the woman.” 

“Not sure that’s an entirely appropriate approach…” I chuckle. 

“My humor and off-the-wall ideas always were too good for your little podunk town.” She grins. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN: RASHA

Delia is shooting me a  look. 

This bar is crowded. It’s packed in with all the usual types I’d see back in Copper Springs, plus a few after-hours businessmen I wouldn’t catch in a town as small as ours. The only difference between us and Ash Creek is their new plastics plant, which comes with some fancy new corporate offices. The kids who competed against Cohen’s traveling basketball team last year wouldn’t shut up about it. 

Nevertheless, despite all the bodies…I can feel my sister’s eyes on me. I side-eye her right back, clutching my beer to my chest. 

“What?” I hiss, keeping my voice low enough that Cohen can’t hear me. 

Andrew was left back with a sitter tonight, but Cohen was way too into Jack’s invitation not to come along. I might have protested, might have come up with some excuse for both of us to stay home. 

But there he was at school pick-up, already excitedly telling a group of his friends about how he knew a real-life musician. Darn kid. 

“Did I grow a twin on my back?” I ask Delia, raising an eyebrow. 

She smirks, waggling her own eyebrows back at me. “You wore  the dress.” 

“You suggested I wear this dress.” I bristle, smoothing out the front of the black fabric. I’d already felt self-conscious about it. Now I wished I’d brought a change of clothes in my purse, like some sorority girl might do. “Your memory is going, D. Maybe you’re heading toward the  change. ” 

Delia waggles a finger. “Uh-uh. I’m old, but I ain’t there yet. I did not tell you to wear  the dress.” 

“Stop putting emphasis on  the dress like you’re talking about the one dark wizard no one will name.” 

“You decided to wear  the dress all on your own.” Delia grins, clearly feeling smug. “Look at you, baby girl! You’re getting back out there! You’re looking for a man to jumpstart your engine.” 

Her eyes dart to the stage where Jack’s band is playing. She knows very well that this guy is the same one who rescued me on the side of the road. The one who—for all she knew—literally jumpstarted that engine. 

My cheeks already on fire, I motion to Cohen behind his head. 

“You are  dead,” I hiss, making sure I put just as much emphasis on  dead as Delia did on  dress. 

She’s right though. I chose to wear this dress all on my own. 

My own gaze darts up to the stage. We’ve been here maybe thirty minutes listening to the set. We came late and didn’t get to talk to him. But Jack is still all that I’ve been able to think about, all that I’ve been able to see. 

And he was all I was able to think about when I went to my closet and chose my infamous date-night dress, the one that Delia knows full well I only ever pulled out for special occasions. 

I just thought for sure I could convince her that she recommended I wear it. Doesn’t the universe owe me that after all the outfits my sister has put me through? 

I take another swig of my beer. Cohen turns to me, his face awash in the blue and red lights swirling down from the bar stage. It’s a decently sized venue, bigger than I thought, with a lot of techy stuff and even a cover charge. It all thrills my son. He’s lit up like a Christmas tree. I smile down at him, hoping he won’t notice that I’m sweating bullets, staring up at his old babysitter like I might storm the stage. 

Keyword,  might. 

That feeling I had the other day— guilt, I put emphasis on it the same way Delia says  that dress, like it deserves a little special attention—it’s been needling at me nonstop. It’s been pricking against this desire I feel building up for Jack. It’s been rolling around under my closed eyelids when I have dreams of him, all hot and sweaty beside my car or singing with my boys or whispering dirty jokes in my ear. 

The more I want him, the more I feel this. The more my stomach wrenches, and I’m paralyzed with indecision. 

I’m not even sure why I think of it as ‘indecision,’ really. It’s not like Jack has made some big move on me. He’s been gallant, gentlemanly. He’s invited me to one band show, one time. It’s not like he’s off proposing marriage. I’m probably making a big deal out of nothing. 

Shoot. His eyes catch mine from his spot up on the stage. He winks. 

I think I might die. They will bury me in this mother loving date-night dress and my sister will feel smug for the rest of her life. 

“Mom!” Cohen whips around again, cheeks ruddy and grin huge. “Jack winked at me! Did you see? So freakin’ cool…” 

He turns back around, muttering something about how his friends are going to lose their minds when he tells them he’s in with a real life musician. I can feel Delia smirking at me again. 

“I’m going to get a second beer,” I announce, spinning on my heel and heading back for the busy bar. 

The set is starting to die down as I walk over. The music is fading, the crowd is clapping. I allow myself to take some deep breaths amidst the din. I put a hand to my diaphragm, vaguely recalling something a therapist advised me after Sam’s death. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. In through the nose—

I jump as I feel a hand on my shoulder. 

“It’s just me,” Delia says as I turn to see her. “Jack motioned for the tiny human to come check out backstage, and Cohen basically went full road runner heading over to join him.” 

My sister’s eyes drift down to my hand, which is still positioned firmly against my abdomen. 

“Sorry,” she says, her tone softening. “I’ve made too many jokes tonight. You can blame the hard liquor. I only ever drink wine, and I think this stuff isn’t sitting well. Let me buy you this round, and then I’ll be the one to drive us home?” 

I nod, biting my bottom lip. We get to the bar and Delia motions for the bartender to come see us. 

When he doesn’t so much as blink in our direction, she wolf-whistles. The middle-aged barkeep slides down the bar to us, and I feel a surge of appreciation for my sister and all that she is. She’s not just sex jokes. Not just pushing me to “get back out there.” I love Delia. 

After she orders the drink for me, Delia balances with both hands pressed against the counter. 

“You wanna talk about it?” 

Jeez. It’s amazing how she can intuit this stuff. Maybe there’s more to her incense, hippy dippy

lifestyle than I give credit. I shake my head, biting that lip harder. “I’m going to sound like an idiot.” 

“You’re the incredible Delia Lines’ little sister. Comes with the territory when you’re constantly compared to me.” She grins and slides her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. “But really…

is it the musician?” 

 Oof. All the breath I’ve been carefully monitoring leaves my body at once. 

“Yeah, hearing it said out loud definitely makes me feel like an idiot.” 

She squeezes my shoulders. “Rasha, you know Sam would—” 

“I know.” I say it as a sigh. No energy. “It’s not that. It’s—” 

I pause, unable to find the right words to express everything I’ve been feeling these past few days. 

But Delia just cocks her head and takes me in. “All right, can you indulge the resident crazy bird woman for a moment?” 

I manage a small snort. “What?” 

“You remember Miss Austen,” Delia says. “Best frickin’ parrot there ever was. I loved that bird.” 

“I remember,” I say wryly. “You brought her to my wedding.” 

“You will not complain about that. We  bought you a gift.” She sets her shoulders back, feigning offense. 

She pauses for a second, glancing back at the stage. I watch with her. I can just see my son’s little body disappearing behind the curtains. Even from here, I can tell Cohen is still jacked up with excitement. Jack is grinning down on him, one arm slinging over his shoulder as he takes him into the wings. 

“When Miss Austen died I said I would never get another bird.” 

I sigh. “Delia, are you trying to compare my dead husband to a winged rat?” 

She pinches the bridge of her nose. “Just indulge me.” 

I smile softly. “Okay.” 

“Anyway, I felt like a frickin’ bird traitor if I even lingered by the pet store on First for too long. I had dreams about Miss Austen. Actual dreams.” 

“Maybe you should see someone about that,” I crack, the smile slowly expanding. 

“But then my neighbor gifted me Brontë and Morrison,” Delia says, crossing her arms. “She didn’t ask my permission. It was just a gift. I came home and their cage was on my porch along with food and instructions for care, not like I needed them.” 

“Not like you needed them.” I laugh. 

“It took a while to get used to them,” Delia says. “Brontë was a little  shit in the mornings, and Morrison had that special diet…” 

“D?” I raise an eyebrow. 

She smiles over at me. “But I loved those birds.” 

“So  this  is where you compare my dead husband to a winged rat?” 

“This is where I tell you that love isn’t something that’s divided. It’s something that multiplies.” 

Delia takes my waist, twisting me by the hips to look up at Jack again. “There’s not some set amount of feeling you’re allotted in this life,” she whispers in my ear. I can’t take my eyes off Jack now. I can see him slipping around in the wings, sometimes darting out to drag Cohen back in the right direction. My skin is lit up, electrified. Delia gently pulls the hair back from my neck. She sets her chin on my shoulder, watching Jack with me. “The more you allow yourself to love, the more it will grow. Love multiplies.” 

I can hardly breathe. My fingers blindly find Delia’s, giving them a squeeze. 

“I’m scared,” I admit. I say it so quietly, I can hardly hear my own voice. I don’t feel like anyone’s mom in this moment. I hardly feel like an adult. 

“I know,” Delia says. “But you’ve fared tougher stuff.” 

Jack is leading Cohen out of the wings and over to the stage stairs. He catches my eye across the crowd. 

“Delia,” I mutter. 

“Hmm?” 

“If I take your advice again and this crashes and burns, I swear I’m putting a hit out on Brontë and Morrison.” 

“Sounds fair.” She chuckles and slaps my ass. “I’ll drive Cohen home. Go get ‘em, girl.” 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE: JACK

“Sorry to interrupt, boys, but the train is leaving the station.” 

Cohen and I look up from where we’ve been admiring the band’s mandolin. It’s owner—a towering, hairy man with a dark tattoo that creeps out from under his beard—surprised us when he was more than happy to sit down with Cohen and show him how to pluck out a few notes. We’re sitting cross-legged backstage now, in a little circle like some kind of sleepover gang. 

Rasha’s sister is motioning from the wings. I force myself up to my feet and offer Cohen a hand up, too. 

“All right, kid, the jig is up. I guess we won’t be closing this place down together after all.” 

“Dang,” Cohen whispers. In another surprise to me, he turns to the massive, bearded man and throws his arms around his neck. 

“Thank you,” Cohen says. 

A warm blush creeps out from under the man’s thick bristles, and he returns the gratitude with his own  harumph. Devin spies us from where she’s exiting backstage, bag slung over her arm. She waves at me and puts a hand to her heart as she nods in Cohen’s direction. 

When the giant mandolin player finally pulls away, Cohen turns back to his aunt, holding out his wrists to her like he’s some sacrificial lamb. “Take me away.” 

I can’t help but smile at that. It’s been years since I hung out with Cohen Perry. We have no right to just pick back up with the same relationship we had when I was baby-sitting him and my brother. 

But here we are, getting on like no time has passed at all. Even though the conversations come back to girls and acne and after-school sports every now and then, I still get that occasional glimpse of the little boy only just coming to terms with growing up. Christ, I hope he doesn’t stop hugging folks in gratitude…even if it is a slightly terrifying but altogether accommodating big, burly mountain man. 

“It’s Delia, right?” I ask, extending my hand to Rasha’s sister. 

“Jack Goodwin.” She shakes my hand with ring-laden fingers, brown eyes shimmering as she takes me in from head to toe. “Baby, you can call me anything you want.” She winks, and I can’t help but laugh back. 

“Take care of this guy tonight,” I say. Cohen groans as I sling him into a headlock. He squirms, but when I glance down, he’s grinning up at me. I finally release him and he laughs, rubbing his hands through the front of his hair as he crosses back to his aunt. “I think Co has been throwing back too many root beers.” 

Cohen rolls his eyes, smiling back. “You’re ridiculous.” 

I wink before I turn back to Delia. Something twitches in my gut, and I roll my neck. “Uh, I didn’t catch Rasha tonight. I hope she got to let her hair down a little, too. Be sure to say good night for me.” 

“You can do that yourself,” Delia tells me as she wraps her arm around Cohen’s shoulders. “I’m

whisking this kid back home to pay off the baby-sitter, but Rasha is sticking around for another minute. You did her in with the good drinks—I think she’s going to take advantage for another Jack and Coke or two and then Uber home.” 

Whatever is prodding my insides solidifies into something firm and real. Delia’s eyes are still shining, and she’s got her head cocked in a way that makes me feel like we’re playing chess. 

So Rasha is staying behind. 

“Well,” Delia bristles, straightening her collar and tightening her arm around Cohen. “We are off. 

Thanks for the invite, love. It was a fabulous show.” 

She starts to lead him back through the wings but thinks better of it. She ducks back, lowering her voice as she eyeballs the bearded mandolin player as he packs his things on the other side of the stage. 

“Oh, and I wouldn’t complain if you told me where your little group is playing next. I might attend a show or two by myself.” Delia winks. “Be good, Jack!” 

She leads Cohen out of the backstage area, her eyes still locked over his shoulder onto me. And Delia doesn’t have to say the words for me to know exactly what she’s telling me:  Be good…but not too good. 

I pause for a moment, taking a deep breath. 

Then I step through the wings back onto the stage. 

The crowd has filtered out. I see Devin in a group near the exit now, talking with animated expressions as she holds them captive. The bearded mandolin player is making his way through the crowd not too far behind Delia and Cohen, and I wonder briefly if Rasha’s sister might end up getting the details of the band’s next gig all on her own. 

And then I see her. 

Rasha’s one of the last patrons at the bar, nursing a drink as she scans the room. Her eyes find me in a moment, and I wave, heading toward the stairs that lead down. 

“You came.” I smile at her as I set my guitar on the floor next to a barstool and slide in. 

She smiles sheepishly, tucking a loose lock of hair back behind her ear. Her cheeks are flushed, her dark eyes shining as bright as her sister’s were. She’s got those long fingers wrapped around a sweating Jack and Coke, which she slides in my direction. 

Rasha looks up at me from under hooded eyes. “Are you even old enough for me to offer you a drink? After a show like that, I figure you need it.” 

I laugh and shrug. “I was old enough to drink back when I was your baby-sitter.” 

I pick up the glass, swirling its contents. Rasha’s red lipstick is stamped on the side. I look at her as I place my lips where hers were, knocking back the rest of the drink. 

“And now I get to buy you another drink.” I raise my hand to signal to the bartender. 

“I’m good,” she says, pulling my arm back down. 

Shit. My eyes go right to where her fingers are grazing my forearm, the edges of her fingernails just brushing back the light hair there. My cock jerks in my jeans, ready to go after only one touch. 

Maybe Rasha doesn’t want another drink, but I might need one. My heart is going off so loud I can hear it over the music the bar has blasting through the room. I’m sweating more than this glass. 

“So, is this what your free time is like?” she asks me, propping her chin on steepled hands. 

“Playing shows all around the state?” 


I cross my arms. “God, no. This was a favor for a friend.” My eyes find Devin through the crowd. She’s halfway through the exit, but she sees me, too. She smiles and waves before heading out. 

When I turn back, Rasha is looking at the spot where Devin was, too. Her cheeks have gone all flushed again. 

She looks back to me, her mouth warping into a thin smile. “So  that’s how you spend your free time?” 

“You are incorrigible,” I tell her. “If you must know, I’ve been out with Devin once or twice. 

She’s an old friend from high school.” 

“She’s very pretty,” Rasha says. “And God, so talented.” 

“And not at all what I find myself wanting these days.” 

She freezes, eyes locked on mine. 

A lump is forming in my throat. My heartbeat is somehow only getting louder. 

It was bold to say that. Maybe too bold. But I’ll be damned if I’m not proud that I said it. 

I want Rasha. I want her so much, I am consumed by feeling. For maybe the first time in my life, I know exactly what it is I want to pursue, and I am not about to let her slip away. I am not about to live six more years of my life without knowing what her skin feels like under the pads of my fingers, what she smells like when she’s drenched with sweat and need, what she tastes like on the tip of my tongue. 

“Come backstage with me.” 

Her eyes widen. 

“Come on,” I insist. “I gave your son the private tour. You get one now, too.” 

She takes a deep breath. “I should probably get home…” 

“You’re not obligated, of course.” I lower my voice, making sure I don’t press too hard. I want Rasha, but I don’t want to make her feel like she owes me something for the drinks or the show. “It’s just that the place is clearing out and you could see whatever you’d like.” 

She could see whatever she’d like, she could touch whatever she’d like, she could taste whatever she’d like…

 Good God, kid. Maybe you aren’t old enough to be drinking after all. That Jack and Coke is going right to your head. 

“Okay.” Rasha nods. She smiles. “Yeah, that sounds like fun.” 

I start to slide off my stool, but pause. “Only thing is, if I get to show you anything awesome back there that Cohen  didn’t get to see, you have to promise not to tell him. I’ll give you the heads up. 

Don’t wanna ruin all the good will I’ve built up with that kid.” 

She laughs. “I think I can handle that.” 

I offer her my hand, and she takes it as she slides off her own bench. Her fingers linger for just a moment in mine, neither one of us letting go as quickly as perhaps we should. 

 I’m not sure you can handle it, Rasha. Because if I’m even a little lucky, I’m going to show you things I don’t want you telling anyone about. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: RASHA

“I don’t think I’ve ever been backstage before,” I say as we push past some dark curtains. It’s a whole new world back here. Totally abandoned, save for a few empty chairs and tables and what looks like it must be a soundboard. 

Jack turns back to me, raising an eyebrow. “You never did, like, chorus or band or drama or anything in high school?” 

My breath catches. He’s kept the tips of my fingers curled in his own as he led me through the bar and up to the stage. It was one of those moves that might have been used had the place been crowded, maybe if there was a chance we might lose each other. Not applicable in our situation, not really. 

But I can’t seem to let him go. As Jack looks me over now, waiting for my answer, I can feel hot blush working its way up my neck and onto my face as I consider how his large, rough fingers feel cradling my own smooth ones. I shake my head. My mouth is dry. 

“No,” I manage. “You’re looking at a true high school homebody. I spent my afternoons with Sarah Dessen.” 

“Sarah Dessen?” 

“A romance author,” I provide. “In other words, I was a nerd. You would have been just about a million times cooler than me with your guitar and your—” I pause, trying to nail down exactly what it is I’m trying to say. I feebly gesture at his body. “Well, this whole thing.” 

He snorts and shakes his head. “I mean, I did band, but…” He blinks. His rolls his shoulders, like he’s hitting a reset button. “I spent my own afternoons with Frank Herbert and Orson Scott Card.” 

I shake my head, shrugging. “Who?” 

Jack grins. “Science fiction authors.” He takes a step back in my direction, and my chest tightens. 

This close, I can smell him. He’s wearing some truly kickass cologne, something spicy and musky that sends a tingle down through my tummy. “Sounds like we would have had something in common.” 

I can’t speak anymore. Lord, maybe this is what kills me. Delia will have to take custody of the boys after some cop comes to her front door, telling her that her little sister died from a hemorrhage in her vagina. First of its kind. A medical wonder. 

Jack is stepping even closer, closing off that distance that remains between us. Fuck,  fuck, he knows. He knows just like I do that we both came back here to test this thing out and now I’m in too deep. His hand is still on mine, and I feel him lacing his fingertips through my own, sliding our palms together. 

“Rasha,” he says. His voice has gone all low and slow. Honey dripping from its spout. Jack’s free hand finds my cheek; he slides his thumb across my cheekbone. I’m shaking against his touch. 

“Did you know I had a crush on you when I used to babysit for you?” 

I nod. My tongue is thick in my mouth. I don’t have words to answer him. 

“And did you know how that crush came crashing back the second I saw you on the side of the road?” 

Jack’s hand is sliding down from my cheek to the back of my skull. He threads his fingers through my hair for a moment, then scratches lightly down the back of my neck. He leans forward, his breath hot on my ear. 

“And did you know how much more I wanted you when I got to know you? Did you know how wrapped up I’ve been, how it’s been impossible to put you out of my mind?” 

His tongue flicks out, licking up the side of my neck. Jack’s teeth catch my earlobe, and I find my hands reaching out to clutch his elbows. I can’t stay standing if he keeps on going. I don’t know how I can will my heart to keep beating…

He laughs into my ear, the sound low and rumbling. Delicious. “I’d like to give you a more intimate backstage tour than I did Cohen. If that’s all right with you.” 

His soft lips plant against the side of my neck, and I can’t help it—I groan. Jack’s hand slips out of mine, and he cradles it around my back, pressing my body into his. His heat strains against my leg, long and thick and  ready…

My hand catches on his chest. I’m shaking my head now, pulling back. 

“Jack…” My voice is thick. And when I manage to look back up at him, I can feel tears stinging at the corners of my eyes. “Jack, I’m scared. It’s been so long. What if I— What if we— I can’t—” 

I’m stumbling over the words. I just can’t seem to make them come. 

How am I supposed to begin to tell him about how I feel? Jack knew Sam. He knew how we loved each other, even if he had that silly twenty-one-year-old crush on me. He has to know how terrified I am to try something new. 

Jack’s hand finds my wrist at his chest, his fingers closing around it. He nods. “I understand.” 

Something dark flickers in his eyes. 

… He does understand, doesn’t he? Jack Goodwin, with the mom who died when he was just a teenager. He’s a second father to his siblings, probably putting them first the same way I put Cohen and Andrew above myself. Of all the people in Copper Springs, he would be the one to understand. 

And here he is, backing off. Giving me distance, giving me space without pushing. Because he knows what it’s like to lose someone. He knows what it’s like to be consumed with the terror of forgetting them, even for just a second when you close your eyes. 

Something slides into place in the back of my brain. 

Jack isn’t Sam. He’s nothing like him. In fact, he might be more like me. 

And maybe that’s exactly what I need right now. 

I slide my hand around the back of Jack’s head, coiling my fingers tight in his soft, sandy curls. I pull his mouth to mine, burying a kiss on his lush pink lips. We hold that way for a moment, chaste in how our closed lips press together. And then we fall back. I’m panting, my heart racing as I look him over. 

Did I choose right? 

In a moment, Jack is back at my mouth. His hands are wrapped around my waist, pulling my body back to his warmth. His tongue slips between my parted lips, sweeping across my own. His teeth nip on my bottom lip, catching the flesh and pulling back a bit. 

“Christ,” I moan. 

He’s scooping me up, and I’m wrapping my legs around his waist. Jack’s mouth has left my own, now working its way down my throat. He’s pressing me up against the backstage wall as he kisses and bites at the nape of my neck, across my collarbone, into the soft dip between my breasts. 

His body moves rhythmically against mine. An insatiable, undeniable heat has pooled between my spread legs, and when his bulge finds that warm, wet spot on my panties, I shiver and cry out. He rolls his hips into the spot, nursing my need and satisfying his own. 

I can’t stand it; I take his cheeks in both my hands and force his mouth back up to my own. I have to taste him, right now. When Jack’s tongue slips back between my lips, I suck it down, getting lost in the sense of him. 

“Jack,” I gasp against his mouth. “Jack, I need—” 

I can feel him smirk against my lips, intuiting my desires yet again. Jack presses tighter against my body, locking me against the wall with the weight of his torso and keeping me in place with one firm hand under my ass. He grunts as he shifts me so he can place his fingers at the sopping spot on my panties. In one confident flick, he swipes the lace aside and his middle finger slides inside of me. 

My back arches, my breasts pressing into his chest where he has so tightly locked me against the wall. I haven’t had a man touch me in so long. I could hardly dare to dream of a stolen kiss, much less this…

Jack’s finger is working my pussy, stroking me until I’m so wet it’s damn near embarrassing. And the whole time he’s at work, I’m clutching his face, moaning against that smug little smile I can still feel on his lips. 

“More,” I gasp. “Give me more.” 

Jack slips his finger out. My body throbs in reaction, missing the sensation of being filled already. 

“No!” I protest. “I wasn’t—” 

But he’s whipping me around now, settling me in on the backstage floor. His hand finds my panties again, and he yanks them off, ripping the lace. His damp fingers massage my clit, rubbing deep circles that leave me nearly in tears. 

“Jack,” I gasp again. “It’s been so long since I’ve—well, it’s just—” 

Damn if I can’t get a single full sentence out around this man. 

But he pulls back then, using his clean hand to push aside my messy bangs and get a better look at me. “I’ll work you up to it,” he promises. “I know what I’m doing.” 

I turn my head, scanning the curtains around us. We aren’t alone in this bar. Am I really about to let this man—

But then Jack’s finger has found its place inside of me again, and he’s working my clit with his thumb at the same time. I look back to him from under hooded eyes, knowing full well that my mouth must be gaping open. 

His pupils are blown out with lust. He’s staring at me like he could eat me. And damn if I don’t want him to. 

He pulls his finger out once more, and brings his hand to his mouth. 

“Shit,” I gasp. His middle finger is still visibly wet with my juices as he slides it and two more fingers between his lips. He smiles as he savors the taste. 

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he growls. 

I can’t respond. He has me frozen as I watch him spit onto his fingers, then return them to the spot between my legs. Middle finger in again. And then another. And then a third. 

My back is arching off the floor as he strokes me. My hips are gyrating beyond my control, fucking his hand as much as I can. Surely, I’m coming off as desperate, but I can’t care. I’m impossibly tight from years of only having my vibrator as a companion, and Jack is stretching me, preparing me…

“Christ!” My body shudders as the wave of pleasure rocks me. Every cell of my body is buzzing, lighting me up with pure magic. I claw at Jack’s back, knowing that if he takes his fingers out of me now I might die. 

He rides me through the orgasm, his fingers slipping in somehow deeper. I am pressing him tight, my body accomplishing what I cannot ask for with words. 

“Last call!” 

Our heads both turn at the sound of the barkeep and a flashing light overhead. 

Jack turns back to me, fingers still buried inside me like a good boy. “Can you wait to get back to my place?” 

“Does it mean that all I get is a quickie if we stay here and try to knock it out?” 

He smirks, face lighting up in all the best ways. “It does,” he admits. “Can’t get caught, even for the likes of Rasha Perry. Devin would kill me for doing that to her band’s reputation.” 

“And what do I get if I wait to have you at your house?” I bite my lip, eager for whatever mischievous answer Jack has ready. 

The smirk turns into a grin. “Well, I figure we’ll have to stretch you out again,” he starts. He leans forward, nibbling the edge of my ear as he whispers in a husky voice, “Then I will worship you with my mouth. I will I make you come against my tongue, swallow your release without a second’s hesitation. And then, when you think you’re ready, I’ll pull out this thick cock and I will fuck you within an inch of your life. I will make you forget your own name.” 

Well, dang. Pretty compelling reason to find my discarded panties and get the hell out of here. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: JACK

We don’t make it back to my place. 

On the car ride away from the bar, we can’t keep our hands off each other. Thank God Ash Creek is a sleepy little nowhere town like Copper Springs, because at the very first red light Rasha’s hand is sliding across my thigh and her mouth is on my neck and I think I might pass out if she keeps this up. 

Acting on an impulse, I pull the car off the sloping shoulder of the backroad we’re on. My sedan glides down the soft hill, out of view of the main road. 

We both unbuckle. 

Rasha is climbing over the console to straddle me, and my hands find her ass to scoop her close. 

She’s kissing every inch of my skin, and I’m waking up—really waking up—coming out of some fog I didn’t even really know I was in. I knew I wasn’t completely happy, sure, but it’s impossible to fully describe how her touch is kindling something in me, stoking a fire that must have lain dormant for longer than I could have guessed. 

My hands find the bottom of her dress, which has hitched up around her waist. I help her work to pull it up over her head, the zipper catching in the back of Rasha’s hair. She jerks, her back bumping against my steering wheel. The horn sounds, a quick, loud burst that makes both of us freeze. 

With the dress still tangled around her neck, Rasha’s face cracks into a grin. We’re both laughing then, the frenetic energy between us taking a moment of pause. 

Lord, this woman is beautiful. I can’t help but reach out, running my thumb over those smiling lips and pulling down the plump pink flesh to make her giggle more. 

There’s no age gap between us now. There’s no tragic personal history we’re both working to overcome, no outside obligations we’re both caught up in thinking about. There is only Rasha. And my undeniable, persistent need for her. 

I help her to finagle the dress the rest of the way off her head. She crosses her arms over her chest, the first hint of any bashfulness. 

I carefully pull back one arm, then her other. Rasha wears a practical bra underneath, strapless and nude. I glide my fingers across her collarbone, then over the light-pink stretch marks on the tops of her breasts that shimmer in the glow of the streetlights. I want to memorize every inch of her with my fingers. Rasha takes a deep breath, and I smile as I watch her head roll back and her eyes close. 

I push open the car door. Her eyes pop open. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Having a midnight snack.” 

Her ivory cheeks flush as I wink at her. Kissing my way back down her neck, I deftly slide out from under her, leaving Rasha in the driver’s seat as I get down on my knees outside of the car. 

“Fuck,” she moans as my lips find a new trail up from her knee along her inner thigh. 

Her panties are long gone, ripped back at the bar. I can’t help but smirk now as I push Rasha’s legs apart, admiring how wet and eager she is for me. Her thighs are thick and soft, laced with the same light-pink stretch marks that dance across her breasts. I lick them with the tip of my tongue, tracing out their intricate patterns before my mouth finally finds the heat between her legs. 

Rasha’s body tenses, and I know she’s white-knuckling the doorframe of my car as I lave her clit with my tongue. She makes a soft, strangled sound as I bring my fingers up to join my mouth, stroking her with the same ferocity and focus I used backstage. 

“Jack,” she gasps. The way she says my name—so needy and keen—sets me on fire. My dick is straining against my jeans, begging to find a hold. I must be weeping precum for her; the mere thought of my impending release makes me pause, gritting my teeth and groaning in the effort to remain in control. 

“Take me now,” she begs me. “I want you, Jack. I need you.” 

But I fucking can’t. I glance back up at Rasha, my eyes darkening as I only spread her legs farther. 

“I’m sorry, Rasha,” I tell her, fighting back another smirk. “You might have a few years on me, but I told you back at the bar that I’m the one in charge right now. I have a very specific plan for you, and the first step is to make you come on my tongue until you can’t see straight.” 

Before she can protest, I bury my face in between her legs again. I eat her like I’m a starving man, my tongue disappearing fully into her folds, searching for those high, sweet spots that make Rasha’s body jolt when I lick them. 

Her fingers tangle in my hair, keeping my mouth at work at all times.  Suffocate me, Rasha. I want to die with the taste of you on my tongue. I want to—

There’s a fluttering against my mouth, then a sweet surge of release as Rasha’s back arches and her fingernails claw at my scalp. She’s crying out as she comes, calling my name over and over and over again. My cock strains in response. 

It’s time. 

I pull back, wiping my lips on the back of my arm. “Are you ready?” My voice is ragged and deep. 

She nods, taking the initiative to flip over and climb onto her hands and knees in my front seat. 

She’s presented herself for me, body braced against my center console. 

Son of a bitch, what lucky penny or four-leaf clover did I pick up that could have led to  this? 

I work quickly, one hand caressing Rasha’s exposed left ass cheek as the other undoes my belt and zipper. When my hand slips inside my boxers, it finds my cock sticky with prerelease. I pull it out, weighing out its heft in the palm of my hand as I examine Rasha spread open before me. I don’t think she’s had sex since her husband died. This might hurt. 

Slowly, carefully, I drag my head across her opening. I dip my crown into her sweet wetness, marveling at the way she leaves my skin even slicker than it was before. 

Man, I have never hated condoms so much as I do in this moment. 

Gritting my teeth and withholding a complaint, I pull back and dig into the pocket of my discarded jeans. I find my wallet, pulling the condom I’d been optimistic about using out of the billfold. My hands are fumbling as I tear the packaging and pull the latex down over my head. 

Repositioning myself outside of Rasha’s opening, I place my hands at her waist. 

“Are you sure?” I ask one more time, knowing that if she says no I might actually die. 

Rasha turns her head to look back at me. “What happened to being in charge, big boy? What happened to making me forget my own name?” 

My face lights up. “You asked for it.” 

I thrust inside, slow and intentional. Letting her feel every thick, rigid inch of me. 

Rasha gasps, fumbling for a better grip on my steering wheel with one hand and my headrest with the other. I keep pushing, working my way inside until I’m sheathed all the way to my balls. I glide my hands over her ass, gyrating a little as I enjoy the sensation of her wetness encasing me. A primal grunt escapes my lips as I pull back, my heavy crown dragging along her slick walls. 

The next time I enter her, I thrust faster. Rasha’s gasps have turned into a low moan. I am lost in the way her body moves in response to mine; she is greedy in the way she moves her ass against my hips, in the way she pulses around my shaft. 

I thrust again, deeper this time. Again. Again, and again, and again, until I can hear my balls slapping against her skin. 

She finds release before me, her pussy clenching against my shaft, urging me the deepest I’ve gone yet. I grasp at her waist, biting my lip as my cockhead explodes inside of her. Every atom of my body is vibrating, fully electric with my desire for her. Finished, I clutch at her skin, having to focus all my energy on pulling out. 

We stay that way for a moment—my soft dick pressed to Rasha’s inner thigh, her legs shaking as she recovers from her own release. 

At last, she shifts. Rasha turns around, sitting in the driver’s chair to look up at me. To my surprise, her eyes are shining. 

“Thank you,” she says, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I didn’t know how much I need that. How much I needed…you.” 

Her gaze flicks away from mine, strained with the first real embarrassment of our night together. I put my hand to her chin, forcing her to look back at me. I lean forward, pressing my lips gently to hers. Her hands find the back of my neck, her fingers lacing together to keep me close. 

“After Sam…” she starts, voice shaking. “I think I just thought that if I met someone new, it would be like I was replacing him. That maybe I would forget him. And I don’t think I could live with that.” 

She pauses, but I don’t press. I can sense the  but coming, and I want her to get there on her own. 

Rasha takes a deep breath. “But you’re nothing like him, Jack. You’re a different man. You make me happy in different ways. And I think because I got to know you after Sam…well, maybe this was the time that we were perfect for each other, you know?” 

“I know,” I breathe, resting my forehead against hers. “And if you’ll have me, I’d very much like to explore that some more.” 

I can feel her mouth breaking into a small smile against my cheek. “I think I’d like that.” Another pause, another loaded breath. “Jack, I didn’t think there was room in my heart to care for anyone else. 

I didn’t think it was possible.” 

I pull back, using my fingers to comb through her messy bangs. Rasha is bright-eyed, her cheeks rosy. I fucking love it. 

“I might just be some small-town mechanic, but I do remember a lesson or two from high school biology,” I tell her. “So, I know there’s more than one chamber in the human heart. There’s room for extra love in there, if you want to let it in.” 

Something flickers in those dark eyes. She sucks her bottom lip into her mouth before she nods at me, eyes welling up with shining tears again. “My sister said something similar tonight.” 

“Sounds like she’s smart.” 

Rasha breaks, chuckling at that. “Delia will be pleased to hear you said so.” 

“Gotta get on her good list.” I wink. Rasha smiles back. 

“So,” I say, bringing my fingers away from her bangs to linger on that jutting cheekbone. “Is the old baby-sitter invited back for another job in the Perry house?” 

“As many as you could ever want.” 

I laugh, too, pressing Rasha close to my chest so I can hug her properly. 

I don’t want this moment to end. I don’t want to ever let her go again. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: RASHA

“There is a boy in my bed.” 

“Well, get him up and dressed already,” Delia says. I hear the hurried sounds of bird cages closing and then a door being shut. “I’m already running late myself. I can feed Drew some of this cream cheese bagel if you want. Just get him out the door and shuffled off to your man child’s car in time for—” 

“Uh, Delia?” I interrupt, coiling a long strand of my dark hair around my finger as I pad out of my bedroom and into the quiet hallway. I shut the door behind me. “It’s the man child in my bed. Not Drew.” 

I hear a crash and send up a quick prayer that for all my musings about killing my sister, I did  not just cause her to smack her car into a tree and die. 

“You there, D?” 

“Well, the squirrels have my bagel plate.” She snorts over the line. “But I have bigger concerns than that. How? When? And is Drew at school already, or what’s happening there? Clarify the timeline for me, woman. I am not caffeinated enough for this conversation!” 

I sit down on my couch, curling my legs underneath me. I pull a soft knit blanket from off the arm, wrapping it around my shoulders as I balance the phone between my ear and my shoulder. I can’t stop smiling. 

“He was with me last night when I came to relieve you from being with my kids,” I admit. “I had him wait around the corner and come in a minute later because I didn’t want to get the third degree from you right then.” 

“Probably wise.” Delia snorts. “Didn’t want to put anything in the way of getting that dick.” 

“Oh my God,” I laugh. “Anyway, today Jack woke up early and was dressed and in the kitchen before the kids ever woke up. He got Andrew and Cohen out the door on time—” 

“No small feat,” Delia pipes up. 

“I  know.” I giggle. I suck in a sharp breath. “He told me to go right back to bed and wait for him. 

Then he came back and…” 

I fall to pieces, burying my face in the blanket as I squeal. I am not mature enough to have two children. Jack has reduced me to a pile of happy mush. 

“You  fox! ” Delia purrs in my ear. I can hear her car starting up now, and the radio quieting down after it kicks on. She’ll probably be rounding out onto Main in a moment, heading to meet my son herself. “So, are you two an item now? Should I demand this kid ask for my blessing?” 

“I think a helpful start would be to stop calling Jack a kid,” I say with a laugh. 

“I’d appreciate that.” 

I startle at Jack’s hand on my shoulder. I look up; he’s standing behind my couch, shirtless, his

sandy-blond hair falling in roguish curls over his ears. His impish half-smile sends my stomach tumbling. A quick glance down, and I see that morning wood, stiff and wanting after his quick post drop-off nap. 

“I have to go,” I say to Delia. “Something just came up…” 

 Something came up? Jack mouths at me, raising an eyebrow in amusement at my accidental innuendo. 

“Oh my God, he’s with you now, isn’t he?” my sister breathes. “Be safe! Use protection! And for Christ’s sake, take mental pictures so you can come back and share with—” 

“Bye, Delia.” 

I click off the phone, dropping it on the couch. I push up, turning around to get on my knees and face the back of the couch where he stands, waiting. Jack runs his fingers through my own messy morning hair, smoothing the layers and tucking the strands behind my ears. 

“I’ve got to get in to work,” he says. “Dom is going to kill me.” 

“Dom can eat me,” I complain, giving a dramatic pout. 

“Not on my watch.” Jack winks as he leans forward, pressing a gentle kiss to my lips. “I’m the only one who gets to eat Rasha Perry.” 

A flare of feeling licks between my legs, leaving me slick and hot and desperate. Jack’s got the action behind all that talk; after he dropped off the boys, he’d come crawling into my bed as promised, sliding under the sheets to spread my legs and wake me up with a generous suck to my clit. 

In return, I’d flipped him over and straddled him, positioning so I could suck his dick while he continued God’s work between my legs. 

A 69… shit, I really am still a kid. I should not be allowed to be someone’s mother. 

He steps back, folding his arms on the back of the couch and taking a knee to lean into me. Jack nuzzles against my neck, licking and nibbling. 

“If I leave your house to go to my job, is the spell broken?” he asks. “Because I’ll take this if it was only a one night thing. I’ll take what I can get.” He pulls back, eyes searching mine. “But I’m selfish. And I’d really, really like more.” 

I sigh. “Me, too.” I bury my face in my knit blanket again. “Jack…” 

He laughs at how mumbled I sound. “Rasha?” 

I look back up at him. “Last night, this morning…that was some porn-level sex. Like, my body should be way too old to bend the ways you were having me last night.” I can feel the blush taking over my cheeks again, and I glance down at the couch cushions, picking at some unidentifiable crust my kids have left behind. “If I didn’t know I had the stretchmarks and the mom belly and enough wrinkles to scare off Hades’ dogs then maybe I’d think you were just in this for the physical stuff. And I—” 

“Rasha.” Jack frowns at me. “Come on.” 

I brave a look back up at him. “Okay, no more jokes about my age.” 

“Thank you.” His fingers find my ear, gliding down the shell of it. It’s like Jack is trying to memorize every inch of me, to explore every part. My breath catches. 

“You also have a dirty sense of humor that could shame some of the mechanics I work with.” He grins. I’m transfixed by the shimmer in his playful blue eyes. “You have two kids that I might like even more than I like you.” 

“Just wait until Andrew starts requesting that ‘Cotton Eyed Joe’ you played for him the first day you were here,” I mutter, a smirk pulling up the corners of my mouth. “You’ll change your mind about that.” 

Jack’s smile widens. His calloused fingers are at my jawline now, drifting down so they graze the velvet skin of my throat. I lose my breath again as his thumb glides over the hollow where my neck meets my chest. 

“You love Copper Springs. Almost as much as I do.” He clears his throat, his eyes fixing on that spot on the couch I was picking at a moment earlier. “And of all the women I’ve ever been with, you might be the only one who can understand my story. Who knows what it feels like to love someone and have to learn how to keep on living without them.” 

Jack’s fingers move down to find my own. He takes my hand, holding it up to the light to inspect how our fingers lace together. There’s a lump forming in my throat. I told him last night about a few of the reservations I had in moving on after Sam. Is this the first time Jack has opened up about his own grief? My heart pounds against my chest. Jack’s eyes meet mine once more, our hands still locked together. 

“So no more jokes about your age, or mine,” he commands. “Because whether it was two months separating us or twenty years, I think we’d still be the same, Rasha Perry. I think you would understand me in a way that other women just can’t. I think there would be something connecting us—

something painful and hard, but something that has shaped us nonetheless.” 

I can’t breathe. I can hardly think. 

I pull my hand away from Jack’s, then reach out with tentative fingers to touch the side of his face. “Where did you come from, Jack Goodwin?” 

He smiles softly and places his fingers over mine. “That’s what I’m saying. Same place you came from.” 

He kisses me then, a light touch to my lips that sends fireworks shooting across my skin. My hands find his hair, and I pull him deeper, relishing the taste of his tongue on mine. Jack groans against my mouth. 

“Okay, seriously, Dom really is going to kill me now. He might not be the most organized boss, but he does notice when his line tech is missing.” 

“Well, if he’s already going to be on your case…?” 

Jack pulls back, one eyebrow raising. “Rasha, I thought old women were supposed to be full of wisdom and good advice.” 

“No more age jokes, we agreed!” I bop him over the head. 

Grinning, I pull Jack by the shoulders over the edge of the couch. He topples down on top of me, laughing as I force him to flip and pin him to the cushions. 

My fingernails scrape down his bare chest as I kiss my way down his stomach. He groans, a deep, easy sound that sends another burst of heat between my legs. At last, I find the waistband to his sweatpants. I slip my fingers beneath the elastic, pulling them down. Jack’s cock springs out, bobbing against my chin. 

He smells like our sex. Salty and musky and thrilling. I grasp the base of his shaft, my tongue swirling around his head. Jack’s hand finds the back of my hair, fingers twisting in my loose curls. 

“Better enjoy this,” he mutters. “Because I’m telling you, Dom really is going to kill me.” 

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” I laugh. 

I am lost in him. 

It’s hard to know where Jack begins and I end. I am consumed by the sense of being with him. 

His smooth skin under my fingers, his hard length in my palm. His deep, masculine scent, married with my own. His sharp taste, blossoming on my tongue as his dick gives up a new bead of precum. 

And perhaps best of all, those deep, needy gasps as his hands tangle farther in my hair and his hips

rise up to give me more of what I ask for. 

How did I question this before? How did I ever doubt how much I wanted Jack, how much I needed him? His body is so clearly an answer to my own. And his soul—well, I think I’ll be dreaming about the words he said to me just a minute ago, about our shared sense of loss and grief. 

Jack is exactly who I need, exactly what I didn’t know I wanted. 

I’m so high on this moment, I think I might die. There’s no way this could get any better. There’s no scenario in which—

But then Jack’s hips stutter, and he’s pushing me back by the shoulders. 

“Get up,” he says. “I need to be properly inside you.” 

Oof. It  does get better then. I happily oblige, shimmying off my panties and climbing up to mount him. 

Each moment just gets better and better and better with Jack. 

We’re sitting in Jack’s car now, a bag of fried chicken balanced on the center console between us. 

“You have to know I like you,” I tell him. “Because literally no one in the world looks good eating fried chicken. This is a real risk I’m taking here.” 

“Uh,  no one  looks good eating fried chicken?” 

Jack plucks a piece out of the bag, turning the drumstick sideways to slowly bite into it. He pulls back, licking his lips before chewing. I throw my napkin at his face, and he grins. 

“That wasn’t hot,” I assure him. “That was like a bad porno specifically written for the anti-PETA movement.” 

He chokes on his laughter, covering his mouth with a napkin. 

“I’m glad you came to see me for lunch,” he says finally. Jack starts to reach over to take my hand but stops short. He holds up his greasy fingers. “Better not.” 

“Thanks.” I chuckle. “I haven’t had a lunch date in forever. Usually, it’s me and the same Caesar salad every day. At this point, I’m pretty sure my body is 75% Caesar salad.” 

“Negates the health benefits of salad a bit, doesn’t it?” 

“A little,” I concede, before taking my own first bite of chicken. As soon as the crispy skin hits my tongue, I close my eyes and moan. “Good God. This chicken is ecstasy.” 

I take another bite. Seriously—it’s salty and hot and rich. Way better than any crappy Caesar salad. My head rolls back and I moan again. “It’s better than dessert. Better than any chicken I’ve ever had. Better than—” 

“Sex?” Jack provides. 

I open my eyes. 

He’s staring at me with an amused smile on his face, his own chicken set aside on a napkin on the dash. My cheeks heat instantly. 

“There it is. Finally.” 

“What?” My chest tightens. I’m suddenly self-conscious around Jack again, thrown back to those first days when I was getting to know him after he rescued me on First Street. 

He purses his lips, clearly suppressing a massive grin. “I’ve been worrying you might be too perfect. That I might have gotten in over my head with an actual angel.” 

“I’m not sure I like where this is going…” 

“But you enjoy your fried chicken like it’s a back alley whore.” Jack fully grins now. The expression lights up his eyes and brightens his cheeks. He snorts. “I’m pretty sure that if we left this

car to go back into the shop, the men would admit they heard you groaning. They might even give me some credit where none is due.” 

“Oh my God.” I slump in my seat, unable to look him in the eye but laughing nonetheless. 

“Note to self: incorporate fried chicken in the bedroom. Got it.” 

I’m howling now, clutching my side as Jack carries on looking at me like I’m the funniest thing he’s ever seen. 

“Honestly, I think you might owe me cab fair after giving you that chicken. Maybe a formal tip? I just rocked your world.” 

I smile back at him. “You’re too much.” 

“And you’re adorable.” 

My heart skips a beat too fast. 

Jack wipes his mouth with another napkin, then crosses his arms. “All right, fess up. What are your other quirks, Rasha? I need to know.” 

“For teasing purposes?” 

He shrugs. “Teasing purposes, making-me-feel-more-adequate purposes…apparently, sexual purposes, too.” 

“Please.” I roll my eyes, smiling. I bite my lip, thinking it over. “If I tell you my flaws, we go tit for tat.” 

“Deal,” he agrees, nodding like this is very serious business. 

I pause, chewing my lip again. “Well, I have an irrational fear of cockroaches. Remember that Disney movie with the robot at the end of the world? He’s got a pet cockroach. I nope’d out of that theater and dragged my kids out so fast, the manager thought I had been offended by something.” 

Jack laughs. “So, I kill the bugs from now on. Noted.” 

“Your turn,” I remind him. 

He glances down, clearly rethinking this little game for a moment. For a second, I think he might try to change the subject, maybe even get out of the car… “I like reality shows. I really,  really wish I didn’t.” 

“Doesn’t everyone have a reality show or two that they follow?” I shrug. “What are we talking, like  Chopped? Survivor?” 

“The Bachelor,” he mutters, looking away to the passenger window. 

I burst into laughter. “Jack! Now we have to have watch parties!” 

“It’s my greatest shame, Rasha.” 

“And maybe my greatest attraction to you thus far.” I grin. 

“Your turn.” 

“If something comes in a raspberry flavor, I’ll choose it every time. Your turn.” 

He pauses. “I really love those puffy cheese snacks. Whenever I gas up my car, I have to stop and get a bag. Your turn.” 

“My sister asked if she could take her pet bird to my wedding with Sam.” 

Jack chuckles. “Isn’t that a quirk for Delia? Not you?” 

“Believe me, if you had been in attendance at the wedding with the parrot in the front row, you would know it counts as something weird about me, too.” 

Jack cocks his head. “I never really learned how to swim properly. I just kind of tread like a dog. 

Imagine a grown man barely able to keep his head above water.” 

My stomach has drawn up tight. The smile on my face is so big, it leaves my cheeks sore. 

“… I’m fucking nuts about you,” I say. “And I feel like on paper, it doesn’t make any sense. I

worry people are going to look at me and think I’m some sort of desperate cougar. But I can’t bring myself to care. Because I’m obsessed with you. It’s my biggest quirk. And I’m kind of proud.” 

Jack’s smile softens in one corner, leaving the expression endearingly lopsided. He moves the box of fried chicken, setting it on the dash. He leans across the console, taking my chin in his hand as he pulls my mouth to his and kisses me gently. 

“That’s the best one yet.” 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: JACK

“Late,” Scarlett announces as I pass her on my way in. “Dom is on the warpath this morning. He’s like a big, grumpy Bullmastiff.” 

She chuckles to herself at whatever picture she sees in her head as she hands a work ticket off to Wes. I always get the feeling that she enjoys it when Dom gets riled up over something. 

“I know how he gets,” I assure her as I open up my locker and shuffle my things around in search of my uniform. 

The shop is already in full hustle. There are three cars in the garage, with Remy and Luca working under two of them. With the doors opened, a rare cool Georgia breeze wafts in, clearing my head and lighting up my senses. Dom’s office door is still shut. If I just keep my head down and get to work quickly, maybe I can—

“Late.” Grant punches me on the shoulder as he walks to his own locker. 

“Uh, pot calling the kettle black?” I raise an eyebrow as I step into my coveralls. 

“Yeah, but Dom expects  me to be late,” Grant replies, rolling his eyes. “It’s all about where you set the bar, Goodwin. And you’ve come in early one too many mornings.” 

“You’re a shining example of work ethic.” 

I grab a clipboard off the wall and head over to my station. Grant trails me as he hops one-footed, pulling his own uniform on as we go. 

“So, where were you?” he asks. “Because if you stopped off at the coffee place on Main, the least you could do would be to grab Dom his own Americano. Soften the blow a bit.” 

“I wasn’t getting coffee,” I answer. 

“I don’t believe him,” Remy pipes up from his spot under a sedan. “Jack looks entirely too happy not to have stopped off to get coffee this morning.” 

“Do I usually come in looking depressed?” 

Scarlett pushes through the doors from the front, another work ticket in hand. “Jack!” she calls, waving it in my direction. “You’ve got a nine a.m.” 

I jog over, snatching the paper and brandish it at the guys. “See, I made it in time for what counts. 

This will all blow over by lunch and Dom won’t say a damn—” 

The office door opens. Dom is standing in the doorway, hulking, tatted arms crossed as he fixes a stare in my direction. 

“Care to finish that thought, Goodwin?” He raises one thick black eyebrow, smirking. “Where were you?” 

“I was—” 

“Make your bets now, everybody!” Grant cuts me off, face lighting up and grin widening what should be an impossible amount. “Ten dollars says Jack lost track of time jerking it in the shower, 

thinking about that girl who came into the shop for him the other day.” 

“You’re gross,” I tell him, snorting despite myself. 

“No.” Wes steps up, shaking his head. A slow smile breaks over his usually serious face. “Jack was back on First Street, trolling for little old ladies he could pick up and then hit on.” 

“Wrong again,” Remy chimes in. “He was driving one of those little old ladies off to brunch with her grandbabies. Gotta put in the time if he wants to get the butterscotch candy from her jar.” He winks, and Wes gags, laughing. 

Scar stands off to the side, arms crossed and head cocked as she formulates her own guess about what I was doing. Finally, she steps forward, and the group of guys all turn to her. 

“Fifty dollars,” she says. “Jack was with a girl. Not the young chick who swung by the other day. 

Not Ethel or Agnes, either. But I do think he was with that pretty woman with the hatchback. I think our boy finally got some.” 

The guys all turn to me, eyes going wide. My neck instantly gets hotter. 

“Jackie?” Grant probes. 

I sigh. “… Look, we lost track of time. I haven’t spent the night with a girl in a really long time and I guess I just kind of forget to watch the clock—” 

“Shut up!” Grant grins, fist pumping in the air. 

Dom shrugs and disappears back into his office. “I’ll allow it. But don’t make a habit of being late, Goodwin.” 

“How long has it been, Jackie? Like, a year since you’ve been with a girl?” Grant probes. 

“Glad you’ve been keeping track.” I snort. I bury my face behind my clipboard, knowing full well that my face has got to be reddening. 

“She was hot,” Wes remarks thoughtfully. “And I thought she was funny.” 

“She is,” I tell him, thinking back to just an hour or so earlier, laughing on the couch with Rasha. 

“She’s really funny.” 

“You are adorable right now,” Scar teases me, pursing her lips as she puts her hands on her hips. 

“My fifty dollars, please, Grant. Our boy is one smitten kitten.” 

Grant waves her off. “Make it an IOU.” 

He follows me as I walk around the back of a Toyota. With the other guys out of sight, Grant takes my clipboard out of my hands and holds it between his crossed arms as he leans against the Toyota, assessing me. 

“You know I’m going to need details,” he says. “I can’t remember the last time you came to work looking like this. It’s good to see you so…excited.” 

I slip my hands in my pockets, mulling that over. 

That’s the thing about Grant. He’s crude and boisterous and way too loud when maybe he should bite his tongue, but he’s also damn observant. We’ve been friends for so long, he has this weird sixth sense reserved just for me. And so he knows that, even though I’ve been happy, I’ve been  fine for years now… Today was something different. 

“Rasha is incredible, man,” I tell him. I groan, squeezing my eyes shut. “It killed me to leave her for work this morning.” 

“What happened?” 

“She came to a show I played the other night,” I explain. “We got to talking afterward about how much we have in common, and the next thing I knew, I was acting on more than half a decade of pent-up crush. I started spending the night at her place and now—” I hesitate for a moment. It still feels strange to put this in words “Now I think maybe we’re together. I think maybe we’re going to try and

make something work between us.” 

“Damn,” Grant breathes. “Apparently, I should have been baby-sitting for some cougars in my early twenties instead of going to all those parties.” 

“No cougar jokes.” I smile and punch him on the shoulder. 

Grant smiles back. “No cougar jokes,” he agrees. He steps over to me, leaning against the car at my side. “You look happy, Jackie. It’s hard to explain what’s different exactly, but you just look like some tension has been taken away.” 

“It feels that way,” I agree. I rub at the back of my neck. “I can’t stop thinking about her, man. It’s like for so long I’ve been surviving, but maybe not really living. It’s like I’m only just now coming up for air, and it’s because of Rasha.” 

“Well, I’m glad to hear it.” Grant elbows me. He sucks in a breath. “Man, this is just reminding me of how long it’s been since I got laid.” 

I snort. “And how long has that been exactly? Like, a weekend?” 

Grant shrugs, his face cracking into a smile. “More like a Memorial Day-length weekend. I think my dick is going to shrivel up and curl into my body.” 

I smack him before pushing off the car and finding my tools. “What a hard life you live.” 

He grins. “You love me for it.” 

Grant wanders back to his own station, and I pick up my work ticket yet again. Okay. Workday. 

Let’s go. 

Remy and Luca are loudly trading some jokes about the local baseball team over at their stations. 

Dom has got his usual classic rock blasting across the garage, something with a heavy beat and a singer with a whiny voice this morning. A car’s engine purrs at the other end of the garage where someone is running a test. Sensory overload. 

And yet, I can’t stop thinking about her. 

All I can hear is Rasha’s soft laughter as I nuzzle her neck on her couch. Her tiny gasp as my fingers trace the length of her thigh and find her wet and wanting. 

All I can see is her dazzling smile. The way her dark eyes crinkle up in the corners under the shield of her thick bangs. 

This feels so fucking right. I don’t know how it happened. I don’t know if it was fate that divined Rasha’s car breaking down on the side of the road that day or pure luck. Whatever it was, I’ll gladly take it. Maybe I’m an absolute sap for admitting it, but it really feels like everything we’ve been through was shaping us, preparing us to re-meet each other in this moment in time. 

A unique kind of second chance at being together, in which we met as two different people and came back together as kindred souls. 

I smile to myself as I set to work on my first car of the day. Let the other guys place their bets or make their cougar jokes. Let Grant tease about all the sex he’s having with braindead sorority girls. 

For the first time in maybe my whole life, I’m sure that I have exactly what I want. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: RASHA

These always were my favorite kinds of mornings. 

With the boys distracted and no TV on, I can hear a cardinal chirping outside my window. I watch for a moment as he balances on the edge of my sun-drenched birdhouse, crimson chest puffed and proud. I feel the same, like this good weather streaking through my window is infusing me with new life, new purpose. 

“Scrambled or sunny side up?” Jack asks Cohen and Andrew from his spot at our stove. 

There was never a conscious decision made about all of this happening. I never turned to Jack post-coitus and said, “Hey, how do you feel about being here basically all the time and turning into the boyfriend I was never looking for?” 

It just happened. The show at the bar, the night that followed…and now a week later, Jack is here helping me get the kids out the door and he’s showing up after his shifts at the garage looking to share a steamy shower with me and he’s sleeping in my bed…assuming he can get up and dressed and into the kitchen before either of my boys can come waltzing in demanding TV or snacks. 

I am the cardinal. Just soaking it in, chest puffed out because I can’t help but feel a little proud about this adorable, helpful guy who inserted himself so subtly into my life. 

Maybe I should start leaving out bird seed…

“What’s on the schedule today, boys?” Jack asks the kids, taking the seat next to me at my kitchen table. He slides a plate of eggs and toast to me, winking. 

“Last day of Montessori for Andrew,” I say, taking a crunching bite of my toast. “He’ll go back to just Delia tomorrow and you’re off the hook.” 

“Well, dang,” Jack says, taking his own bite of toast. His mouth still full, he grins playfully in Drew’s direction. “We were just nailing down the perfect playlist for our drive over to school.” 

“‘Cotton Eyed Joe’!” Drew cries out, face lighting up. 

I set down my fork, eyes slanting in Jack’s direction. “I hate you.” 

Jack pretends not to see me as he takes a bite of eggs. “Then you’re really going to hate me when you learn I introduced him to ‘Baby Shark’, too…” 

I flick him on the back of the head, laughing. “Co? What about you, hon?” 

“Math test.” His face sours. “Third period.” 

“I’ve seen you studying for that,” I tell him, reaching across the table to squeeze his fingers. 

“You’re gonna be great.” 

Cohen sighs. “I can’t remember all the equations. I suck.” 

“Not possible,” Jack announced. “You went over your flashcards with me last night when your mom was running out to get milk. You were basically Albert Hawking.” 

I raise an eyebrow, snorting. “Albert Einstein? Stephen Hawking?” 

Jack makes a big show of elbowing me. “Don’t question me, woman. I need the kid to believe I’m a genius tutor.” 

Cohen laughs at that. “All right, I guess I’m okay. It’s just that sometimes I forget—” 

He pauses, his cheeks going ruddy and eyes widening. 

“What?” I ask, finishing off my toast and licking strawberry jam off my fingers. 

“Dad’s brunch.” Cohen looks up at me. 

“Huh?” Jack looks between us. “What’s up?” 

“Shoot, is today really the day we put on the calendar?” I push my chair back from the table and get up. 

I push up my shirt sleeves before rifling through our cabinets. God, last time it was cheap powdered donuts, and this time it might have to be the end of a bag of marshmallow cereal. 

There’s a hand at my back. I turn around to find Jack waiting, his brow furrowed. “Is this for Sam?” 

I nod, pulling out the near-empty cereal box. “It’s what I was doing that first day I met you on the side of the street. Brunch at the gravesite.” 

“And I forgot about it.” Cohen smacks his head. “Again.  Mom, can you bring something?” 

“Already on it,” I promise. I turn to Jack. “I know this is a lot to ask, but do you think you can get Cohen off to the bus before you drive Drew to school? I’ve got another early webcam call, so I’ll need to run this over quickly.” 

He nods. “Of course. Go now.” 

I bite my lip, nodding back. I swoop over, kissing my boys on their heads before tearing off for the front door. 

The drive to the cemetery isn’t long. It’s familiar, damn near memorized by this point. My hands make the turns of the steering wheel without my mind ever having to give the go-ahead. I pull into the parking lot and snatch the cereal out with me, jogging over to Sam’s headstone. 

At the edge of the grass, I stop. 

My breath has caught in my throat. I’m clutching the box to my chest. 

There it is. The same traditional, gray headstone I’ve visited a million times before. I force my feet to move, to carry me through the grass and over to the site. When I reach the marker, I get down on my knees, then settle onto my ass. The grass is still wet with morning dew, and it seeps through my jeans, leaving me cold and shivering. I don’t care. 

A moment of quiet. Birds twittering. Cars driving past. I hold my breath. 

I don’t really know what to say. I never have. The words don’t ever come easily, not even after all this time that has passed. The sting has long since left my visits here, and I actually find some comfort in sitting in silence. There’s a serenity in how the cemetery is closed off from the rest of Copper Springs. You can still hear the hustle and bustle of day-to-day life, but it’s all muted here. 

Softer. Nevertheless, I don’t have the right damn words. My tongue is thick in my mouth. 

I look down at the meager bag of marshmallow cereal I’ve brought with me. 

“I’m sorry,” I say finally. “This is the second time in a row where I’ve brought you scraps.” 

Talking out loud is another weird thing I’ve had to get used to. It never feels natural, but at least there’s a sense of privacy in how the thick trees and bushes of the cemetery absorb my voice, burying it in the tall grasses along with the dead. 

I look down at the box in my hands, reflecting on what I chose to say. Scraps. I’ve brought Sam scraps. 

“The truth is… I was distracted. Last time wasn’t my fault. Cohen was going to miss the bus and

then the hatchback broke down.” I clear my throat. “But this time…this time it was because of a guy.” 

I run my hands through my messy morning curls, trying to tame them back behind my ears. 

“You know him. He used to be our baby-sitter. Jack Goodwin, remember?” 

Sam liked Jack. He always insisted that we pay him as if this was a real job. “Compensate well or he’ll go do something else!” 

I have a distinct memory of running to the bathroom after a date night and coming back to my living room to find Sam and Jack still there, laughing as they debated the merits of 70s versus 80s rock. 

He’d be glad it’s Jack. I know that. 

I’m still clutching the worn-out cereal box. And the longer I sit here, the stupider I feel for bringing it. 

A few times a month. I come to this place only a few times every month. I have it marked on our calendar in red ink. Cohen usually makes a big deal at the grocery store of picking out picnic items, fresh fruit, sometimes special muffins. 

And all I could bring today was cereal. 

Suddenly, there’s a lump in my throat. My eyes are stinging, and my breath is catching at the top of my chest once more. And there it is again—that stab of guilt in my gut, the same feeling I’d been battling with before I finally gave in to being with Jack. 

Is this right? Am I allowed to be this happy? 

Sam might have liked Jack. He might have wanted me to move on. But he couldn’t have wanted me to forget him. He couldn’t have wanted me to put his brunch visits on the backburner, to bring him the only the dregs of what I have left in my cabinets and inside of my heart. 

I sit for far longer than I should in front of his headstone; I sit until the dew on the ground has dried, and the Georgia sun is spearing through the slats in the tree leaves above my head. My boss is going to be pissed I’m missing the web call. Jack will probably wonder what has happened to me. 

A car door sounds. I turn, using the heel of my hand to blot where my eyes have misted. 

“Jack?” 

His sedan is parked next to mine. He’s bent over the passenger seat, getting something out. I push up to my feet and walk over. 

“What are you—” 

“Okay, so I had the restaurant give me a plate and utensils, but it looks like they may have forgotten knives.” He pulls back from the car, arms loaded with bags from a popular brunch spot on Main, Sweet on Me Bakery. “It’s mostly pastries in here, though, so hopefully you can just use your fingers.” 

Jack loads the bags into my arms. I stare at him, blinking. 

“Jack,” I start, my voice a whisper. “Did you bring Sam brunch?” 

He shoves his hands into his front pockets, suddenly looking a little embarrassed at being called out for his good deed. “It was just a quick stop on the way back from drop-off. I’m not going to insert myself or anything, just wanted to give this to you. Figured you would still be here when I didn’t hear from you and you weren’t at the house when I came back. Your computer is pinging like crazy with reminders about some web call, by the way.” 

We stand there for a moment, both staring at one another. And for what feels like the millionth instance this morning, I don’t have the right words to say. I can hardly make myself speak at all. 

“Thank you,” I manage to choke out. I feel like a right idiot as more tears smart at the corners of my eyes. 

Jack nods and smiles. “Of course.” He pulls open his car door. “Better get on my way. If I’m late again, Dom might skin me alive.” 

“Wait!” 

I set the brunch bags at my feet and grab Jack’s arm, pulling him to me. We’re awkwardly positioned with the bags still between our feet, but I don’t care. I pull his mouth to mine, losing myself in a deep kiss. Jack’s hand goes to the small of my back, saving me from wobbling with a firm cradle. When I finally pull back, I’m panting. 

“Thank you,” I say again. 

He smiles. “Swear you’ll have a good morning without me,” he says as he draws back, sliding into his car. 

I nod, biting my lip as he shuts the door and starts out. 

After a long moment, I glance back in the direction of Sam’s headstone. We’ve got a proper breakfast now. I should get set up and eat quickly so I can get back to that work call. 

I’m a little dizzy, a little off-kilter as I walk back to the marker. Amazing—just a few minutes ago I was having all these worries and doubts and questioning my path, and then one interaction with Jack later and here I am, reeling like some lovestruck school girl. 

Maybe I’m overthinking this. Maybe even if my life changes or gets busier or I forget to make pancakes and sausage and fancy mimosas for Sam’s gravesite…maybe Jack can help me to find a balance. Maybe he’ll be there with brunch, like my small-town knight in shining armor. 

“Well, Sam,” I say as I settle into the grass once more and open up one of the bags to get started, 

“now that I seem to have got my voice back, I suppose we have a lot to talk about.” 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: JACK

The second I disappear into the kitchen to get more wine, Mandy and Dad are at my back. Mandy pushes me over to the island, out of earshot of Rasha, her boys, and my siblings working on game night in the living room. 

“If you don’t marry that girl, I will,” Mandy announces. 

My dad grins, cheeks blushing. “I’d be okay with that.” 

Mandy smacks him, giggling. “You hound dog.” 

“Um, whispers please? She can probably hear you.” I find the bottle of merlot and set down my glass and Rasha’s to refill. I can’t help myself—I’m grinning, too. “But I am glad you two approve.” 

“She’s funnier than you,” my dad says. 

“Thanks.” I snort. 

“And prettier than you.” Mandy winks. “Which is sayin’ a lot, ‘cause y’all know how I’m partial to my Goodwin men.” 

“Dang, Mandy wants your new girlfriend  bad,” my dad teases, scooping his wife up into a crushing hug. Mandy protests but breaks down into her own drunken giggles. No surprise here; I saw her crushing merlot and pawing at my dad while Rasha and I entertained the kids. 

Dad finally lets Mandy down and she smooths her dress, making a show of  humph-ing as she walks over to the fridge to get out more grapes and cheese. 

“So, what’s the plan?” my dad asks, crossing his arms and leaning up against the island. “You had her over to game night, which means you had her over to  meet your parents. That’s a big deal. 

Should I inquire with this girl’s father about her dowry situation?” 

“You are something else.” I roll my eyes but smile as I knock back another swig of merlot. “Um, I guess it is pretty serious. I like Rasha a lot.” 

“Should I give you my ring?” Mandy teases. “Get in there and propose before someone else can steal her up!” 

“Before  Mandy can steal her up.” My dad chuckles. 

“I don’t know about all that,” I say. I run my hands through the front of my hair, swirling the contents of my glass. “But I do know I’m crazy about her. I want to spend all my time with her.” 

“That can be arranged,” my dad says, eyeballing Mandy. And with that, he escorts my stepmom out of the kitchen. “Rasha, let us take our kids and yours out for some ice cream! You can take a minute alone with Jack.” 

I dash out of the kitchen. “You move fast,” I mutter to my dad. 

He winks. “All right, kids, in the car!” 

Rasha is sitting on the edge of the couch, one eyebrow raised in question as she smiles over at me. I shrug. 

The kids bound past us, following my dad and Mandy over to the garage. My dad makes a show of checking his watch, and suddenly I feel like I’m back in high school again…with the one big caveat being that my dad might actually be trying to help me get some rather than keep me from getting some girl pregnant. 

“We’ll be back in an hour?” he says. He nods at no one in particular, then guides Mandy out the door. My stepmom is giggling in a way too loud voice, surely another side effect of the merlot. 

I turn back to Rasha. “Is this really okay?” I ask. “Because I can run out and tell him you need to get the kids home—” 

“Shut up. I never thought we’d get alone time tonight.” Rasha attacks me, leaping up so I have to catch her legs around my waist. I laugh as she buries kisses along my jawline. Maybe she’s gotten a little deep into the merlot herself. 

“Let’s clean this place up really quick,” I say. “Then I won’t feel guilty about doing nasty things to you while my parents baby-sit your kids.” 

“Ugh.” She makes a show of rolling her eyes, grinning. “You’re way too responsible for someone under thirty.” 

I kiss her nose. “You love it.” I set her down, heading toward the closet where my parents keep their cleaning supplies. “I’ll be right back with some stuff.” 

Once I’m down the hall, I open the closet door, scanning for bottles of multi-purpose spray and maybe a mop—I think I saw one of the kids spill some juice earlier in the evening. Better to take care of everything at once. 

Dad and Mandy are running dry. The only cleaner I see is sitting empty on their shelf, and the mop isn’t even in this closet. I shut the door, running my hands through my hair as I consider where else I might find supplies. I hear the garage door closing behind my parents’ van and decide to go check in there. 

It takes me a minute or two to find the new stuff. Big bottles of cleaner, a broom, a mop. I grab my haul, heading back toward the kitchen. 

“All right, gorgeous, let’s see some of that sexy work ethic and—” 

I stop short at the edge of the kitchen. Rasha is standing by the island, stripped down and wearing nothing but one of the aprons from our kitchen drawers. 

Fuck me. 

The top of the fabric hugs the generous swell of her breasts, only just covering her nipples. The apron cuts just low enough to cover her privates, with her thick thighs swelling out from beneath. My cock twitches against my pants, already straining to be let free. 

“You are bold,” I say, smirking as I take a step in her direction. I run my hands down the curve of her naked ass, cupping the goose-bumped skin there and aggressively pushing Rasha up to meet my body. “Or maybe you’re just drunk.” 

“What I am is crazy about you,” she breathes. Her hands find my waist, and she kisses me on the cheek. One hand snakes around to the front of my pants, where her fingers graze across my hard-on. 

I groan. “How is it you’re the worse influence between the two of us?” 

“What’s wrong with a little fun while the others are away?” Her eyes are sparkling. Her fingers find the buttons of my shirt, and she starts to work her way down, kissing my exposed chest as she does. “Did you ever mess around with any girls in this house, Jack Goodwin? Did you sneak out late during high school, maybe bring some girl through the window?” 

“I can hardly remember what I ate for dinner when you’re kissing me like that,” I moan. “Much less what I did with unmemorable girls back in high school.” 

“How about we cement that then?” Rasha purrs in my ear. “Give you a memory here to replace all others?” 

I nod. It’s hard to talk when she’s touching me like this. Her fingertips graze over my nipples, her nails rake across my chest hair. Shit. 

Rasha steps to my side, letting me go to place her palms on the island. She carefully pushes aside an empty bottle of wine and a cutting board, pushing herself up to sit on the marble. The apron hangs down between her legs, just keeping her private areas hidden from view. 

“Jack,” she says, looking at me from under hooded eyes. There’s a seductiveness there, but also something more. Something wanting and vulnerable. “I’m not some wild girl. Not really. I pay HOA fees. I work as an accountant, for crying out loud. I settled down with my high school sweetheart before I was even old enough to drink.” 

She looks down, her fingers fumbling with the edge of the apron. “I think I just want a taste of what I missed out on. Now that I have you—now that I really have you—I want everything that comes with you. The whole package. I want to really try.” 

I take a step in her direction, my hand finding her naked knee. I squeeze it, just the littlest bit. “I think that can be arranged.” 

I can hear her breath hitch as I take off my belt and place it on the island beside her. I pull down my pants, and then my boxers. I pull out my cock, holding it in my hand for her to get a good look as my crown drips precum for her. 

I grin, sliding forward between her legs. “You should know, though, that I wasn’t a wild kid in high school myself. I got exactly one hand job in my bedroom, and it was bad enough that I damn near thought I was being re-circumcised.” 

Rasha snorts at that. “Guess we can fill in the blanks for each other then.” 

I surprise her by picking her up off the counter and spinning her around. Her hands brace against the island, ass out in the air for me. I run my hand over the smooth skin again, enjoying the way her flesh pebbles under my touch. 

After a moment of taking it in, I grasp my cock in my fist and line it up with her opening. She is ready and eager for me, her parts shining with desire. I slide my slick head down over her clit, and she groans, knees buckling. My other hand finds her waist, holding her in place, and then…

“Yes.” 

She moans the word like it might as well be my name. 

I thrust into her over and over, fingers digging into the soft skin of her hips as I brace myself. 

Rasha’s head bows as she takes my dick. 

I wish I could control myself better, but I can already feel my release building. I grit my teeth, close my eyes. But then, when Rasha’s body starts to buck beneath mine, I lose it. 

When it’s over we clean ourselves up and start to work in the kitchen. Within minutes, Rasha is pulling her pants back on and grabbing a bottle of multipurpose spray, making some terrible joke about how we ought to pay special attention to the island after tonight’s activities. 

And it strikes me. 

God, I am obsessed with this woman. I can’t believe I went so long without her. Whatever this is, whatever I’m feeling… I haven’t experienced anything like it before. It goes beyond that sense of fulfillment I got when I first started interacting with Rasha. It fills me up, buoys me. 

She’s got a lot of stuff to work through. Maybe I should be even more clued into that than I already am after her talk this evening of doing things she never has before and making up for lost time. 

But whatever she’s facing, I want to help her through it. 

So help me, I don’t ever want to let her go. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN: RASHA

“You’ve got to put the birds away.” 

Delia shoots me a puzzled expression, like I’m the weirdo here. 

“They’re trained,” she says with a shrug, turning back to the cupcakes she’s been frosting. 

“But they still have to defecate sometime,” I tell her, eyeballing Brontë as she perches on the back of one of Delia’s barstools. “And we’re prepping for Cohen’s bake sale. Away. Please.” 

Delia drags her feet collecting Brontë and Morrison. As she shuffles them back into their cage, she eyeballs me as she whispers to them. “Don’t worry. If I die it’s in the will that you two go to our little brother, Jake. He’s a vegan.” 

“Doesn’t hurt my feelings!” I trill as I scoop up some blue frosting on the tip of my butter knife. 

“Hey, where did you set the yellow sprinkles?” 

“By the sink,” Delia instructs as she slips one boney finger through the birdcage to stroke the top of Morrison’s head. If I didn’t absolutely know better, I might think she was the first human woman to ever give birth to avian babies. 

“Okay,” I say more to myself than Delia as I collect the sprinkles and walk back to my original spot at the counter. “We’ve got twenty. We need forty more. So, it’ll take us another…what? Hour?” 

Delia sighs, putting her hands on her hips. “Thank God my children are the kind that don’t have to raise money for basketball uniforms.” 

I grin at her. “You love ‘em anyway.” 

Delia shrugs and finds her place by my side once more. She picks up a half-frosted cupcake, scooping her knife in the frosting container to finish. 

“Couldn’t con your sugar baby into helping you bake?” 

It sounds like a jab, but when I glance over at her, I can see Delia suppressing an amused smile. 

She likes Jack. It’s undeniable. 

The other day she had me and him and the kids over for dinner, and they ended up talking pet care for close to an hour. Turns out my new man might be a bit of an animal freak himself. But I’ll take Jack’s affinity for bully breed dogs over Delia’s obsession with creatures that rain poop from the sky. 

It was easy that night. He knew exactly what to say and how to act. Jack walked into Delia’s house and made himself at home the same way he had in mine. Like he was always meant to be there. 

Like he has always been a part of our lives. 

The idea triggers something inside of me. It’s a whole body experience: a trill in my tummy, a buzzing in my fingertips. My head is swimming with images of Jack’s wide, dimpled smile, his rough but knowledgeable hands, the tattoo of his mother’s name over his left pec. 

But it’s also my heart beating too fast. My breathing just a little too shallow. 

Sometimes, I wonder if the more Jack does that makes him fit in with my family, the stronger my

anxiety will grow. 

I stuff down the feeling and reach for a naked cupcake. There is no problem in the world that processed sugar can’t fix. 

“So, what are you two up to this weekend?” Delia asks me. 

“It’s actually a busy weekend with the kids. Cohen has his first game, and I signed Drew up for a playgroup on Saturday. Jack is going to help me shuffle the boys around, and then we’re meeting for dinner and a movie after. I got a baby-sitter and everything.” 

“Is that your MO now? Just collecting baby-sitters to seduce and sleep with?” 

I elbow Delia beside me; I can’t help but chuckle. 

“Did I tell you that Jack isn’t just a giver when it comes to my kids?” 

Delia’s knife fumbles, and she accidentally frosts a spot of counter. She looks over at me, grin overtaking her face. “You slut.” 

I cover my face with my hands. “He actually taught me new moves, D.” 

She smacks me with a kitchen rag, and when I open my eyes again, she’s jumping up and down a bit. “The man’s more experienced than his age would denote.” She chuckles and retrieves her forgotten cupcake. “He’s turning out to be quite the catch.” 

We’re quiet for a minute, both frosting the cupcakes and thinking. A stupid little smile is pulling up the corner of my mouth as I frost, thinking about how wonderful Jack is. There’s never another shoe ready to drop. Never even the sense of one. He’s just wonderful. He’s just—

Delia clears her throat. 

“So, how did you luck out  twice?” Delia asks me, a slight catch in her voice. 

“What?” I turn to her, a little disoriented from my own train of thought. 

“Believe me, I’m at peace with the spinster lifestyle,” Delia says. She’s fixated on her cupcake, concentrating almost too much as she places sprinkles on top. “I don’t have to share my bed with any cold man feet. I vacation when I want to and stay in when I don’t. But sometimes… sometimes I think about dating.” 

I turn to her, eyebrows raising as I put my hands on my hips. Delia puts up her hands, laughing. 

“I know, I know,” she says with a laugh. “It’s not that I  need  someone.” 

“No way,” I agree, smiling softly. 

My older sister has been single for as long as I can remember. Not a nun. God no. But independent. No strings attached. 

It’s hard to imagine her finding a man. It would take someone with a very unique personality, that’s for sure. Absolutely no intolerance to incense…or birds. 

I can kind of picture someone hulking and bearded, someone with colorful tattoos of animals or children’s storybook characters. He’d be impossibly warm. Impossibly kind. 

She pushes aside her cupcake and steeples her fingers. “Sometimes, when I see you and Jack, I think it might be nice…” Delia’s voice drifts off, and then she looks up at me with pink cheeks. 

“Sometimes, I think there is more to life than just my birds.” 

“Well, alert the presses.” I grin. “Won’t Brontë and Morrison peck some guy’s eyes out if they see him taking their spot in bed though?” 

Delia snorts and slips her arm around my shoulders. “Remember what I told you, my dear: love multiplies.” 

At Delia’s words, there’s that quiver in my belly again. 

“Well, obviously the next step is to sign you up on dating sites.” I turn to my sister, trying my best to get my smile back. “What do you think— Virgins Over 40? ” 

“You laugh, but I could work with a virgin. Like my sister’s young beau, I might enjoy teaching a man a thing or two.” Delia grins impishly. 

“How about a dating site for pet owners? Or, ya know, people who are just really into birds?” 

“Tried that once,” Delia says, shrugging. “A  lot more bestiality fetishes on those sites than you want to hear about.” 

“God!” I giggle, my hands going up to cover my mouth. 

Delia gestures at my fingers. “Hey, did you stop wearing your ring for Jack?” 

My eyes snap down to examine my fingers. I took the ring off to make the cupcakes. It should just be waiting by the—

It’s not by the sink. 

My heart rate picks up. “Christ, Delia, do your birds pick up shiny objects?” 

Her eyes go wide. “Oh, no! ” She rushes over to her birdcage to pull out her precious babies. 

“Did you set your ring somewhere? The last time Brontë swallowed something it cost me thousands…” 

I scramble to move aside mixing bowls and frosting containers. My fingers fumble as I shove back the cooling racks of completed cupcakes, not caring that one or two fall off in my haste. My hands feel numb, but they’re visibly shaking. God, please tell me those birds didn’t take my ring. How could I be so stupid, so irresponsible—

“Praise to the gods!” 

I whip around. Delia is producing my ring from underneath a bundle of frosting-coated rags we were using. Brontë perches on her shoulder, shooting me what I swear is a dirty look for blaming her. 

I snatch the ring, not caring that my fingers are still caked in cupcake batter as I slide it past my knuckle. I hold out my hand, my breath catching as the diamonds sparkle in Delia’s bright kitchen lights. 

“Crisis averted?” Delia’s putting a hand to my lower back. I know she can sense the panic that just overtook me. 

I nod, no words making their way to my lips. I can’t stop staring that my ring. And my fingers can’t stop shaking. 

I turn back to the cupcakes, swallowing down my fear as best I can. Knife in hand once more, I return to the frosting. I can feel Delia’s eyes on me as I work, but I can’t bring myself to acknowledge her stare. 

There it was again—that creeping hysteria. 

That guilt. 

The same sensation I felt so keenly back at Sam’s gravesite, as I sat in the wet grass and wondered if I was on the right path. And here I am again, considering for what feels like the millionth time whether letting Jack in—as handsome, as good, as  perfect as he is—might mean having to let go of some part of Sam. 

There’s a buzz on the counter. 

I glance up. It’s my phone going off. Jack’s name is displayed in prominent black and white. 

That’ll be him calling me on his way home from the garage. It’s become a daily routine for us. He likes to check in with me, to see if the boys or I need anything on his drive back. I’ve learned to look forward to those calls. To crave them, really. 

As I consider those feelings now, the stab in my gut twists more sharply. 

“Go.” Delia flickers her wrist, waving for me to leave the room. “Take his call for a minute. I’ve got the cupcakes on lockdown.” 

The phone is still buzzing. 

My stomach is still twisting ever tighter. 

At last, I shake my head. “It’s fine,” I tell Delia. “I can call him back when we’re done here. 

Besides, now that I’ve been guilt-tripped into letting your birds fly free in the kitchen again, it’s up to me to protect these cupcakes from bird-borne diseases.” 

“They can hear you,” Delia hisses, eyeing her birds and waving to them sympathetically for me. 

The phone screen fades to black once more. 

It’s one missed call. No big deal. I’ll call Jack back on the drive home to my house. He’ll probably even come by tonight, maybe sleep over if the boys go to bed early. 

All I needed was one minute to be with my sister and not with a man, right? That’s all this is. 

Maybe if repeat that to myself enough, I’ll start to believe it. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY: JACK

When Rasha opens her front door, she rolls her eyes as she smiles at me. 

“Oh my God, here again? Are you, like, obsessed with me?” 

“Yes,” I whisper in her ear as I smack her ass and give it a squeeze, following her inside. She yelps, skipping a little and swatting at me as we follow the hall down to the living room. 

“Cohen! Andrew!” 

We round into the room, where the boys are camped out on the couch watching TV together. 

Rasha walks behind Cohen, running her hand along his shoulders as she reaches for the remote and turns off the television. She pauses for a moment, fidgeting with the back of Cohen’s collar. He slaps back at her hand, but laughs nonetheless. 

“You sure you’re okay watching Andrew by yourself?” she asks him. 

He shrugs. “Done it before.” 

“But that was when I ran to the grocery store or over to get something from Aunt Delia’s real quick. This is for at least an hour or two.” 

“I’ve got this, Mom.” 

Rasha’s gaze quickly darts over to mine, hovering for the briefest moment. I raise an eyebrow; I hadn’t realized this was Cohen’s first time really baby-sitting his brother. 

“We can keep this quick,” Rasha promises. “Dinner, maybe dessert, then right back.” 

I slide a hand to her lower back, letting the graze of my fingers catch her attention. This time I raise the eyebrow where she can see it. She knows I’d been hoping for dinner, dessert, and  a little more ever since we planned this outing to Foster Forrest. 

“Mom. Chill.” 

“If we need to come back, it’s fine,” I assure her. “Obviously.  But—” I fidget in my pocket and pull out my cell phone. I hand it over to Cohen. His eyes go wide. “Just in case you need us, you can keep my cell phone while we’re gone. Just tell the robot to call your mom.” 

I smile over at Rasha. See? Got this. 

She draws in a sharp breath. She’s still having her hesitations. 

“Ray,” I say. “Really. We don’t have to go. Takeout from the Chinese place on Main sounds just as good as anything from stuffy Foster Forrest. Better!” 

The tight line of her mouth finally cracks into the barest smile. “I don’t think the white rednecks that own that place have any idea where China is on the map.” 

I smile back. “It’s your call.” 

She sighs, giving Cohen another squeeze on the shoulders. “You know where the snacks are. And Jack has Aunt Delia’s number in his phone, too, if you need her. No Candy Crush.” 

“Do I look like the kind of tough alpha male who keeps some silly game like Candy Crush on his

phone?” I puff out my chest, then wink at Cohen. “…It’s Clash of Clans.” 

Rasha walks over to Andrew, plopping a kiss on his head. The kid grins, pawing at the top of his head where her lips touched before throwing his arms around her neck. 

Rasha walks back to me. “Call me if you need me,” she reminds Cohen. “Seriously.” 

We head to the door, and I reach out to slip my fingers through hers. She hesitates for just a moment, gaze flicking back to her boys. Better keep tonight short; we might have to eat real dessert, instead of the dessert I had been planning in the backseat of my car. I take the initiative and slide my hand into hers, squeezing. 

“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “The first time my parents left me alone, I was fine. I only burned down the old shed.” 

“You are a brat,” she tells me as we exit through the front door. She waves at her boys as she lowers her mouth to my ear. “Keep teasing me like that and I’ll have to punish you.” 

A flare of heat ripples across the back of my neck, and my dick twitches against the zipper of my jeans.  There she is. It was just nerves for leaving her boys behind. I get that. She’s been a single mom for so long, and leaving them behind has got to feel weird. So we’ll keep things short tonight. 

… But I’ll take her up on that punishment the first chance I get to sleep over. 

I break away from Rasha, jogging over to my car to open the door for her. “M’lady.” 

She slides into the seat, catching me by the pocket of my jeans as I start to pull away. “Tell me true: how did it really go the first time your parents left you alone to baby-sit? Should I tell Delia to leave book club and get her butt over here?” 

“Rasha, baby.” I run my hands through the front of her hair, twisting one lock around my finger. 

“It was  fine. My brother Marcus had no real use for his pinky finger before that night anyway, and—

bonus—the way I learned how to drive was throwing all my siblings in the minivan to drive him to the hospital.” 

She jerks me forward, smirking as she loops her thumbs through both of my pockets. “You really are a child. I’m dating a man-child.” 

“Maybe,” I agree, grinning. “But he worships you and those kids and on the rare occasion that he gets to take you out on the town  alone. He worships your body, too. So it’s all worth it.” 

Something flickers in her dark eyes. Just for a moment. Blink and you’d miss it. 

Then Rasha is pulling me even closer, leaning around me to make sure the boys aren’t peeking through the windows. 

“Get in this car right now or my neighbors will complain when they see me fellating you on the lawn.” 

“Yeah, I’m the child between us.” I grin and pull back, shutting her in and crossing around to the driver’s seat. 

I get in and turn on the car. We start down the road. 

The sun is lighting up the sky in fiery orange and red, one last hoorah before it sets for the evening. I glance over at Rasha as we turn onto First; her face is awash with the brilliant colors, eyes shimmering under that dark swath of bangs. I’m glad we made it out tonight, glad she took the chance on Cohen watching Andrew. I slide my hand over the center console, letting my palm rest on her inner thigh. 

At my touch, her hand jerks in response, and I notice she’s pulling her phone out of her bag. 

“Boys calling already?” 

The corner of her mouth twitches. “No,” she assures me. “But I can’t help it. I have that compulsive need to call and make sure Cohen isn’t throwing a rager and making Andrew sing nursery

rhymes to entertain his drunken preteen guests.” 

I snort. “That is a  very specific scenario.” 

I glance back over as I hit the deserted highway. It’s the same one we took back from my show at Ash Creek. 

Rasha is still staring at her phone, her thumb hovering over the screen. But she hasn’t made a move for her contacts. Instead she’s lost in her home screen, eyes flicking across her wallpaper. 

It’s her and Sam and the boys. One of the same pictures that I saw hanging on her wall that first day I was in her house. It’s a staged shot, something outdoors where they’re all holding hands and the boys are swinging in the air. 

Rasha’s thumb continues to hover. We drive like that for a while, neither one of us saying anything as she stares at that little screen. 

I shift in my seat. “Let’s nix dessert,” I say, shrugging. “Or we can pick up some ice cream at the grocery store on the way back. No need to keep Cohen alone for too long this first time. No big deal.” 

Rasha glances over at me, the phone screen finally going black before she slides it back into her purse. 

“You really are good at this,” she comments quietly. “I appreciate the gesture. I think I would maybe feel a bit better if we kept this night on the short side.” 

“Consider it done,” I tell her. “We don’t even have to call him to tell him we’re coming back early. We can just surprise him by showing up, see if we can catch him in the act of throwing that preteen rager.” I turn to her, smiling. 

Rasha smiles back. “Honestly, Jack, how were you still single when I met you on the side of the road? Do you have a criminal record in another state?” 

“Oh, yeah.” I nod. “Definitely.” 

I startle when Rasha’s fingers slip over the crest of my thigh, inching closer to my bulge. 

“Whoa,” I say, forcing myself to keep my eyes on the road. “Are you trying to add distracted driving to my rap sheet?” 

“Just shut up,” she murmurs as she leans over and starts kissing my neck. “This is good. That’s all it is.” 

Something about the way she says that doesn’t sit right with me. It doesn’t feel like Rasha is talking to me at all. 

But then her fingers find my zipper, and she’s inching it down. Her fingernails softly rake down my length, bringing me fully to life. I shift in my seat as my breathing slows. I still have to  drive. 

She’s biting the nape of my neck, then licking it better. Her breath is hot on my skin, and when she pulls away to bite and kiss a new spot, the absence of her warm mouth gives me goose bumps. 

“You are so perfect,” she murmurs against my skin. “You are exactly what I want.” 

I shift again, brow furrowing. There’s something urgent to the way Rasha is touching me, something needy. I’m not sure I like it. 

“Shit.” 

There’s no more time for second-guessing. She’s pulling my dick out and running her fist up and down my shaft. I grip the steering wheel, my neck rolling involuntarily. When her hand pushes up the edge of my swollen head, I glance down and see a thin, glossy drop forming on the tip of my crown. 

Rasha is bending over me within a moment, that warm mouth finding a new task as she laps up the precum. 

“Rasha,” I say, wishing my voice had more power behind it. There’s just something about this that feels off. My senses are battling against one another; I am near-powerless to her touch, but there’s

something sharp and twisting and irritating in the back of my brain. Sand, rubbing me in all the wrong ways. I put my hand on her back, tapping her to get back up. “Rasha, please. I promise there will be more of this later once we get your kids down.” 

She sits up suddenly, and a brief glance in her direction reveals a crinkled brow and her mouth in another firm, thin line. The sun has fully set now, and when the streetlights catch in her dark pupils, I could swear I see so much more than desire. She’s battling with something, the same kind of sand that rubs at the back of my brain. 

Is she struggling with wanting to be with me? Is she trying to convince herself? 

I turn back to the road, gripping the steering wheel with one hand as I put myself away with my other. “We’re almost there,” I tell her. “You’re going to love this place. I’ve been wanting to take you for a while.” 

I turn to her, smiling. But she’s looking out her window now, back straight. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: RASHA

He's in the shower. 

I can’t move. I’m staring up at the ceiling, memorizing the random patterns the popcorn creates up there. It’s the only way I can seem to get my brain to stop flying. 

Last night was wonderful. I shouldn’t have come onto Jack in the car—I know that now. It was weird and desperate and some kind of attempt to make myself feel better about all these weird doubts I’ve been having. Once we actually got to the restaurant, all was right in the world again, and Jack was making stupid jokes about Cohen crossing state lines with Andrew and I loved every second of it. 

And that was the issue. 

Because as soon as I had realized that I loved every second of being with Jack last night, I realized that what I loved went beyond one hot date together. 

What I loved was him. 

And the thought had made me want to throw up. I’d run off to the bathroom while Jack pulled the car around, bracing myself over the sink and just staring at the mirror as I fought back tears. The guilt was eating me alive. It was gnawing at my bones, leaving me weak and dizzy. 

Leaving me paralyzed with indecision. 

Because if I’m being honest, what I want is to just move on with my life and be happy with Jack. 

But what I feel in my gut—in that deep place I can’t ignore—is that fucking guilt. That white-hot fear that in allowing Jack in, I’m letting Sam go. 

We came home after dinner and the boys were still alive. Andrew had fallen asleep on the sofa while Cohen played video games. I’d overreacted for nothing. We put the kids in bed, and Jack had come out of my kitchen with two glasses of wine in hand. 

Despite what I’d tried in the car, he hadn’t pushed me for follow-up sex or even questioned me about what I’d done. He’d let me snuggle into his shoulder while he turned on some late-night talk show. I’m not even sure which one. And when I’d finally started to drift off, he’d carried me to my bed. Jack had gotten up to leave me there and drive home, but I’d sat up and stopped him. Because despite the guilt, despite the fear…I selfishly still wanted him. I’d asked him to stay the night, to just lay in bed beside me and leave before the boys got up. 

And then I hadn’t fallen asleep again. I’ve just been staring up at this ceiling, absolutely wrecked inside. 

I hear the shower turn off. My stomach tenses in response, and I make myself sit up. Jack gets ready in there for a minute or two, shuffling around with my lotions and combs until he emerges, fully dressed. 

“Good morning,” he says, smiling at me in that amazing electric way that lights up all my senses. 

He pauses in the doorway. Something in his face changes. 

He knows. 

“What’s going on?” 

My tongue is thick and heavy in my mouth, making it difficult to get words out. I shake my head, pressing my lips together. 

“Whoa,” Jack says, coming over to sit on the side of my bed. He takes my hands, kissing the knuckles. “What’s up? Talk to me.” 

“Jack,” I manage. My voice sounds slow and stupid. I shake my head again. The tears are stinging at my eyes now, and for the thousandth time since getting together with Jack, I feel like the young, inexperienced one between us. 

I swallow, trying again. “Jack, I don’t know how to do this.” I wring my hands, burying my gaze in my lap. “After Sam passed, I really didn’t think I had it in me to care about someone else again, much less—” I glance back up at him, biting my lip to stop the words from coming out. “Well, I just never thought of dating as an issue. I know he would want me to move on. Everyone tells me that, and I know it’s true. But what if I don’t want me to move on?” 

I pause, forcing myself to look Jack in the eye. It hurts to take him in. 

He doesn’t look angry or even that surprised. He doesn’t jump to chime in now that I’ve paused or pepper me with questions that might make me rethink the decision I’ve so obviously come to. Jack just looks hurt. And it’s been so long since I’ve dated or even thought about any men that weren’t Sam Perry that the hurt takes me by surprise. Like maybe it would be easier if he yelled at me or cursed at me for wasting his time. Maybe it would even feel better if he made some disparaging comment about my age or my mom bod or how he could still get with a million other women who are younger and better looking than me. 

He doesn’t do any of that, though. Jack just sighs, his shoulders slumping. He looks so tired. 

“Jack,” I start again. I hardly dare to let myself breathe, lest I lose my nerve. “I’m terrified that if I continue on with you, it will be like I’m replacing Sam. I can’t let him go. I’m not ready.” 

“I never asked you to let him go,” Jack says. The sound of his deep voice finally breaking up all these thoughts in my own head almost makes me jump. 

“Of course not,” I answer, shaking my head. “But what if it happens anyway? Is there room enough in one person to care about two people? Is there room to love two men?” 

Jack gets off the bed suddenly, his arms crossing tight. “Don’t say that,” he says sharply. “Don’t say that word.” 

Shit. I had never told Jack I loved him out loud. I had hardly known it for myself prior to last night, prior to crying over that restaurant sink because I just felt so sick over coming to a decision. 

“Jack—” 

He points an accusing finger at me, nostrils flaring. “Don’t say that, Rasha, because it only makes this harder. I want to be the good guy here. I want to give you your space and walk away when you tell me to. I would do close to anything you asked me to, even if it meant hurting myself in the process. But if you say you love me—if you  mean it—I don’t know if I have the strength to do things the way I always intended. I don’t know if I have it in me to go quietly after that.” 

I’m choking on tears now. They’re streaming down my face, leaving hot tracks on my cheeks. 

“I just don’t think I can—” 

“That’s the thing,” Jack cuts me off, running shaking hands through the front of his hair. “I think we have a fundamentally different view on what you can and cannot do, Rasha. Because me? I think that being with someone new doesn’t mean you have to give up anything about Sam. I think your heart

would find room for both of us.” 

He pauses, staring me down. It hurts to hold his gaze, to see his dark pupils blown out and his mouth pinched tight with hurt. 

“I personally believe you just don’t want to make room for both of us,” he says quietly. “I think you’re scared.” 

His gaze flicks away from mine as soon as he says the words; I can tell he has instantly regretted being harsh with me. Jack runs his hands through his hair again with a frustrated motion before walking over to my dresser and pocketing his wallet and car keys. He doesn’t say anything more before he quietly lets himself out of my bedroom. In another moment, I hear him quietly letting himself out of my house. Even in his anger, Jack isn’t waking up my children. He’s not blowing up at me or punching a hole through the wall. He really is a catch. 

And that’s why it’s killing me to let him walk away. 

I sit on the edge of my bed for a moment longer, closing my eyes tight as I try to forget the image of him. The kids will be up soon. I’ll need to start breakfast and get them off to their different activities and act like it’s any other morning. 

A memory flashes through my mind: sitting in this same bed not long after Sam died. Thinking about how the boys would wake soon and I’d have to pretend that all was right in the world and that I would be okay, even if I didn’t feel like I’d ever really live again. 

I run to the bathroom and just barely get the toilet seat up in time before I vomit into the bowl. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: JACK

“Stop looking at me.” 

I don’t so much as glance at Grant as I chastise him. I know he’s been staring at me ever since I got on shift. I huff, hunching my shoulders as a kind of shield against his stare. 

“You gonna tell me why you look like a sad little pup?” 

“You gonna tell me why you’re watching me like you wanna do me?” I shoot back, finally giving him my full glare. 

Grant cocks his head as I look at him, eyes narrowing as he takes me in. Damn if he doesn’t know me better than anyone else. 

Almost anyone else. 

I set my tools aside and wipe my hands on the front of my coveralls, heading toward the doors to see Scarlett at the front of the shop. Anything has to be better than getting the third degree from my best friend. At this point, I’m ready to offer to watch her desk while she grabs a coffee. 

I need to stay busy. I need to keep my hands in constant motion, to find new problems I need to solve. Dissecting my life problems with Grant won’t cut it this morning. It’s too dangerous to think about letting myself return to Rasha, even just in entertaining the fantasy. At the same time, it seems too dangerous to consider what life will be like if I never try. 

“Scar.” I step up next to Scarlett at her desk, slapping my hands on the counter. She looks up from a Sudoku puzzle, blinking, a pair of teal cat-eye glasses balanced on the tip of her pointed nose. “I’ve got a slow morning. Let me help you out.” 

She removes her glasses and holds up the puzzle. “Does it look like I’m running GM this morning myself?” 

I sigh, scrubbing at the back of my scalp with my nails. “How about I clean up a little in here? 

Maybe make a run to grab coffee for the guys?” 

Scarlett puts a hand on her hip, frowning at me. “Spill, Goodwin. What’s going on? Did Grant finally announce that he’s swearing off women to be with you, and now you’re intimidated?” She raises one eyebrow, holding back a smirk. 

I tap the side of my nose. “See, that’s the same joke I made when he came at me with the same questions. It didn’t go over great.” 

“Go figure.” Scarlett glances around her cluttered desk. “Well, I do have an errand I was putting off until lunch. If you really want something to do, I guess you can cover for me.” 

“Where are you going?” I slide into her chair as she stands up, pulling her laptop with the day’s appointments and payment sheets up for a closer look. Finally, something to really dig into. 

“Bookstore on Main,” Scar says with a shrug. “There’s a new book out that I’ve been waiting for. 

Gotta have backup entertainment for when I run out of Sudoku.” 

My chest tenses. Just like that, I’m already thinking about Rasha, her cheeks blushing a rosy pink as she confesses to being the nerdy book-lover in high school. 

“Course,” I say to Scarlett. I nod toward the door. “Get out of here. Take your time. Enjoy.” 

She shoots me another narrow-eyed stare before heading toward the shop’s exit. “All right, I’ll go… But I swear, Jackie, don’t be weird while I’m gone. I don’t know what’s going on, but something is definitely up with you. You can cover my desk, but if I come back to some kind of color-coded organization system or something when I’m back, I’m checking you into a psych ward.” 

“Scout’s honor,” I promise, forcing a smile. 

Scarlett sighs as she lets herself out. I turn to her desktop immediately, ready to lose myself in reminder calls and payment inquiries. I’m not going to think about Rasha. I’m not going to let myself fall into that deep hole. 

I did so damn well for so damn long just keeping my head down. Was there really that much wrong with just coasting? So I didn’t have the  great love Dad and Mandy are always going on about. 

So I didn’t have the family I wanted yet. I had a good job and good friends and maybe that was enough of a replacement. 

It all had to be better than this. It all had to be better than that pang in my gut, that invisible weight on my chest that leaves me gasping for air. I would take a million days of half-living if I never had to feel this pain that I want so badly to shove down. I would—

The bells over the shop door tinkle. 

“Scarlett, I told you to get lost—” 

I pause in standing up from my seat. “Oh. Devin. Hey.” 

Devin smirks at me as she saunters up to my counter. She braces her elbows on the linoleum, and her long white-blonde hair sweeps over her arms. “Did this place need a pretty face to work the front desk or something?” 

I sigh and manage a laugh. “I’m filling in for the regular girl. She’s running an errand.” 

“Lucky me.” Devin smiles. “I came to say good-bye before I left town. I’ve got one more gig with the band tonight, then we’re off to our next stop in Macon.” 

“Already? I could swear you only just got here.” 

“Tour life.” She shrugs. “I’m not complaining too much. You and my parents were basically the only stops I cared about in this shit town. I’m already having daydreams of the shows I’ll get to see when we make it back to Nashville next month and the beach trips I’m planning for Hilton Head this summer.” 

“Sounds nice.” 

My breathing hitches again. I meant what I said—the idea of taking a break from Copper Springs to go hear music in Nashville or sit in the sand at Hilton Head sounds like a pretty great escape right now. But as soon as I have the thought, my mind flits back to conversations with Rasha about Copper Springs. 

I can still picture her in my passenger seat, face lit up with a serene smile as she takes in the familiar sights of downtown. I see her walking me up the steps to her typical small-town home, the house with the cream shutters and the red front door and the tiny family inside that is so steeped in local culture with their basketball games and church on Sundays and family members that still live just a few blocks away. 

Is there ever going to come a time when I walk the streets of the town I love and don’t feel like Rasha is a part of all of it? Will there be a day when I don’t search for her face when I walk into the bakery on Main, or scan the appointment list for her car when it’s around the time for an oil change? 

My chest tightens further, and I lift my hands to the back of my neck, closing my eyes for a moment as I massage the muscles there. 

When I open my eyes again, Devin has an eyebrow raised. “Did I come at a bad time?” 

I collapse into Scar’s rolling chair. “… Things kind of ended last night between me and the girl who came to our show. Remember her?” 

Devin nods. “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry. Can I ask what happened?” 

I shrug, fighting the impulse to rub at my shoulders again. “Wouldn’t it be great if I knew.” I sigh, clasping my hands together and staring down at them. “Rasha is a widow. Her husband died a few years ago pretty unexpectedly.” 

“Hmm.” Devin nods again. “So, baggage did you in?” 

I nod, too. “Baggage.” I clear my throat, looking back up at her. “But it wasn’t anything I wasn’t willing to take on. She just wasn’t…ready, I guess. She wasn’t willing to let me in.” 

Devin crosses her arms. “Am I the bad guy if I remind you to look at the bright side here? Maybe you thought you were ready to handle the baggage, but now you’re off the hook. You don’t have to test your theory that you  might be prepared to be compared to the dead husband or that you  might  want to take care of someone else’s kids. You, sir, are free and clear.” 

“Free and clear,” I repeat. 

But I can see Cohen and Andrew in the back of my brain, too. 

I can see them just as clearly as I can see their mother. They’re a part of her—inextricable. And I wouldn’t want them separated from her if that was even an option. 

There’s that now familiar pain again, needling under my skin. I’m going to fucking miss those kids. It’s going to hurt to drive straight to work and not stop by their house. I’m going to think of them when I’m backstage at a show or at a family game night or just watching Netflix when the kid recommendations pop up. 

I love them, just as hard as I love Rasha. I know it now, even though I really wish I could go back in time one minute and just try to label them as “baggage.” 

My lip smarts, and I realize I’ve damn near almost bitten it through. I put my thumb to my bottom lip, wiping away a fat bead of blood. 

When I look up again, Devin is watching me intently. She reaches across the counter, taking me by the chin with one hand as she stabs at my chest with a finger from the other. 

“You know the best medicine for this kind of thing?” 

“What?” 

“Music.” Devin smiles. “Come play our last show with me tonight. I’m sure the guitarist we have on deck wouldn’t mind a night off. You can lose yourself in the music and—bonus—spend one more evening with the coolest person to ever make it out of Copper Springs alive.” 

I laugh at that and run a hand through the back of my hair. “Sounds healthier than the streaming marathon and compulsive binge-eating I had planned for myself tonight.” 

“Way healthier,” Devin assures me with her own chuckle. “We’re at the same place in Ash Creek. Think you can be there for tech at 5:30?” 

I nod. Meeting Devin at 5:30 means that I can leave straight from my shift at work to go to the bar. No downtime to dwell on Rasha and everything else I’ve lost with her. I can lose myself in the music, maybe even try to talk to someone new. Healthier. 

The door to the shop swings open; it’s Scarlett, a paper bag from the bookstore in hand. She waves at me and Devin before crossing behind the counter. 

“All right, Mopey, you’ve gotten your distraction for a few minutes. Now go try to do your job or

something.” 

Devin laughs. “See you at 5:30, Goodwin.” 

“5:30.” I nod and get up from the rolling chair, preparing to head back through the shop doors into the garage. Preparing to face Grant, with his discerning stare and annoying tendency to say exactly what he’s thinking when I’d rather be left alone. Preparing to drown my sorrows in the crappy cold coffee by Dom’s office, when I’d rather be getting straight to the whiskey at the Ash Creek bar. 

Only a few hours left to survive until my next distraction. And only a lifetime of avoiding Rasha and Cohen and Andrew and everything I’ve come to love over the past few weeks. Sure sounds manageable. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: RASHA

The minivan has something going on with it. It stutters when I brake. Nothing that feels like I’m going to get in a fiery crash any time soon, but definitely something that needs to be checked out. 

Instead of being a big girl and going to nearby Bianchi and Sons, I have Delia drive all the way out to Foster Forest with me. It’s going to be a bitch trying to coordinate a time for the van pick-up, too. But it’s got to be easier than seeing him. It’s got to be easier than leaning into these feelings, letting them take me over the way they seem to so desperately want to. 

Jack is already everywhere. I can’t see him in person to add on to that. 

He’s there when I close my eyes. I see him playing that guitar on stage, the tips of his curling blond hair dripping with sweat. His thin white T-shirt clinging to those chiseled abs. 

I go to prepare breakfast in my kitchen and I can envision him standing there, cooking up something way better for me and the boys than stale marshmallow cereal. He’d be humming the tune of some old school rock song, probably swaying his hips to the beat that plays only in his head. 

When I pass the fried chicken place on Third, I picture him smiling in the passenger seat of his sedan. He’s nearly choking with laughter at the way I eat my food. I can hear the deep, happy rumble. 

I can somehow feel it on my skin, a light tingle that consumes me and leaves me desperately wanting more. 

So, I can’t go to Bianchi and Sons. I can’t do the responsible, practical thing and take my car to the one garage in town. I’m going to avoid Jack. I’m going to make these visions stop and somehow come to terms with the decision I’ve made. 

“Do I need to make a stop by a shrink’s office on our way back into town? Maybe a bar?” 

Delia’s voice jerks me back to reality. I sit up in my seat, stretching my back and rolling my shoulders. 

“You look pretty far gone,” she continues. “I’m starting to worry about you.” 

“I’m fine,” I say. The quiver in my tone doesn’t  sound very fine, and I know it. 

“Andrew is asleep back there,” Delia says as she glances up at her rearview mirror. Since she had to give me the ride to Foster Forest, we brought Drew along with us. At some point, he must have passed out in his car seat, lap full of books and snacks and toys. “You can safely talk about Jack now. 

Dirty details and all.” 

“No dirty details,” I assure her quickly. I sigh. “Just pathetic ones.” 

“Can we start with what the hell happened?” Delia asks. “I haven’t wanted to push you over the last few days, but my curiosity is eating me alive. Should I be prepping to go kick his ass?” 

I shake my head. “No. No… I was the one who ended things.” 

Delia doesn’t say anything to that. But a quick glance in her direction lets me know her eyes have widened, and she’s gripping her steering wheel just a little bit tighter. 

I sigh. I pull my hair out of its ponytail and run my hands through the loose waves. The brief massage gives my pounding head no relief. 

“I couldn’t do it, D,” I say. “I already know you’re going to remind me that Sam would want me to move on. He’d want me to be happy. But maybe  I don’t want to move on. Maybe I don’t want to be happy with anyone that isn’t him.” 

“Why not?” Delia asks. “That makes no sense.” 

“Because I’m scared, okay?”  The words come out too biting, but I can’t take them back now. I draw my knees up to my chest, bracing my feet on the passenger seat as I hug my legs. “I’m scared that if I let Jack in… I have to let Sam go.” 

Delia is quiet for another minute. 

We just drive. The thick rows of trees that surround the highway blur into a suffocating tangle of branches and leaves and fruit that press in on me through my window. I can hardly breathe with how close they feel. 

“Ray, do I feel like your real sister?” 

I blink. “What?” 

“Do you love me like I’m blood? Do you trust me with your children? Do you ever think to use me as some emergency contact on a doctor’s office form?” 

“Where are you going with this?” 

Delia is still watching the road, not looking at me. “Rasha, we’ve always known we were adopted. Our parents never hid that fact from us. But it never mattered.” 

I clear my throat. “Of course it never mattered. Of course you’re my real sister, in all the ways that could possibly count.” 

“And you’re mine,” she says quietly. She finally glances over to me then, and I see how her eyes are bright and shining. Delia reaches across the center console, slipping her fingers through mine. 

“We’re sisters. We just are. We weren’t related by blood, but there has never once been a question that we’d make room in our hearts, in our lives for one another. We both came from dysfunctional families that had to give us up. We both had our own people. Our own kin. But we both chose each other—and we chose our parents—without reservation. And then we went on loving our birth families. You know I still talk to my biological sister sometimes on Facebook. And I used to go see my birth mother several times a year, at least when she wasn’t in rehab. There was never a question that we’d continue to love them, and there was never a question that we’d start loving each other. 

Because it’s like I’ve told you before, you big dope: love simply isn’t divided. It’s multiplied.” 

“Delia,” I start, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Delia, you make a good point. And I know—” 

“And when you got pregnant with Andrew,” Delia plows on, ignoring my interjection, “did you ever question that you might have to forget about Cohen in order to love a new baby? Did you ever think there might not be room enough in your heart for both of them?” 

My chest tightens. “D…” 

She takes the exit off the highway, stopping the car at a red light. Delia looks at me directly then, bright eyes positively burning. 

“I might be the weird old spinster,” she says. “I might have tried to use my birds as an example the first time I talked to you about all this, and that wasn’t the right approach. The truth is, there are just about a million examples of what I’m saying, and I didn’t have to reference my unconventional choice of children to get my point across.” 

We both smile at that. Delia’s hand is still in my own; she squeezes softly. 

“You won’t forget Sam. It’s not possible.” She brings my hand to her mouth and softly kisses my thumb. “Jack has been good for you. He brought back a version of Rasha that I worried might be gone for good. So don’t be stupid, sis. Don’t make me beat you over the head with more examples.” 

The light turns green and Delia turns the car left. For a long moment, we’re both quiet. I chew the inside of my cheek as I listen to the steady rhythm of the car’s turn signal, the wheels on bumpy pavement, Drew’s soft snores in the backseat. I’m trying to get lost in it all, to get back to that floating state I had been in when I first got in the car. 

But it’s impossible now. Because now those fleeting images in my head of Jack and all the adorable things we did together…they’re branded in my brain. Now he is all around me, impossible to be ignored, unable to forget. 

“D… I’m scared.” 

“Love is scary,” she says. She glances over at me, a wry smile on her face. “Why do you think I never bothered to get married after all these years? But you found a good one, Rasha. Don’t let him get away.” 

We’re back on Main Street. The familiar sights and sounds of Copper Springs are all around us once more, and there is a quiet peace in returning home. For the first time since I said good-bye to Jack, I feel like I can finally catch my breath. 

“I’m sorry I made you drive all the way out to a repair shop in Foster Forest,” I mutter. 

Delia’s smile grows. “Hey, if it got you to admit I was right about something, then the drive was worth it.” 

I sigh, raking my hands through my hair again. “What if it’s too late? What if I burnt that bridge and can’t get Jack back? Am I supposed to just show up at his work with some romantic-comedy cue cards or something? I’ll feel like an idiot.” 

“Feeling like an idiot is probably an inevitability,” Delia says with a chuckle. “But I happen to know where Jack Goodwin will be spending this evening, and I think you can spare yourself the show in front of his mechanic friends if you’d like.” 

“How do you know where he’s going to be?” I look to her, raising an eyebrow. 

We turn onto my street and Delia parks her car in my driveway. She crosses her arms and turns back to me, those bright eyes now alight with mischief. 

“I ran into his little musician friend when I was grabbing coffee this morning. I don’t talk a lot before I have my caffeine…but it turns out she does.” 

I nod. “I remember her. The blonde.” My stomach flips. “Jack is…going to be with her?” 

Delia snorts. “Look at you, Jelly Jellerson. And you were worried that showing up at Jack’s auto shop might make you look like a child.” 

“Thanks for that,” I grumble. 

She grins. “He’s playing her last show out in Ash Creek. Same bar we went to the first time. 

Show starts at six, which gives you almost eight hours to get out of those pajamas and into something sexy to go win him back.” 

“I’m not in my pajamas.” I frown. “These are yoga pants, and I think you know that.” 

“Don’t want a repeat of when you first met Jack on the side of the road.” Delia winks and turns off the car. She opens her door, gesturing for me to follow. “Now come on, let me play dress up. You always were my favorite Barbie.” 

For a moment, I don’t leave my seat. I’m frozen here, every inch of my skin flushed with a near-unbearable heat. There’s a pricking at the back of my neck, a kind of itch I can’t scratch. My stomach is drawn up tight, forcing itself into a heavy ball that twists and turns inside of me. 

What Delia is saying makes sense. But do I have it in me to follow her advice? 

My fear goes beyond what I could possibly describe to her. She can’t understand the whole-being experience that is sitting here, playing out every possible bad ending of my attempting to reconcile with Jack Goodwin. 

It’s probably too late. He’s probably with that blonde musician now, for all I know. 

Maybe he hates me. Maybe he thinks I’m some silly old bat who can’t sort out her feelings. 

Worse, maybe he takes pity on me. Maybe in the end, Jack is just like every other person I’ve encountered since Sam’s death: looking at me with that hollow sadness in their eyes, that detached sympathy. Poor Rasha Perry. Can’t get her shit together. 

… No. No, that’s not Jack. 

He’s never been that person. For as long as I’ve been in this  thing with him, he’s been the one person who understood. The one person who could relate. 

He doesn’t pity me. Maybe he  is mad at me, but he doesn’t look at me with that terrible melancholy that makes my bones itch. 

Jack is the one I come to to talk about those interactions. He’s the hand I hold when I need something steady. We’re the same, two halves to the same whole. 

And God, I miss him. 

Is it possible…? Do I have anything left inside me to fight for a second chance at love? 

I bite my lip and clear my throat. The full weight of my decision is already filling me up, leaving my hot skin buzzing with a new nervous energy that replaces the self-pity. Breathe in through the nose. 

Out through the mouth. 

“You are a terrible influence on me, Delia.” 

I get out of the car, too, headed to the backdoor to retrieve sleeping Andrew from his car seat. 

Delia looks to me, her mouth slowly breaking into a smile as she realizes she’s just gotten me to concede. 

“Do you own any of those dresses where you can’t wear a bra with it? I think that’s the right direction…” 

“I’m plotting your murder to put on hold if this doesn’t go well.” 

Delia takes Andrew’s sleeping form from my arms as she beams at me. “Wouldn’t expect anything less, sis. 

  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: JACK

“Good show.” Devin hip-checks me as we pick up our stuff from where it was stashed backstage. 

“Did it do you any good to just play some music? I always figured a little bluegrass was God’s natural medicine.” 

I manage a smile. “It did feel good,” I admit. “Part of me thinks I should turn in my notice and come tour with you guys.” 

“Invitation is open,” Devin says. She grins. “There’s a beach at one of our next stops. You have to admit that sounds appealing.” 

“Two good points in a row,” I tell her. We take the stairs down from the stage. “Wanna grab a drink before you have to hit the road with the guys?” 

“Wish I could,” she says. “We have to get on the bus now if we want to make it to the next stop with time to set up for our next show.” 

“Guess I’ll just have to drink your whiskey for you.” 

Devin slings an arm around my shoulder. “Sad.” 

I chuckle. “I know.” 

“You gonna be okay, Jack? Seriously?” 

“I’m going to be fine.” There’s nothing in my voice that will betray my lie. I’ve worked up to this confidence over the course of my day, and playing some music with Devin’s band really did help things. “Make sure you call me the next time you’re in town, okay?” 

“Promise.” Devin smiles and punches me on the shoulder. “Be good!” 

“I’ll try.” 

I wave as she heads toward the exit, her belongings slung over her shoulder. 

The bar is already clearing out, just like it did shortly after our last show here. A large group of college-aged boys are probing some girls in a corner, and some folks I can only assume are regular patrons are left nursing empties at the end of the bar. I find a spot in the middle of the counter and motion at the bartender. 

“Bourbon. Neat, please.” 

He has my drink ready in no time, and when he slides it across the counter, I down it quickly. I cradle the empty glass between both palms, eyes fixed on the table as I think things over. 

The feelings are coming back. The show was a good distraction, just like working Scar’s desk or keeping my hands busy with the cars at the shop. But now that I’m alone, my head is swimming again. 

I can feel a headache coming on, something that starts at the back of my skull and needles its way around to settle behind my eyes. I squeeze them shut tightly and grit my teeth. 

There’s a pain in my chest, too. It’s a dull, insistent ache. I knead my fist across my sternum, grunting against the annoyance. I press so hard into the bone it makes my eyes water. 

At least, that’s what I tell myself as my face starts to flush and my eyes burn. That it’s the pain from my fist. I clasp my hand into such a tight ball, my fingernails eat into the soft skin of my palms. 

It’s better than the other kind of pain that might leave my eyes watering. It’s better than what I might allow myself to feel if I wallow too long. 

From another part of the bar, feedback squeals. 

I turn on my stool, eyeing the stage. Someone from Devin’s band is going to miss their bus if they’re still messing around with the sound system. Maybe I should go help. I push my empty glass back and stand up, embarrassingly unsteady on my feet. I grip the counter, trying to get my bearings. 

And then a fiddle rips through the bar. The frat boys in the corner have stopped haranguing their girlfriends to glance over. The drunks at the end of the bar have looked up, too, eyes foggy as they peer up at the stage. 

A beat drops immediately after. It’s obnoxious, with the volume on the speaker system clearly turned all the way up. What the hell is—

My heart stops. 

Rasha walks out from behind a curtain, hands wringing together as she glances around the room, eyes searching for something. She’s wearing a skintight black dress, something that cuts low and hugs her hips. She’s got her long brown hair pulled back into a sexy knot, her dark bangs fringing eyes ringed in smoky eyeliner. And then those eyes land on me. She waves, a little awkward. 

And I find myself waving back, more awkward still. 

‘Cotton Eyed Joe’ is blasting through the bar. It’s the popular modern dance version, the truly awful one that I’ve been making jokes about ever since that first day I played the song for Andrew. 

Nevertheless, a few of the frat guys make a show of jogging to the center of the room and kicking up a line dance. Rasha’s nervous face breaks into a small smile as she watches them hooting and hollering, trying to convince the girls to join in. 

I take one step in the direction of the stage. Then another. And before I know it, I’m almost to Rasha. So close I can see the color of those familiar, devastating dark eyes. I could swear I almost smell her, that clean, sweet scent I tried to memorize when I was wrapped up in her bedsheets. 

I can’t breathe anymore. 

“I’m almost forty,” she calls over the music. “And even if you’re cool with that…it still means that my big romantic gestures are a little dated. I didn’t know what the modern equivalent was of a John Hughes boombox moment.” 

The corner of my mouth quirks. “I think you came pretty fucking close.” 

I take the stairs up to her. I still can’t breathe as I approach Rasha. I can’t look away from her. 

She’s got this earnest, hopeful expression on her face. Delicate as glass. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to a lot of things,” she says. She chews her bottom lip. 

I’m close enough now that she doesn’t have to yell. The music is still pumping around us, and the frat boys are still hollering below. But I’m hanging onto her every word, giving her every ounce of my attention. Rasha breaks eye contact, her gaze going to her own feet as she shuffles around, clearly nervous. I reach forward, running my thumb lightly across her chin and tipping her face to meet my own once more. I could swear my skin lights up at her touch. It burns. I step closer still, my other hand slipping around her waist. 

“I love you, Jack,” she whispers. My chest tightens further still. I don’t want to speak. I don’t want to break the magic of this moment. “I love you and it scares me so much.” 

I nod. “I’m not going to push you, Rasha. If you need space, if you need a clean break, I mean

what I said: I’ll give it to you. Whatever you want.” 

“… The adorable guy says as he holds my face in his hand and lights me up like the Fourth of July.” She smiles, her features instantly softening. It’s taking every ounce of my strength not to close the gap between us completely. I want to pull her to me, drown myself in her body, in her love. 

 Fuck: in her love. Thinking now about how Rasha said those words leaves me dizzy and fucking powerless. I’m not sure I really can live up to the words I told her about holding back. I don’t know if there’s any amount of self-control that can keep me away from her now that she’s admitted to loving me back, now that she’s bridged that last gap between us and left me craving her body, mind, and soul. 

Rasha closes her eyes and leans forward, resting her forehead on my own. She breathes slowly, in and out, in and out. My hand moves on its own from her chin to the back of her head, smoothing down her curls and tangling in the soft strands. 

“I’m always going to love him, too,” she says. “I can’t let him go.” 

“I wouldn’t want you to,” I assure her. 

“But I think maybe there’s room for both of you inside of me,” she breathes. “I think if I don’t let you in, I might start to lose myself in my efforts to maintain Sam’s memory. I need you, Jack. It’s more than a want. It’s something I can’t explain, something that took me off guard in the best possible way.” 

“I feel the same.” I stroke her hair. Her sweet pink lips are so close, beckoning to my own. I’m shaking trying to hold back. 

“I love you,” she says again. 

My whole body bursts with iridescent energy. 

“Say it again.” 

“I love you,” she whispers. Rasha pulls back the smallest amount, her lips curled into the sweetest little smile. 

“Again.” 

“I love you, Jack.” 

“One more time, baby, just for me.” 

“I love—” 

But I cut her off then, finally pressing those soft lips to my own. Her tiny hand goes to my chest, clutching and twisting the fabric of my T-shirt as I kiss her. I want to drown myself in those words. I want to lavish myself in the joy they bring. I want to let them nurture that connection to Rasha in a way that goes beyond a simple kiss. I want to love her until the end of time. 

At last, I pull back, panting and smiling and running my hands through her hair some more. 

A cheer breaks out from the bar, and we both turn. The frat boys are all crowded around the edge of the stage, clapping and pumping their fists. 

“Get it!” 

One of them wolf-whistles. 

I grin and turn back to Rasha. “You heard the man. We’ve been given directions and we  are in the place where we first got together. Maybe we can officially christen the backstage now that I’m not in danger of getting Devin’s band banned from this bar.” 

She rolls her eyes before pushing up to her tiptoes to kiss my nose. “I’m not doing it to ‘Cotton Eyed Joe’, Jack. Even if this was the soundtrack for my big romantic gesture to get you back.” 

“We can do it in the car then? I’ve got those seats that go all the way down, just like in your minivan.” I wink. 

She laughs and nods. “I can get on board with that.” 

I take her hand and race down the stairs, leading her toward the exit. The frat boys are still cheering as I run Rasha out, and one of them even manages to clap me on the shoulder as I pass. I grin rakishly, feeling every bit the young and wild twenty-seven years old that I am. 

I stop and scoop Rasha up. She yelps as I carry her through the exit like a bride. When I loudly cheer like the frat boys, her chuckles turn into uncontrollable laughter. 

“You should know that I am going to cue up the sweet and slow banjo version of ‘Cotton Eyed Joe’ on my phone when we get in the car,” I tease. 

“Don’t you dare.” 

She smiles up at me, and I think I might die. 

I wasn’t unhappy in the life I led before Rasha Perry. I wasn’t depressed or looking for more. But I was only half-living. I was unaware that there was so much more, so much that could knock the breath right out of me and get me high. 

I will never let her go. I will never let her walk away again. 

 

EPILOGUE: JACK

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What are you doing here?” Scarlett practically leaps over the front desk to stop me at the shop’s front door. “Aren’t you supposed to still be at the courthouse? Or maybe— I don’t know—celebrating like a normal person?” 

She pauses with one chastising finger still pointed at my chest, her eyes going wide. 

“Oh, tell me you didn’t fuck things up with her, Jackie,” Scar says. “Your stepmom was in here the other day to schedule an oil change. She went on and on and on about how much she loves Rasha. 

I’m pretty sure if you screwed things up with your woman, your parents would disown  you.” 

I smirk. “I did not mess things up with Rasha, but thanks for assuming that I did.” 

Scarlett shrugs, the smile returning to her face. “Just seemed like the most logical conclusion.” 

At that moment, Dom and Grant come through the doors to the garage, their heads both bent over a shared clipboard. 

“Scarlett,” Dom says without looking up. “Did you remember to order those parts for Mrs. 

Applebee? She’s going to need them ASAP and—” 

He and Grant both look up and see me. I give an awkward wave as Dom’s eyes narrow and Grant’s mouth breaks into a smirk. 

“Oh man, Rasha is going to  murder you for leaving her after the courthouse. You done fucked up, brother.” 

“Why does everyone assume I messed things up with Rasha?” I ask, bristling a bit. “I came here on a special project, people.” I clear my throat and gesture toward the wide window at the front of the shop. I walk over to the glass door and pull it open. “I present to you, the newly minted children of Jack Goodwin.” 

Cohen and Andrew walk into the shop like they practiced. 

They’d made a big show of readying themselves at home, with Cohen walking Andrew through all the steps they should take in coming into the shop. They love my garage; over the past year they’ve basically lived here, getting to know every car and part and mechanic by Grant’s side. 

And now they’re in the doorway, little faces lit up with pride as they make a hilarious show of twirling and prancing in like little kings. They’re wearing homemade P-G T-shirts: Perry-Goodwin. 

It was Rasha’s idea to hyphenate, and the boys were all over it. Hearing the name spoken out loud at the courthouse set off a strange sentiment in me. Even though Rasha had her own last name changed a while back, this makes it feel more real. My family. They’re really mine. 

Cohen turns his back to our little group and shakes his butt. We all laugh. Something warm and soft stirs in my chest. 

Dom laughs and claps. “Making a big spectacle in my garage already. Clearly, some things are inherited through adoption and not blood, Goodwin.” 

Cohen beams at that, sidling up next to me and bouncing on his heels. The bell above the door tinkles, and we all look back to see Rasha walking through, two bottles of wine in her hands. 

“Don’t worry, this was the all the kids’ plan,” she says. “I’m not divorcing Jack…yet.” She winks, and Grant snorts. 

Rasha passes the wine bottles over to Scar. “I should have brought glasses to stand in for the crappy coffee mugs y’all keep here,” she continues. “We just wanted to make sure you got to celebrate with us.” 

“How did the process go?” Scar asks, hopping up to sit on the counter. 

She picks up a set of client keys from the counter and uses them to open one of the bottles. Scar knocks back a swallow and passes the wine over to Grant, who happily throws back his own swig. 

Dom eyeballs their casual process and he rolls his eyes, huffing a bit. 

“It was surprisingly easy,” Rasha says. “And I guess because Copper Springs is so small, we didn’t have too much of a wait through any part of the process. The boys are adopted. Officially.” 

I grin. “Now where are my blue cigars? I’m a papa!” 

Dom claps me on the shoulder. “We’ll work on getting those when you four get back from Disney World.” 

“I’m going to meet Donald Duck,” Andrew says very seriously. I suppress a smile.  He’s been excited for the adoption, but just about a million times more enthused at the prospect of meeting a fictional duck during our celebration vacation. 

Rasha slides her arm around my waist and pulls me close. My heartrate picks up at her touch; it’s a physical reaction that hasn’t gone away, even after all this time together. Even after a marriage. 

After an adoption. I suspect I’ll be old and gray, still lusting after this woman. 

“Well, congratulations,” Scar says. “We’re all so excited for you. I can’t believe it’s finally official!” 

“Me neither.” Rasha slips her other arm around my waist, pulling me flush with her body. 

Her chin is tilted up to look at me, those dark eyes drinking me in. In the last few months, she’s let her bangs grow out. They curl around the edges of her chin now, an endearing little detail that entices me to reach up and run my fingers through the ends. She smiles at that, her sooty lashes fluttering as she laughs. 

I don’t think either of us ever envisioned this day coming. I don’t think either of us ever dreamed that we would be together, we would be a family, we would just be so fucking  happy. My senses are lit up, on overload. Every part of me is craving Rasha, yearning to love her and touch her and make her mine forever. Screw it. I lean forward, planting a kiss on her mouth and sweeping my tongue into her mouth. 

“Come on!” Cohen gags, and I smile against Rasha’s mouth. I laugh, waving him off while I continue to kiss his mother. 

“All right, I’m calling it!” Dom laughs too as he steps toward us, pulling me back by the shoulder to break us up. “This is still a place of business.” 

Rasha wipes her mouth with the back of her arm, her whole face bright pink, but exploding with the best kind of smile. 

“Well, I like it,” Scar says, half-smiling herself as she crosses her arms and looks at us. She leans in, eyeballing Dom as she whispers, “Don’t let an old crank get in the way of this lovey stuff. 

Dom is just jealous because his last date saw him through the café doors and made a run for it before the appetizers.” 

Dom grunts, crossing his arms and turning his back to Scarlett as he lets himself back through the

garage doors. 

“Was that too much teasing?” Scarlett winks at us before taking the wine bottle back from Grant and knocking back another drink. 

“Oh, you mean too much teasing of the man who signs your paychecks and keeps a roof over your head?” I wink back. 

“If Dom ever finds a woman and settles down, I think Scar might actually die from not having an outlet to make her sad single guy jokes.” Grant steals the wine back, mouth pulled into a cheeky grin as he takes another swallow. 

Scarlett shrugs. “I’m sure I’ll find a new outlet. Just look at Jackie here. He got married, and now I make jokes about how his penis has shriveled up into his body and he falls asleep watching PBS and drinking Ensure.” 

Cohen snorts beside me. “She said penis…” 

Scarlett blushes; she clearly forgot we’re in mixed company. “I’ll just be showing myself out…” 

She slips through the shop door, presumably to harass Dom some more. 

Rasha turns to me. “We probably ought to get on the road ourselves.” 

“Wait!” Grant sets down the bottle of wine, which is half-emptied at this point. He holds up a finger. “I got you guys my own congratulations present.” 

Rasha raises an eyebrow at me as Grant hurries back through the doors into the garage. “A present?” 

And then Grant is coming back through the doors, something bulky held behind his back. “I figured for a family trip to Disney, you’d want the whole matchy-matchy experience.” 

He grins as he produces his bundle. Laughter erupts from my mouth as I hear Rasha sigh and chuckle beside me. 

They’re matching pajama sets: massive oversized T-shirts and soft sweatpants, plus hilarious fluffy slippers. I take the bundle from Grant. 

“A little callback to your beginning together.” He smiles. “I gave you enough crap over the pajama incident when you first got together with Rasha. Consider this a little cosmic evening out.” 

And for one of the first times since I’ve been best friends with Grant, I sense a real sincerity and sentimentality. Sure, the pajamas are a joke, but he’s letting me know he’s on board with this. That he likes Rasha and the kids and who I’ve chosen to become. 

He’s validating my experience. 

“Thank you,” I tell him. I hand off the package to Cohen and Andrew, who immediately begin rifling through it to look for their own PJ sets. “Rasha’s probably right. We ought to hit the road now.” 

Grant waves before he pushes open the garage door once more. “Be safe, y’all. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 

“Bye, Uncle Grant!” Andrew sings. He and Cohen tear off for the front door. They’ve already freed their pajamas from the packaging. 

Rasha chuckles and steps forward to follow her sons. I grab her arm, pulling her back for just a moment. My mouth goes to her left ear, lips just brushing the soft skin there. 

“Grant may have gifted you pajamas for this trip,” I growl, “but you aren’t allowed to wear them any night this week. Not when we booked the kids their own suite adjacent to ours. I get you sans-pajamas. Say you swear.” 

“You are a  dog,”  Rasha laughs, pushing me in the chest. 

“Not the first time I’ve been called that here at Bianchi and Sons.” I grin. 

She stands on her tiptoes and plants another kiss on my mouth. “No pajamas,” she promises. “No

pajamas with you  ever again.” 

I kiss my wife again, completely captivated by her touch, her taste, her smell. Rasha is everything I ever wanted. Pajamas or no pajamas. 



THE END


***

Did you enjoy  Serviced? The next book in the series,  Engineered, is available for purchase now. 

Get it here! Each book in the Mechanics on Main series features a different couple and may be enjoyed in any order. 



If you liked what you read, please leave a review here on Amazon or on Goodreads. Reviews are the lifeblood of new authors. Even just a “liked it/not for me” goes a very long way. Thank you in advance! 



Please join Ava Munroe’s mailing list here for exclusive sales and freebies, great book recs, and fun tidbits about her day to day. Let’s stay in touch! 
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