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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I loved to read. 
 
    For as long as I could remember, I had a nightly routine of reading before bed. It was one of my favorite parts of the day—something I really looked forward to. Most times I read for an hour or two, but on occasion I stayed up well into the night to finish a book. 
 
    My brother associated reading with homework, and he never understood why I would want to do something like that with my free time. But to me, reading was not work. 
 
    If anything, it was a guilty pleasure. 
 
    I read a few books a week—romance mostly. But I liked a good mystery every now and then. I had lived a thousand lives through the characters in my books. It amazed me that I was able to imagine so many different things using nothing more than combinations of lines and curves and circles on paper—shapes that we decipher as words. It was remarkable to think about all the real feelings, emotions, and knowledge you could get simply from letting your eyes scan a page from left-to-right, top-to-bottom to translate shapes into words. 
 
    Some of the most pleasurable, relaxing moments in my life were spent reading a book. I remembered certain scenes in a way that they felt like memories, like I had actually been there. I had warm, fuzzy recollections of reading certain books and getting to know certain characters and families. 
 
    If I didn't like the characters in a book, I'd simply put it down and start a new one. I had done that hundreds of times over the years. I always made sure I connected with the main characters in some way. But, at the same time, my life was very different from theirs. In books, there was always excitement or adventure to be had. At the very least, something interesting would happen. I had never come across a single book that was literally about nothing. If I ever did, it would definitely be one I did not finish. Something fascinating always happened in books. It was what made them so much fun. 
 
    My life was nothing like the lives of the characters in the books I read. It was, dare I say, the opposite. 
 
    But that would not be the case for long. 
 
    I had become inspired years ago, and I had epic plans that would change absolutely everything. 
 
    I was about to become like the characters in my books. I had painstakingly prepared my quest for adventure, and now I was on the verge making it happen. 
 
    I was a planner by nature. I enjoyed organizing things and following through with them. This was different, though. This plan was my magnum opus. It involved years of preparation and discipline, and I was all set to enter the next phase of it. The fun stuff, if you will. I was standing at the starting line. 
 
    Everything I had been working for was about to come to fruition. I would soon embark on what would be a five-year journey. I had a lot of work ahead of me (and no-doubt some trials and heartache) but the next five years would be far different than anything I had ever experienced. 
 
    Since birth, I had hardly been outside of Twin Falls, Idaho. My parents owned a tire store there, and we lived on a small family farm. As a family, we spent all of our time working hard to make the two places function properly. The tire store was in Twin Falls proper, but our farm was a twenty-minute drive into the country. 
 
    I was either at home or at the tire store, and there was never a lack of work to be done at either place. My mom took care of a lot of the chores on the farm while the rest of us went "to town" every day to work at the shop. We all helped her with the remainder of the chores when we got home. 
 
    It was putting it mildly to say that my parents were not vacationers. There was just too much to be done on our homestead. I had been to a few different cities in Utah, Wyoming, and Montana, but that was because they were close to Twin Falls and I had some excuse to go—usually to pick up something. Salt Lake City, Utah was the biggest city I had ever been to, and even then, it wasn't to stay the night. 
 
    My brother and I were old enough to move out of the house, but we both still lived with my parents. For me, it was part of the plan, but for Tyler, it was because my parents needed him to help out with everything. They didn't guilt him into staying at home, but we all knew they'd have to scale down or hire help if he left. It was going to be a big adjustment for them that I was leaving. My replacement had already been hired at the tire shop. I had been training her as a receptionist for the last week. 
 
    Since I was old enough to legally work, which had been about a decade, I had a job at the tire store with my father and brother. Our store was one of the oldest local establishments in Twin Falls. My dad took it over from my grandfather when he retired, and I basically grew up there. I had a hand in managing their books, and I knew I was paid a fair and decent wage for the work I was doing. 
 
    I didn't mind living with and working for my parents. It was an added bonus that they didn't make me pay for food or laundry, or any basic utilities while I was under their roof. I bought a car and I paid for my insurance and cellphone, but otherwise I saved everything I made. 
 
    I now had just over sixty-thousand dollars to my name, which was exactly what I needed for my big plan. It was my ticket to adventure. 
 
    For the next five years, I would experience five different cities—one city per year. I would go to, Seattle, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Miami, and then New York. 
 
    I would sell my car before going to New York, and I didn't want to have to buy another one before flying back home, so I made that my last stop. 
 
    The plan was simple—sixty months and sixty-thousand-dollars. (In all honesty, I had a little more, but there were a few thousand I didn't even think about. I held it in a savings account and pretended it didn’t exist.) I had budgeted my adventure at a thousand dollars a month for sixty months. Even this was just my cushion since I planned on working full-time in every city. 
 
    My car was paid for. It was like new and I was certain that I could drive it for four years without any major trouble. 
 
    I had thought of everything. 
 
    I felt confident and sure of my plan. 
 
    I knew I was going to have to work. I knew I would have some hard times venturing out alone after living with my family all my life. But I was ready. I was prepared. I was excited. 
 
    The time had finally arrived. Within a week, I would get into my car and head west, out of Twin Falls. I would not come back for exactly five years. I had never been to college, and I looked at this as my own adventure college—the school of life. I was tough and determined after growing up at a tire shop and on a farm, and I had read enough books in my life to have a somewhat accurate gauge on how I stacked up to other people in the world. I knew I could do it. I tried to give myself as many advantages as possible in my plan. 
 
    I even considered what month I was moving. It was April, a time of year I had specifically chosen in hopes to make the physical process of looking for a place easier. 
 
    I had done my best to think of everything. 
 
    I was more than ready to head to Seattle on the first leg of my journey. 
 
    I daydreamed about it all the time. 
 
    As I was standing in the kitchen with my mother, I imagined myself visiting Pike Place Market. I was picturing the guys throwing fish to each other when my mother looked up from her cooking and spoke to me. 
 
    "Have you returned Mrs. Dietrich's call?" she asked. 
 
    I glanced at her. "No, I haven't. How'd you know she called me?" 
 
    "Because I gave her your number." 
 
    "I was wondering. What does she want?" 
 
    "I don't know," Mom said. "I ran into her yesterday at the grocery store. We talked, and I told her you were leaving and a little about your plans, and then earlier, she called and asked for your number. She might want to give you money or something. For your trip." 
 
    "Seriously? You think?" I gave my mom a little confused look, and she shrugged like she wasn't sure but it was a possibility. 
 
    Mrs. Dietrich was an old woman who went to our church. I had no idea how old she really was, but since I was a little kid, she had seemed like she was a hundred. For as long as I could remember, she had white hair and an over-abundance of wrinkles. To my knowledge, she wasn't married. I didn't know her all that well, though, which was why I was surprised she was trying to get in touch with me. 
 
    "She really wanted to talk to you before you left. She specifically told me to tell you that. She insisted." 
 
    "What does she want?" I asked. 
 
    Mom shrugged. "She didn't say. Like I said, I thought she might give you money for your trip." 
 
    I didn't even attempt to clarify that I was moving and not just taking a trip. I knew my mom took comfort in thinking of my plans as "a trip", so I never corrected her when she referred to it as such. 
 
    "Did she leave a message?" Mom asked. 
 
    I nodded. "She did, but she didn't explain what she wanted. She just asked me to call her as soon as possible." 
 
    My mom's eyes widened. "What time did she call?" she asked. 
 
    "This morning sometime." 
 
    She made a confused face. There was an edge of disappointment in her expression. "Why in heaven's name haven't you called her back, June?" 
 
    I was honestly a little surprised to even be having this conversation with my mother, so I didn't know what to say. 
 
    "Because… I don't know… because I didn't know what she wanted. She just said her name and number and for me to call her at my earliest convenience." 
 
    "And you haven't done that," my mom said, still seeming a little irritated. 
 
    I smiled at her, wondering why she was so serious about it. "No, I haven't," I agreed. 
 
    She glanced at my phone, which was sitting behind me on the counter. She glanced at me with a motherly expression and then at my phone again. She looked back-and-forth from me to my phone like I should know to pick it up and start dialing. 
 
    "Goodness, Mom, why do you want me to call her back so bad?" 
 
    "Because she specifically asked me to have you call. She was serious about it." 
 
    "I don't know why," I said. "I can't imagine that she would want to give me money. I don't even know her that well." 
 
    "Just pick up the phone and call her, June." 
 
    My mom wasn't normally the type to be this bothered by a phone call that I did or didn't make. Sure, I still lived at home, but I was a grown woman and my parents knew that. They gave me plenty of space. Mom didn't make a habit of checking in with me to make sure I returned calls. 
 
    It was for this reason that I picked up my phone and started pressing buttons to call Maggie Dietrich. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, I stood on the front porch of Mrs. Dietrich's home wondering what in the world I had gotten myself into. I had spoken with her on the phone, and I still had no idea what she wanted to talk to me about. 
 
    She had a nice house, and in the very back of my mind, I speculated that she might give me not just money but a large sum of it. I stood on the stoop and absentmindedly pictured her opening the door and handing me a stack of cash that was about the size of two bricks—two nice-sized handfuls of it—enough that I had to balance it on the way to my car. 
 
    My mind wouldn't have normally gone straight to imagining that she would give me any money at all, but my mother had planted that seed in my head. 
 
    I wasn't surprised when Mrs. Dietrich opened the door and was holding no money. Her hair and makeup were done, and she was wearing a navy and white floral pantsuit with accessories and nice shoes. I was wearing jeans and a polo shirt that had the logo of the tire shop. She smelled like Coco Chanel, and I was relatively sure I smelled like the tire shop. 
 
    She was a classy lady, and I stood up a little straighter, smiling as she opened the door. She stood aside, motioning for me to come in. I smiled back at her as I stepped into her home. It was tastefully decorated with antiques. Everything looked expensive, and it smelled like oils—lavender or maybe lemon, I couldn’t tell. The whole place looked and smelled fancier than I anticipated, and I realized how very little I knew about Mrs. Dietrich. 
 
    She gestured toward the living room with her left hand, putting her right hand on my shoulder as I walked past her. "We'll go in here," she said. 
 
    She patted me as we walked, shepherding me to a small table—it was a breakfast area near her kitchen. She guided me toward a chair and proceeded to sit across the table from me. 
 
    "June Anderson. I see you from across the way at church, but we never get to sit and catch up do we, sweetheart?" 
 
    "No, we don't," I agreed. 
 
    I didn't know anything about her. I glanced around her house, looking for clues—family photos, perhaps. 
 
    She settled into her chair, and then she regarded me with a tilt of her head and a slow, patient smile. "Pretty girl," she remarked, staring at me. 
 
    "Thank you," I said humbly with a nod. 
 
    "Thank you for stopping by, sweetheart. Can I get you something to drink? Some coffee or tea? Of course, I have water or milk." 
 
    I opened my mouth to refuse her because I was anxious to hear what she had to say, and I wanted to get on with it. But I closed my mouth again, changing my mind. I could tell by the way she was looking at me that she wanted me to take her up on the offer for a drink. 
 
    "I'd love some coffee," I said. 
 
    I went with her to the kitchen, but within a few minutes, we were sitting at the table again, and this time I was sipping on a warm cup of coffee. 
 
    She took a deep breath, staring at me with a sincere half-smile. 
 
    It was quiet in her house. There was a slight sound of running water, like maybe her dishwasher was going. Mrs. Dietrich sat there and regarded me without saying anything, and I just let her. It was just weird enough that I decided, in the moment, to treat the whole scene like part of my grand adventure and not be in a hurry. 
 
    Her white hair was curled and combed and sprayed into a perfect hair-helmet that complimented her blue and white outfit. Her eyes were dark, and she stared at me with an expression I could only describe as deep. 
 
    "I assume you know a little about God and the Bible since you've been going to church all these years. Right? " 
 
    It was the first thing she said to me after a long span of silence, and I smiled inwardly, understanding for the first time that she had brought me there to have a God talk with me. I immediately started preparing myself for a lecture about being prepared for the temptations and dangers of this world. 
 
    "Oh, yes," I said, nodding. "I love the Lord." 
 
    She gave me a slight knowing smirk. "Well, that's good," she said. "He loves you too, sweetheart." She sighed and tilted her head at me, looking like she was trying to figure out how to say something else. "Do you remember reading or learning about the great miracles He did long ago? The plagues, and the parting of the sea—the battles and wars that would be supernaturally won? Do you remember hearing about all those things God did?" 
 
    She paused, waiting for my answer. I nodded but didn't answer out loud. She continued. 
 
    "Do you remember how He used people to talk to others?" 
 
    I nodded, but I wore a slight look of confusion since I wasn't exactly sure what she was talking about. 
 
    "He would show up in dreams or visions. He had prophets, but He also appeared to people in different ways—with angels, or in dreams or visions." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," I said, nodding. 
 
    This was apparently a trip to church and not a handing-over of large amounts of cash. I got comfortable once I let that sink in. I decided to just listen to her and be in the moment. I took a sip of my coffee, letting her continue. I set my mug on the table, and when I did, she reached out and touched my hand. She regarded me with her wise, old eyes, and I felt like she could see straight through me. 
 
    "Your mom told me you were taking a long trip." 
 
    "Yes ma'am." 
 
    "Are you going to a place called Astoria?" 
 
    The question was asked in all seriousness, and I tilted my head, trying to think. I knew I had heard of a place called Astoria. I was relatively sure it was a coastal town in Oregon, but she might have been talking about somewhere else. To me, Astoria sounded like an exotic town, like it would be found somewhere in Spain or Morocco—somewhere that would have a castle. I could imagine the heroine in one of my books falling for the prince of Astoria. 
 
    "No ma'am," I answered refocusing, since I knew my plans did not include a city named Astoria—exotic or not. 
 
    "I'll live in Seattle first, and then Los Angeles."  
 
    She squinted at me with a thoughtful expression. "And you never considered visiting a town named Astoria?" 
 
    "No ma'am, I didn't. Why? Do you have family there?" 
 
    "No, I don't," she said with a little breathy laugh. "But, dare I say, you do." 
 
    "Ma'am?" 
 
    She looked me directly in the eyes. "I know this might seem like it's coming out of nowhere to you, June. But I feel like it's my duty to do what the Lord's asking me to do. I'm sorry if it seems out-of-line, but I need to urge you to go to Astoria. I had a dream, June. I spoke to your mother and she told me about your plans to leave Idaho. I prayed for you that evening, and I was given a dream. It was for you—about you. You were clearly in Astoria." 
 
    I didn't know why, but my heart began pounding. I put my hand to my chest. "Me?" 
 
    She nodded. "There's a man who lives there. His name is Jasper, and he has a twin brother. He's already there, and that's where you'll be. You'll be with him." 
 
    The unbelievable thing was that this woman was entirely serious. 
 
    I was riding a wave of nerves that made me smile in spite of being completely confused. 
 
    She smiled back at me—hers was more the serious, patient kind. "I know this might seem like it's coming out-of-nowhere, but I'm glad you're open to hearing it. That God who parted the Red Sea and killed a giant with a stone—He's a miracle worker—He'll do things and work through us if we ask Him to. If we let Him." 
 
    I was still trying to grasp what was going on. "Are you saying God gave you a dream about me, and He wanted you to tell me about it?" It was a genuine question and she knew it. 
 
    She nodded slowly. "I am saying that. I know it's hard to believe. I know you have plans. But from what I can see, all roads lead to Astoria for you, sweetheart." 
 
    "Are you talking about the town in Oregon?" 
 
    She started to agree and then she hesitated, taking a second to think about it. "I assumed it was, but now that you mention it, I guess there may be other places in the world named Astoria. I feel like it was the town in Oregon, though..." She nodded thoughtfully. "It was," she added with greater assurance. 
 
    Honestly, I believed in God, and I liked Mrs. Dietrich, but I was slightly skeptical or hesitant in that moment. It wasn't every day that someone came up to me and shared a prophetic dream with specific names and results. She had said a specific guy's name. Jasper. My mind was buzzing with different thoughts and reactions. 
 
    The bottom line was that I had a plan. I was going to execute it. I was used to defending it when people questioned me about it, so it was instinct for me to buck any discouragement. She was doing it in a way that was different than other doubters, but I still had the instinct to preserve my plan. I felt like I needed to say something to make light of her suggestion. 
 
    I smiled at her, and shrugged a little. "Was he a rock star?" I asked. 
 
    "Excuse me?" she asked, completely serious. 
 
    I smiled. "It's a clause in my plan. The rock star clause. Otherwise, I'm on a very strict five-year plan." 
 
    "I talked to your mother earlier, and she said you didn't have a place to stay in Seattle yet." 
 
    "She said that?" I asked. "It's intentional that I don't have an apartment yet. It's in the plan. I've been working on it for years. I talked to a lot of people and asked for their advice, and I've decided not to get a job or rent an apartment until I get to the city and can check out the scene for myself. I don’t want to commit to something and spend my year there wishing I would have checked it out first. I'm going to get an extended stay hotel for two weeks while I secure an apartment and job." 
 
    "So, no one's expecting you in Seattle?" she asked. 
 
    I hesitated. "Well… no. But I'm expecting me in Seattle. I have a strict course of action." 
 
    "What's the rock star clause?" she asked. 
 
    I put my palms in the air and shook my head, smiling as if implying it would never happen. I regretted even mentioning it. "I can stop the adventure and do whatever I want if I miraculously meet and fall in love with a rock star—an actual rock star. That's why I was asking if the guy from your dream was one of those." 
 
    "I don't believe he was," she answered, still looking like she was serious and sincere about all this. "But it seems to me that if no one is expecting you in Seattle, you could stop off in Astoria for a week or two." 
 
    "Maybe a day or two," I said with a smile that I hoped didn't seem forced. I was trying to be as nice as possible, but I would not end up going to Astoria, even for a day or two—at least not before I went to Seattle. Sightseeing before I got an apartment and job simply wasn't in my budget. I took the last sip of my coffee and set the mug on the table, sliding it toward her a little to show that I was done with it. 
 
    "Promise me you will," she said. "I know all of this is coming as a surprise to you, but I just feel like I should urge you to consider Astoria. Please consider it, June. I don't often have dreams like this, and I have to trust that it's from God. It was clear to me." 
 
    "I promise I'll consider Astoria," I said. I sounded sure of myself. That statement was vague enough that I wasn't lying. I would consider it. 
 
    She reached out and touched my hand again, regarding me with that same serious, earnest expression. "Thank you," she said. "I was hoping I could talk to you and you'd be receptive, June. Sometimes we just have to step out in faith, even if we don't fully understand." 
 
    I smiled at her and gave her a nod. "Thank you for doing what God asked you to do. Thanks for letting me know." It sounded goofy coming out of my mouth, but I didn't know what else to say to wrap things up. 
 
    Mrs. Dietrich saw that I was poised to leave, so she stood up. "I almost forgot," she said. She crossed the kitchen to the place where her purse was sitting on the counter. "I have a little something for you." She dug in her wallet and pulled out a check. It was folded and she handed it to me. 
 
    Our eyes met as I reached out for it. 
 
    "It's not as much as you might be expecting," she said. 
 
    "I wasn't expecting anything," I said. It was the truth, really. All those imaginings were just silly daydreams because my mother had mentioned it. I would have never even had the thought of her giving me money. Either way, I felt like she knew what I had been thinking. I wasn't sure what to do with the check. Part of me wanted to put it in my pocket and not look at it, but before I could think twice, I flipped it open and glanced at it. 
 
    Three grand. 
 
    Three large. 
 
    Three thousand. 
 
    The dollar amount was a three followed by three zeros. I looked up at Mrs. Dietrich, feeling stunned. 
 
    "I can't take this." 
 
    "Sure you can," she said. She pushed it toward me when I tried to give it back. "That's to make sure you go to Astoria. Take this money and promise me you'll go there on your trip. That's all I want. It makes me happy to give you that as long as I know it'll get you there. You'll be doing me a favor if you take it and go." 
 
    "Does it matter when?" I asked. "Will it be okay for me to get settled in Seattle first?" 
 
    "I don't guess that matters," she said, looking somewhat uncertain. "Just as long as you go there and find him." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    My mom came into my room later that evening after I had taken a shower. I had just crawled into my bed to read, and she sat on the foot of it, turning to look at me. 
 
    "What did Mrs. Dietrich say?" she asked. 
 
    She had been at my grandmother's when I got home, and it was the first time we had talked since then. 
 
    "It was a trip, honestly, Mom. I don't know what to make of it. I'm still processing." 
 
    "Processing what?" she asked. "What's a trip? What's that mean?" 
 
    "She gave me three-thousand-dollars," I said. 
 
    Mom gasped. "You're kidding." Her expression was astonished. "For your trip?" 
 
    "Yes." I started to say something else… I started to tell her the whole thing about the man named Jasper from Astoria, but since he might or might not exist, and I didn't know how I felt about it in the first place, I just couldn't bring myself to mention it. It seemed so odd that I held it in. 
 
    "Why did she do that?" Mom asked, staring at me and looking perplexed. 
 
    I wanted to tell her the truth—the whole story—but I just shook my head and shrugged like I had no idea. "She was really nice, though." And, because I hated hiding things from my mother, I added, "She asked me if I'd ever been to Oregon." 
 
    "Oregon? Why?" 
 
    "I told her I was moving to Seattle, which is really close to Oregon." I was obviously blowing past Mom's question and hoping she wouldn't notice. 
 
    "And she gave you three-thousand-dollars?" 
 
    I nodded. My mother was more surprised than I thought she would be. She was the one who had mentioned money, after all. Maybe it was just the amount that shocked her. 
 
    "Well, that's a blessing," she said, finally. "That came out of nowhere." 
 
    "I know," I said, nodding absentmindedly and thinking you have no idea. As badly as I wanted to tell my mother the things Mrs. Dietrich had said about the man who lived in Astoria, I couldn’t make myself do it. I was honestly a little concerned that my mother might think badly of Mrs. Dietrich for saying such random things to me. My mother was worried about me already. I didn't know what she would think about someone encouraging me to change plans at the last minute. Telling her just didn't seem right. 
 
    "I guess you can't question what God wants," Mom said. Her words snapped me out of my daydream. 
 
    "What? What'd you say?" I asked. I thought she might be talking about God wanting me to go to Astoria, but then I realized I hadn't told her that. 
 
    "I said I guess we can't question what God wants," she repeated. "He wanted to bless you with money for your trip, and He used Mrs. Dietrich to do it." 
 
    "I guess so," I agreed. "I hated to take it from her. It's so weird since I don't even know her that well. I was thinking about not even cashing it." 
 
    Mom reached out and rubbed my leg. "Maggie Dietrich has it to give," she said. "She gave it to you because she wanted to. Don't feel guilty about taking it. You'll need to send her a card to thank her, though." 
 
    *** 
 
    I was sitting behind the front desk at the tire shop the following day when I finished writing the thank you card to Mrs. Dietrich. We had been busy all morning, but it was slow at the moment, so I took the opportunity to write a few things. 
 
    I stared at my computer screen, thinking about Maggie Dietrich and all the things she had said the day before. I had replayed my interaction with her a hundred times since I went over there. She was intense, serious, and convinced. I had been talking myself out of it all morning, but I finally gave up and typed the words, "twin Jasper Astoria" into the search bar on my computer at work. 
 
    I told myself it was simply research and it would never amount to anything. 
 
    I had already looked up Astoria on the GPS, and I knew it wasn't far from Seattle. It would be extremely easy to plan a day trip there once I was settled. I would keep my word to Mrs. Dietrich about going, but I was convinced that her feelings about future events were just due to a random dream she had. Maybe she had too much roast beef the day before. 
 
    I did not expect anything to come up when I typed those random words into the search bar, so I squinted at the screen when something actually did. 
 
    I clicked on the link. 
 
    It was an article for an Astoria newspaper—one where they spoke about a place called Twins Marine Construction. I scrolled down, scanning the words of the article but not really taking much of it in. 
 
    I came to a picture of two young men standing next to each other. It was an outdoor shot, on the water. They were standing on a dock. They looked just alike. 
 
    My heart raced at the thought that there might actually be someone in Astoria named Jasper who was a twin. I blinked at them, wondering what the chances were. I scrolled upward in a hurry, scanning the website and making sure it was located in Astoria, Oregon. 
 
    It was. 
 
    I scrolled down again, looking at the picture. There was actually a twin named Jasper. And, on top of it all, he seemed to be about my age. Visually, he was exactly my type. This, of course, just meant he was generally gorgeous and everyone else's type, too. 
 
    Dark hair and light eyes. I got lost staring at that picture. Those brothers looked like they could be hosts of their own reality TV show. I didn't know which one was Jasper, but I instinctually stared at one of them more than the other. 
 
    My chest felt tight when I remembered the things Mrs. Dietrich had said. She spoke of this man, Jasper. It even seemed, at one point, like she had even said something about him one day being my family. Looking at that photograph gave me the most peculiar feeling. It seemed odd or maybe even outrageous that it had been so easy to find the person I was looking for. 
 
    The first thing that crossed my mind was that Maggie Dietrich had already done her research before she spoke with me. The doubtful, cynical side of me thought that Mrs. Dietrich already knew such a man existed in the world. What if she knew him and she was just trying to set us up? I wondered if she had told him to expect someone named June Anderson to show up on his doorstep, too. I was feeling doubtful as I got lost staring at the men in the picture. 
 
    A bell sounded as a customer walked through the glass door, and I clicked the computer mouse several times to exit the screen as quickly as possible. 
 
    I talked to the customer for the next few minutes, but my thoughts kept going back to that article. Part of me was excited or at least intrigued, and part of me just kept repeating my mantra—stick with the plan, stick with the plan, I must stick with the plan. 
 
    I knew that getting sidetracked on a wild goose chase in Oregon on account of some mysterious advice was not the best way to start my journey. But then, I would have the crazy thought that following mysterious advice was precisely what my journey was all about. I wondered what one of my heroines would do. 
 
    It was later that day, during one of those brave moments when I wanted to be as cool as the women in my books, that I picked up my phone and called the number that was listed for Twins Marine Construction. I put the phone to my ear, trying to remember why I was doing this, and feeling almost certain that I should back out and hang up. 
 
    It was just a phone call, though. 
 
    It rang twice while I was wavering about whether or not I wanted to hang up, and before I knew it, someone answered. 
 
    "Twins Marine Construction, how can I help you?" 
 
    It was a man's voice. 
 
    I panicked. 
 
    I forgot what to say. 
 
    I remembered the men in the picture and I automatically assumed it was one of them who was speaking. I almost hung up on him, but at the last second, I decided to speak. I didn’t know the first thing about docks or marinas, so I asked if they were hiring. I had already practiced my job-hunting speech in preparation for when I moved, so it was the first thing that came to my mind. 
 
    "Hello, I was wondering if you happen to be hiring." 
 
    "Uh, yeah, actually. Desperately. In fact, you'd be just about my best friend in the whole universe if you were calling right now to look for a temporary receptionist job. That's exactly what I need someone for." 
 
    "Really? A receptionist?" 
 
    "Yes. For like two or three months. Paige got put on bedrest this morning." 
 
    "And Paige is your current receptionist?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes. I'm sorry. See, that's why I don't need to be answering the phone. Paige would usually be the one up here. She's great. She would have known just what to say." It sounded like he was flustered—moving around, shuffling papers. "Her doctor said she can't come to work until she has the baby. They're hoping that'll be a month from now. Yesterday she was here, and now she's not. I was hoping, when you asked if we were hiring, that you miraculously had experience as a receptionist and you were looking for a temporary job where you could start today." 
 
    I laughed a little, since he was obviously joking. "Well, seeing as how I'm in Idaho, I definitely couldn’t start today. I was just kind of putting my feelers out for work in case I decided to move to Astoria." 
 
    "Oh, you don't live here? Astoria's beautiful. You'd love it. You should definitely move here. Have you ever heard of the Goonies? It was filmed here. Astoria's great. Do you have any experience as a receptionist?" 
 
    "Yes, I do." I said. "Lots." 
 
    "Lots? Really? Scheduling and organizing?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Are you good?" 
 
    "Yes," I said, knowing it was the truth, and smiling because of it. "I have ten years of experience in reception and bookkeeping at my family's tire store. I have a resume that I could send you." 
 
    "How soon can you be here?" he asked. "Seriously. We won't leave you hanging when Paige comes back, either. I know I said it was temporary, but we'll keep you on if it works out and you like it here." 
 
    "Do you mean in Astoria?" 
 
    "Yes. How soon do you think you can be here?" 
 
    "I don’t know. M-Monday is when I was planning on moving to… I'm actually… I don't have… I haven't looked into it yet… is Astoria big enough to have a hotel that I could… do they have an extended stay hotel? Because I… I’m sorry… I should really do a little research and call you back. I have a plan and a budget, and I should really consult the books before I even start to think about—" 
 
    "It's my birthday," he said, interrupting my rambling. "We thought we were going to have to do without Paige for a few weeks once the baby came, but this two-months-ahead-of-time-stuff has us in a bind. We need a good receptionist, and you really wanted to come to Astoria. It seems like a win-win. I don't think you should have to get a hotel if you're moving here." 
 
    "I'm not moving there," I said. "I'm moving to Seattle. I was only checking Astoria out to see if I wanted to stop off there on my way to Seattle." 
 
    "Stop off and get a temporary job?" he asked hopefully. 
 
    "Not necessarily," I said. 
 
    "Well you called asking for a job," he said. 
 
    Had I? Oh yeah, I had. 
 
    "I, uh, would come. I really would. I don't have a strict deadline to be in Seattle. I would agree to come work for a couple of months until your receptionist gets back. I just have to make a few calls to hotels to see if it's feasible. I have a budget for my move, and if it fits within that to come, then I—" 
 
    "I'll help you find a place to stay," he said. "Is that all it's about? Would you come if you had a place to stay?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. And then, because I felt an uncontrollable urge to be honest, I added, "I live with my parents. I could have moved out by now, but we have a farm and a business, and it's busy… anyway, I've been in Idaho my whole life—with my parents. I have a whole plan, though. I'm about to go on a huge adventure. Seattle's my first stop. I'm living there for a year." 
 
    "Why did you call a business in Astoria to ask if we were hiring?" He asked, still trying to understand. "Was it an accident?" 
 
    "No, it wasn't," I said the words slowly, realizing it was as ridiculous as it sounded. 
 
    "Well, I don't really care what made you call. I'd give just about anything if you'd come help us out. Paige has a list of things for us to do, and we don't know how to do half of them. See? My brother, Jacob's right here nodding his head, agreeing with me. He said he thinks you should come. It's his birthday, too." 
 
    There was a pause that lasted the span of a second or two. 
 
    "Don't let me pressure you," he said. I could hear a smile in his voice. "I'm a little bit messing around with you and mostly it's just wishful thinking. We'll hire a temp if we get desperate. But it would be a miracle straight from God if you were actually an experienced receptionist and you could be here by Monday to help us out." 
 
    And then, before I could think better of it, I said, "I'll be there Monday, I guess. Assuming that I'll be able to find a place to stay within my budget." 
 
    "If you're serious," he said. "If you're really coming here to help us, I will take it upon myself to find you a place to stay." 
 
    And then I did what any good heroin in any good book would do. I bravely and unapologetically said, "Okay, well, I guess I'll be seeing you on Monday." 
 
    It sounded funny to my own ears. 
 
    It was almost as if I was standing outside of my own body, listening to someone else. Was I really committing to take a job and show up to work in an entirely different city than the one listed in my plan? I felt an odd mixture of regret and excitement. 
 
    "Can I get your number so that I can call or text you when I get a lead on a place?" he asked. 
 
    My voice was hoarse as I recited the numbers and he wrote them down. 
 
    "What'd you say your name was?" he asked. 
 
    "June." 
 
    "June," he repeated, trying it out. 
 
    "What's your name?" I asked. "Jasper. I'm sorry. I'm Jasper Blair. I'm the owner of this place—me and my brother." 
 
    I was already shaken, but it was even worse now that I was suddenly making plans with an actual twin named Jasper in Astoria. My chest and jaw felt tight like I was on the verge of tears. 
 
    "Well, happy birthday then, Jasper Blair," I said sounding calmer and more confident than I felt. "And to your brother, too." 
 
    "Thank you," he said. "Are you seriously coming to help us out?" 
 
    "Are you seriously going to look for a hotel for me?" 
 
    "Yes, well, I, yes, I mean, I won't need to look. I'll definitely be able to find a place for you to stay. It's probably not going to be a hotel, but I'll find you a place, no problem, if you're really coming." 
 
    "Okay. I'm really coming, then." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later 
 
      
 
      
 
    My SUV was purchased specifically with this adventure in mind. I had enough room in the very back to pack all of the belongings I would take on this trip. I left the back seat and floorboard mostly open to give me room to transport groceries, but I also knew I would expand my collection of items to take with me as I traveled, and I hesitated to pack myself too tightly right at the start. 
 
    I set out on I-84, headed west. I had a long conversation with Jasper on the phone a couple of days before, explaining more details about my situation. I emailed him my resume and clued him in on my life and my plan while carefully avoiding bringing up Mrs. Dietrich or anything she had said to me. Jasper had even talked to my father who happened to be standing near the desk when I was on the phone with him. My parents were happy that I was going to work at a family owned business, even if it was only temporary. 
 
    Jasper said he knew a couple who had room in their home for me to stay. I would apparently be renting a room from them. He said they would charge me a hundred dollars a week and that food would be included. I wasn't sure how I felt about agreeing to eat a stranger's food when I hadn't even checked out their home. But I figured that at a hundred dollars a week, I could still afford to buy my own food if it came to that. 
 
    My situation in Astoria would be temporary, but it still made my parents happy that my immediate future included a job and a secure place to stay. I had preached about the plan for so long that they were slightly perplexed about my decision to change it and head to Astoria first. 
 
    I never did tell them about Mrs. Dietrich, though. Somehow, letting them believe I randomly decided at the last minute to go to a city that wasn't part of my plan seemed like a better option than telling them the truth. I never told a soul that this had anything to do with Mrs. Dietrich. I never even told Mrs. Dietrich about my change of plans. 
 
    I glanced into the rearview mirror, seeing my hometown disappear in the distance. It was hard for me to believe that I was on my way. That my plan was coming to life—I was really doing it. For a moment, I zoned out, appreciating that today was officially the first day of the rest of my life. 
 
    Once I was done with that, I picked up the phone and called Jasper Blair. I had his cell phone number saved to my phone, and I pressed the buttons to call him. I expected it to go straight to his voicemail, and I was surprised when he picked up. 
 
    "Hello? June Anderson? My new receptionist?" 
 
    I laughed. "Am I really doing this?" 
 
    "I sure hope so," he said. "I told about five different people that June would be giving them a call this week." 
 
    "I'm in my car right now," I said. "I'm headed that way, but I just wanted to make sure this was for real. As soon as I get off the phone with you, I'm going to cancel my reservation at the Residence Inn." 
 
    "In Seattle?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. 
 
    "Obviously, call them," he said. "I thought you would have canceled that already. I've already got you all set up over here." 
 
    "Well, I’m on my way. I was thinking about getting a hotel for the night. My GPS says it'll be over nine hours, and that's without stopping. It'll be really late. I hate to disturb that couple." 
 
    "It won't," Jasper said. 
 
    "Just let me get a hotel tonight and I'll meet them tomorrow after work." 
 
    Talking with Jasper felt natural to me. I forgot about all the things Mrs. Dietrich had said and just treated him like he was my brother, father, or any other man. He was personable and family-oriented, easy to talk to. 
 
    "Just come to the house," he said. "I know they won't care. They know you're going to be late. It's my mom, and she stays up reading or knitting or watching TV. She's up till midnight every night, anyway." 
 
    "Your mom? Your parents? Is this house… your… parents' house?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Why didn't you tell me that?" I asked. 
 
    "Because I knew you wouldn't agree to stay there. Miss Independent. They're not even going to let you pay them to stay there. I just knew I had to tell you that hundred-dollar-a-week-thing too get you to agree to come." 
 
    "Jasper, I cannot intrude on your parents for two months. Maybe a couple of days, but definitely not two months. I thought you knew somebody who had a bed and breakfast." 
 
    "I know, but my parents basically do. They're happy about it. They raised four boys and none of us live there now. They have that big house to themselves. My mom was excited when I told her about you. She offered for you to stay there before I even mentioned it." 
 
    My mind raced. I started to protest. I had all these expectations about doing this adventure, and moving into another person's home and relying on their cooking and laundry didn't seem like a big enough leap for me. 
 
    "Can I stay there for a few days and then feel it out?" I asked. "I really don't want to intrude on your parents for two months." 
 
    "Sure," he said. "You can try it out—try my parents' cooking and hospitality and see what you want to do from there." 
 
    "So, the address you gave me, is that to your parents' house?" 
 
    "Yes, it is," he said. "Sorry I lied. I just know you'll be fine with it once you get there." 
 
    "You kind of just omitted the truth," I said. 
 
    "Yeah. That's what I was thinking. And it was for your own good since you'll love it there. If you're not happy, we'll find you a hotel or an apartment, or whatever you want. I think you're going to like Astoria, though. It's more low-key than Seattle. You'll probably end up wanting to stay. I'm sure we can use the help around the office, even after Paige gets back." 
 
    "Oh, no I'm definitely going to Seattle," I said. 
 
    "I know. You have a plan," he said, since I had already told him that a few other times. "I'm just saying… I'm not going to hire you and tell you to come here, and then just leave you high and dry once Paige comes back to work." 
 
    "Thank you," I said simply. 
 
    "Okay, so call me if you need anything while you're on your way, but otherwise we'll see you tomorrow. Take your time getting to the office in the morning. Somebody will be covering the desk when you get there, probably me or Jacob. Paige said she'd Facetime you to go over some things once you have a chance to check the place out." 
 
    "Okay. That sounds good. I have the address written down." 
 
    "Yep, and it's obvious where you should go once you see it. There's a sign." 
 
    "All right, I guess I'll see you tomorrow." 
 
    We said goodbye and goodnight. 
 
    It was 11:30pm when I pulled into Jasper's parents' driveway. I had driven through part of town, and I passed some houses that were all slammed right next to each other, but theirs was in a neighborhood with large wooded yards. The house was positioned away from the street, and I had to look at the numbers on the mailbox to make sure I was at the right place. 
 
    There was a lot of room to park in the driveway, and I found a place on the side where I knew people could get around me if needed. Their vehicles must have been in the garage because I couldn’t see them from where I parked. I got out and looked around, taking a second to let my surroundings sink in. It was dark, but I could feel and see that landscape in Oregon was different than Idaho. I could even smell it. I breathed in, realizing there was salt in the air. 
 
    I walked toward the front door. There was a side entrance that looked inviting, but I figured the front door was a safer bet since I had never been there. The house was large and well maintained. I was feeling relieved at what a nice place it was, when all of a sudden, I saw a porch light turn on near the side door. I glanced that way and noticed the silhouette of a woman behind the faceted glass window that made up the upper portion of the door. 
 
    The door opened, revealing the woman I assumed was Mrs. Blair, standing on the other side. She had short-ish dark hair that was pulled back into a messy twist with pieces going this way and that. She was wearing a night robe with fuzzy slippers. My first impression was that she was like a slightly cooler version of my own mother. 
 
    "You must be June." 
 
    I smiled and reached out to return the hug she was reaching for. 
 
    "I am. And you must be Mrs. Blair." 
 
    "Becky," she said. She glanced at my Honda. "Can I help you with your things?" 
 
    I patted the oversized duffel bag that was strapped over my shoulder, resting near my hip. "This is all I need for the night," I said. "I'll worry about the rest later." 
 
    Becky smiled and patted my back, ushering me inside. "I'll bet you're tired," she said as we walked. 
 
    "I am. But I'm excited, too." 
 
    She motioned for me to set my bag on a table as we came into the house. We meandered inside. It was a comfortable, welcoming home, and I looked around for a few seconds before meeting Mrs. Blair's gaze. 
 
    "Welcome," she said. "Jasper and Jacob are so thankful you've come to help them out at the shop." 
 
    "I'm happy to be here," I said. "I was considering checking out Astoria, and I couldn't believe how it worked out." 
 
    "Jasper showed me your resume." 
 
    I smiled and shrugged. "Paige's job is basically what I've been doing for the last ten years." 
 
    She shook her head. "It's really a miracle that you were able to come help them out." 
 
    I smiled and did my best to look confident and say the right things, but all I could think was that at any moment, Maggie Dietrich would come out from behind a corner. I didn't know what she was going to do or say once she did. Maybe she'd tell me I had passed some kind of faith test by coming here. 
 
    "Do you know anyone named Maggie Dietrich?" I asked, since I was exhausted and delirious, and it was the main thing on my mind at the moment. 
 
    Becky Blair's expression grew serious and her eyebrows drew together like she was really trying to think. She sighed. "I've had a lot of students over the years. I had several Maggies, but I don't think I can recall a Maggie Dietrich. Did she say she knew me?" 
 
    She regarded me with an innocent half-smile as she waited for my answer. 
 
    "No ma'am. She wouldn't have been your student, and she didn't live here. She's an older woman who lives in Idaho. I think she might have said she had family here or something." The lie came out naturally because I knew I wasn't going to say that Mrs. Dietrich called me up and predicted that I would go to Astoria and meet a man who happened to fit the description of Becky's son. It was just too weird. It was interesting for me to note, though, that she did not seem to have any idea who I was talking about when I said Maggie Dietrich's name. 
 
    "We want you to be comfortable in our home," she said, moving on from the random question. "I'll show you where everything is tomorrow. For tonight, are you hungry?" 
 
    "Oh, no, thank you. I’m just tired." 
 
    "I bet you are." She motioned to the kitchen. "We've actually considered making our home a bed and breakfast since the boys moved out, so you are not bothering us at all. We're happy you're here. We're thankful, actually. You're doing our boys such a big favor by filling in for Paige. Our bedrooms are on opposite sides of the house, so you should find it nice and quiet in your room. If you need anything, or have an emergency, we're right down this hall." She motioned to a hallway that was on her left. "There's bottled water in the fridge and some other things too—prepackaged snacks and drinks. You can help yourself." 
 
    I took her up on the offer of a bottled water on my way to my bedroom but assured her that was all I needed. I promised I wouldn't be raiding her fridge even though she told me I was welcome to. 
 
    The whole interaction was a bit dreamlike—Mrs. Blair in her robe, quietly welcoming me into her home. There were family pictures placed around the house and lining the hallway on the way to my room, but I didn't have the presence of mind or the time to stand there and take them all in. 
 
    They seemed like a happy family. 
 
    It felt like a happy home. 
 
    I knew I would be comfortable there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper Blair 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becky Blair called her son, Jasper, on the phone as soon as June Anderson pulled out of her driveway the following morning. 
 
    "Hello?" Jasper said, picking up. 
 
    "Well… your new secretary is on her way to the shop as we speak." 
 
    "Already?" Jasper asked, glancing at the clock on his dashboard. It was ten-till-nine. "What's she doing up so early?" 
 
    "She came out of her bedroom thirty minutes ago dressed and ready to go. She said she was nervous and wanted to get to the shop right when you opened to take a look at everything." 
 
    "Jacob is there already," Jasper said. "And I'm on my way. I might beat her there if she just left your house. What'd she say? How'd she seem?"  
 
    "Oh, she's precious," Becky said. "I thought that's why you hired her. She's sweet and adorable. Dad said he thought you hadn't even seen her." 
 
    "I haven't," Jasper said. "She just drove into town last night. You guys are the only people who've met her." 
 
    "I thought maybe you Facetimed with her when you were talking to her the other day. I thought you knew a lot about her." 
 
    "I do, but not what she looks like." 
 
    Becky let out a little huff of a laugh like she was amused. 
 
    "What's that about?" Jasper asked, hearing her. 
 
    "Nothing. She's cute, that's all. She reminds me of Becca Rollins." 
 
    Becca was Jasper's girlfriend in middle school. She had moved away, and they had lost touch years ago, but he still remembered what she looked like. A beautiful, adorable… twelve-year-old. 
 
    "Becca Rollins? How do you even remember what she looked like?" 
 
    "Round face, smiling eyes, button nose, dimples. She's excited and she smiles a lot. She seems innocent, but not in a naïve way… she's just… I don't know… cute. She lived on a farm in the middle of Idaho her whole life. Her family owns a tire shop." 
 
    "I know, Mom, we talked about all that." 
 
    "Well, I didn't know how much you knew. I thought you'd know what she looked like and you didn't. She and I talked for about thirty minutes just now. Dad was here, too." Becky let out a little laugh. "She's really something." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Nothing. You'll like her. She's just different, that's all. In a good way. Funny. I was asking her questions, and she told me about this big program she was on where she had to adventure around the United States for the next five years." 
 
    "She told me about that, too," Jasper said. "She said she wanted to be like the characters in a book." 
 
    Becky laughed. "Did she tell you about the rock star clause?" 
 
    "The what?" Jasper asked. 
 
    "The rock star clause." 
 
    "No. What's that?" 
 
    "She can only stop the adventure if she meets and marries a rock star on a plane. I told her I happened to have a son that was one of those, but he was married." Becky chuckled warm-heartedly thinking of June's shocked face when she had told her about Henry. She had really enjoyed talking to June, and she was excited for Jasper to meet her. 
 
    "What'd she say when you told her about Henry? Did she believe you? Did she know who he was?" 
 
    "She knew who he was. She had heard his music. She was surprised that he was your brother. We laughed about how close she had come to actually meeting a rock star when the whole thing had been a bit of a joke anyway." 
 
    "She didn't come close," Jasper said. "Henry's married." 
 
    "I know, but she had a rock star section in her plan. It's just funny. What are the chances that her first stop would be at the childhood home of a rock star?" 
 
    "I mean, I guess I see what you're saying, but it doesn't really matter since Henry's married." 
 
    "Are you jealous, Jasper Reese?" 
 
    "No. What would I have to be jealous of? I've never even met the girl. I'm just… I don't know… she could be lying that she didn't know Henry was my brother for all we know. Maybe this was part of her big plan. Maybe she's a stalker." 
 
    Becky let out a motherly sigh. "First, if she wanted to stalk Henry, don't you think she would do it in Seattle and not here? Second, she had no idea that Henry was your brother. I saw it in her face. She's sweet, Jasper. Innocent. We had a good laugh about it. She didn't even ask about Henry or hint about meeting him. She was nervous about one thing and one thing only, and that was doing a good job for you at the shop. You should be thankful that she went out of her way to break her plans and come here." 
 
    "I am thankful," Jasper said. 
 
    "What were you guys going to do when Paige had the baby? I know you didn't expect it to be an issue for another month, but what were you going to do to replace her when the time came?" 
 
    "Did June ask you that?" he asked. 
 
    "No. I was just wondering." 
 
    "We thought she would only be gone a week or two, honestly, Mom. You know how Paige is. We were going to try to get by—maybe hire a temp if we needed it. We just thought we'd try to bide our time until she got back. Obviously, we didn't expect bedrest." 
 
    "I'm curious to see what you think of June. She's interesting. I feel like she and I actually have some things in common. I think you're going to like her. And I think she'll do a good job for you at the shop. She was excited about going in and getting to work." 
 
    "All right, well, I'll be pulling-up in a second, so I'll let you go." 
 
    "Okay. Bye, honey." 
 
    "Thanks for letting her stay, Mom." 
 
    "It's really our pleasure. She's a nice young lady, and she's quiet. We'll hardly know she's here." 
 
    Jasper noticed the Honda parked in front of the shop when he arrived. The windows were tinted, but he could still see in, and he could tell it was packed. It was a nice, newer vehicle—white with custom tires and rims. It looked good. He should have known that would be the case since she worked at a tire store. 
 
    His brother, Jacob, was there too. Jasper opened the door and saw that there was a young woman standing near Paige's desk talking to Jacob. 
 
    She looked Jasper's way when she heard him come in. She was wearing a skirt that fell above her knees with a blouse and some flats. She was dressed up. The skirt was black with pink pin-striping, and her shirt was a light teal color. She looked nothing at all like Paige. Paige would have been wearing jeans and a t-shirt, or on a special day, pants and a polo shirt. Paige's hair would have been pulled in a ponytail, and this girl's hair was pinned up in two adorable buns right on the top of her head. They weren't as big, but they were in the exact positon Minnie Mouse's ears would be. Jasper couldn’t help but smile when he looked at her. She smiled back at him. 
 
    "Good morning, and welcome to Twin's Marine Construction," she said, looking straight at Jasper with a cordial smile like she was completely serious. 
 
    "I'm Jasper," he said. 
 
    Her smiled broadened. "I know. I'm just practicing. How'd it sound?" 
 
    "Great," Jasper said, still unable to contain a smile. 
 
    She looked fun yet professional. Jasper approached them, feeling unable to take his eyes off of June's face—her dimple. She had dimples on both sides, but one of them, the one on her right side, was much deeper than the other one. It was asymmetrical in the best way possible. He continued to draw steadily closer to June until he reached the place where she was standing. 
 
    She had a barrette in her hair. It looked like it was holding her bangs to the side so that they could get clipped down and fed into the bun. Jasper's eyes fell onto it. It was small and made of gold and enamel. It had a pink flower with white, green, and blue accents. It matched her outfit and was the crowning jewel of her whimsical appearance. 
 
    "What's that?" Jasper asked staring at her hair. 
 
    She touched the barrette, knowing that was what he was referring to. 
 
    "It's too much," she said. "It was the first thing Jacob noticed about me, too. Dang it." 
 
    "It's not too much," Jasper said instinctually pulling her arm down to stop her from messing with it. He looked into her eyes. She had on round wire-framed glasses, but he clearly saw her eyes on the other side. He saw them without any obstruction at all, because there was absolutely nothing in the frame. 
 
    He wanted to reach out and touch her. Without thinking, Jasper poked his finger slowly and gently through the edge of the frames she was wearing. No lenses. He knew he shouldn't do it, but he found it difficult to contain his nervous energy. 
 
    "I guess those don't help you see," he said, stating the obvious. 
 
    "No, they're just for fashion. I was feeling a little over-the-top this morning." She was completely serious even though she was being lighthearted, and Jasper smiled at her. She was funny. "I don't really like them anyway," she said, breaking into a smile. "I thought they might help me look smart for the new job. All this stuff is new. I normally wear jeans and a ponytail to work. My brother and dad and the other guys at the tire shop would have a field day if I showed up dressed like this. I just wanted to reinvent myself since you guys don't know anything about me. I want to try something new—anything, really. I'll get to start over again in a couple of months when I go to Seattle, so I figured I'd go big or go home with this little prelude in Oregon." 
 
    Jasper stared at her. She was just straight-up honest—unfiltered. She possessed a curious mix of feistiness and innocence. She smelled nice as well. Uncontrollably, Jasper began having thoughts. He imagined her taking off those glasses and letting her hair down. Those dimples—he wanted to reach out and run his thumb over that one on her right side. She didn't have on a lot of makeup, but she didn't need it. It seemed like she had something on her eyelashes and lips, but her complexion was smooth and her cheeks were naturally rosy. 
 
    He took in the sight of June Anderson, thinking of her in ways that he, himself didn't allow. He had a rule about dating women who worked for him. He had learned that lesson the hard way, and it was a line he simply no longer crossed. 
 
    He made himself shake the thought of June as anything other than a substitute for Paige. Jasper stared off to the side, trying to convince himself that he was going to be able to get through the next two months without kissing this woman. 
 
    It was honestly not likely. 
 
    He would definitely kiss her on her way out of town—once she wasn't his employee anymore. That would be fine. He promised himself right then and there that he would try to make it happen right before she left town, and he decided to keep any attraction on hold until then. 
 
    June was nothing more than a substitute for Paige. Who besides an eighth grader would wear a pink flower barrette in her hair and fake glasses, anyway? Jasper wished that eighties-bubblegum-pop-looking-girls didn’t do it for him, but they did. June did it for him. His mom had known it when they spoke on the phone. He had been lost in thought staring to the side when Jacob spoke. 
 
    "June just got here about two minutes ago," Jacob said. 
 
    "He's right," June said, nodding at Jasper. She stuck out her hand to shake his. "I got to shake Jacob's hand already," she said as they grasped palms. Jasper looked directly into her beautiful, dark eyes. "I can't believe you stuck your finger right through my glasses," she said, staring straight back at him. 
 
    Jasper couldn’t believe he had done it either. He had clearly but unintentionally been flirting with her. He had only poked her glasses to keep himself from making contact with her in some other kind of way. He acted confident even though he was a little shaken. He smiled calmly. 
 
    "Why can't you believe it? You've never had anyone do that when you wear those things?" 
 
    "I've never worn them," she said. "I was just trying them out." 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said. "I think they look good on you." 
 
    "It's fine. I was going to take them off, anyway. They were my least favorite of all this stuff." 
 
    "Well, I shouldn't have poked them. I'm sorry for that. I'll buy you lunch to make up for it." Even as the offer came out of his mouth, Jasper knew he should reign it in, slow it down, get control of his attraction to this woman. Jacob must have known it, too, because he cut in. 
 
    "I was just about to show June the scheduling software," Jacob said. 
 
    "Yes. Right. Great. Thank you." Jasper smiled at June, trying to stare blankly at her instead of noticing her features. He cleared his throat. "I'm going to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee," he said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasted no time at all before pulling those John Lennon glasses off of my face. I don't know what I was thinking wearing them. I wasn't comfortable in them in the first place. I took them off, folded them, and set them on my purse as soon as Jasper Blair turned to head toward the kitchen. 
 
    "Don't let him bother you," Jacob said, seeing me put them away. "They looked good on you. I didn't even know they weren't real. I never would have noticed that." 
 
    "I wasn't comfortable in them, anyway," I said, telling the truth. "They were hurting my nose." 
 
    Jasper Blair caused my heart to race, and it took me a second to settle down from my interaction with him. I reminded myself that he probably wouldn't affect me at all if I didn't have the words of Maggie Dietrich repeating in my head every time I looked at him. I felt an odd sort of peace, happiness, and comfort when I looked into his eyes, but I knew that was just because I was expecting that to be the case. 
 
    Jasper and Jacob were both extremely likeable individuals. After meeting and talking with their parents that morning, I knew where they had gotten it from. The Blairs were kind, outgoing people. 
 
    Jasper was special, though. I had the innate urge to please him, and I just kept replaying in my mind the way he smirked at me as he reached up and put his finger through my glasses. The edge of his hand had touched my cheek, and I remember feeling a jolt of electricity as a result of the contact. He hadn't meant to make fun of me by doing it—he was just teasing me. I had a brother, so I was used to it. 
 
    The Blair family was treating me like family, and I had to think I owed it to God. Regardless of what ended up happening between Jasper and me, God had managed to give me a nice, easy start to my journey. I was staying in a wonderful, clean, welcoming home, and I liked all of their personalities. I was intrigued by the characters I had met so far and I was happy about the way my adventure was starting out. I was thankful for Maggie Dietrich's tip, even if Jasper really had nothing to do with it in the long run. 
 
    Jasper came out of the kitchen a few minutes later, holding two cups of coffee. He set one of them in front of me on the desk. "You took your glasses off," he said. 
 
    I smiled and shrugged a little. "Yeah. It had nothing to do with you, though. I was about to take them off, anyway. Thanks for the coffee. I'm going to be nice and hyper if I drink this one too." 
 
    "Is it your second cup?" he asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Your mom had coffee with breakfast this morning." 
 
    "What kind of breakfast?" Jasper asked, looking like he hoped he hadn't missed something good. 
 
    That made me smile. "Eggs and toast," I said. "And bacon. Your dad cooked some bacon." 
 
    "Seriously? Do they plan on doing that every morning? I might stop by." 
 
    "I might stop by, too," Jacob said. 
 
    "You're married with a wife," Jasper said. 
 
    This made Jacob stare at him with a serious expression and shrug. "That doesn't mean I can't stop at Mom's house for eggs if I want to. Charlie doesn't cook—not breakfast, at least. Neither of us do. Half the time, I have to remind her to even eat breakfast." 
 
    "Charlie's his wife," Jasper said, looking at me. 
 
    I nodded. He had told me that a few days ago during our conversation on the phone. 
 
    *** 
 
    For the next two hours, the twins showed me around the office and helped me get familiar with the way things were run around there. The office was situated near a warehouse where they kept some of their lumber and heavy equipment, so employees and construction workers came in and out of there constantly during the morning hours. 
 
    The twins introduced me to everyone, but they were also focused and didn't waste too much time chatting. They were both sacrificing their time to help me get acclimated, though, and by eleven o'clock, they were chomping at the bit to leave and get to different jobsites. 
 
    They got ready to leave at the same time, but Jacob headed out before Jasper. I said goodbye to him while Jasper was taking care of something in his office. 
 
    Jasper stopped at the desk when he was on his way out. "Paige is expecting your call," he said, looking over the desk at me. "I just talked to her and she told me to tell you." 
 
    "Okay, I'll call her right now," I said nodding. 
 
    "I know it's a lot," he said. "Don't put pressure on yourself to get everything perfect. You're already doing better than anyone else we could have found. We're just happy you came to help out." 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, I'll get it perfect," I said with as much swagger as I could manage. 
 
    Jasper laughed. He was amused by me, I could tell. 
 
    "I'm just playing, obviously. Paige does have a lot going on up here, but I am pretty confident about it, considering. I think it'll all start to make sense in a day or two." 
 
    Jasper smiled at me as he tapped the desk. "I'll be back at twelve-thirty to pick you up for lunch." 
 
    "Oh, that's all right. Jacob said he'd be back at noon to watch the desk for me. I was just going to drive through and get some fast food." 
 
    "I've got to go on a job. I wish you'd just wait an extra half hour and let me treat you to lunch." He paused. He was offering to buy me lunch to try to make up for teasing me, but I didn't require that. He could see from my expression that I was going to deny him. "It's definitely what your character in a book would do," he added. "And it'll be a step above fast food, anyway. Come on. I already told you I wanted to buy you lunch. I thought we had plans." 
 
    I literally could not say no to this man. I nodded and smiled, suddenly feeling like my lunch break could not come soon enough. I was so drawn to him that I felt like I would be counting the minutes until I saw him again. 
 
    But counting minutes was something people did when they had nothing else to do… and I definitely had things to do. I was overwhelmed already with all the new things I had to do and learn. My mind was full, and as long as I wasn't looking directly at Jasper Blair, I had no trouble forgetting about him. 
 
    I called Paige as soon as Jasper walked out. 
 
    It was quiet in the office and she was expecting my call, so it seemed like a perfect time. I contacted her on the phone, but after only a few seconds, we decided to hang up and Facetime so that she could show me some things. We both smiled as the other one popped up on our screens. 
 
    "Aw, you're so adorable!" she said. "C.J. told me you were cute, and he wasn't lying." 
 
    C.J. was Paige's husband. He also worked there. I had met him that morning. He had been with Jasper and Jacob a long time and was now a site manager. 
 
    "It's just my buns," I said, reaching up to touch my hair. 
 
    She was smiling at me and studying my image on her screen. Does anyone like the way they look on FaceTime? I hated the way I looked when I did this. Surely I wasn't the only one who thought I looked like a completely different person in a bad way. Maybe I just hadn't perfected the art of holding the camera. 
 
    "Nobody ever calls me cute, in my normal life," I said. "And today five different people said it. It's definitely the buns." 
 
    Paige laughed at that. "You are adorable," she said. "I'm so happy you came to help out. I felt terrible about having to leave on such short notice. There are some things I can do from home, but it's hard not being there to keep those guys in line. That's a lot of the job." 
 
    "I'm used to keeping guys in line," I said, "I did a lot of that at the tire store." 
 
    "You're going to be perfect. I just know it. I'm so relieved. I prayed for this. It feels amazing to be able to relax." 
 
    "Yeah, you should definitely relax," I said. "Just take care of yourself. I’m having fun already, and the timing worked out perfect for me." 
 
    "I heard you were stopping-off here on your way to Seattle." 
 
    "I am," I agreed. "I wanted to check out Astoria." 
 
    "What made you want to check out Astoria?" she asked. "The Goonies?" 
 
    "Yeah, mostly," I lied, since I wasn’t going to say it was because of an enigmatic prophecy. 
 
    "What'd you think about the prince of Astoria?" 
 
    "Who's that?" I asked. 
 
    I felt a momentary glitch in my brain as I tried to remember where I had heard of a prince of Astoria, and I thought it was just in my own mind. 
 
    "You must know who I'm talking about," she said, seeing me lost in thought. 
 
    "I don't. I didn't meet a prince." 
 
    She chuckled. "I'm talking about Jasper," she said. 
 
    "Oh, Jasper, yes. I met Jasper. I just didn't know he had a nickname." 
 
    "It's not his nickname," she said. "I never call him that. That is what he is, though. He's the last single Blair brother, and he's Mister It in Astoria." She stared directly at the screen, leveling me with a serious expression. "Please do not fall in love with Jasper Blair, June. He is untamable. He will break your heart in a New-York-second, and I can't let that happen. I need you there till I get back. I can tell he already… never mind. Just don't fall in love with him." 
 
    I blinked at the screen. "I wasn't planning on falling in love," I said honestly. 
 
    This made her laugh. She actually looked relieved. "He's going to be hard to resist," she warned. 
 
    I nodded numbly, barely taking in what she was saying. I caught myself thinking about his grin. 
 
    "He's going to behave himself with you, I know he will. But just be aware… hearts break when he walks in the room. You actually might have to deal with ladies trying to reach him on the office phone when he's not texting them back." My expression was serious, and she tried to gage it before she continued. "Don't let me scare you. You'll love Jasper and Jacob. They're awesome to work for. The whole crew is pretty amazing. I love my job. I'm going to miss going up there every morning." 
 
    "Aw, and I know they miss you," I said. "Everybody's already told me I've got big shoes to fill." 
 
    "You're going to do fine, I can tell," she said. "Are you ready to get down to business?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, I am." 
 
    "All right. That's what I like to hear. Let's start with going to the computer and opening the scheduling software." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month later 
 
      
 
      
 
    My first month in Astoria would have made one heck of a movie montage. It would show funny mishaps and good humor at the construction company mixed with adventures and sincere, sweet, funny moments with the Blair family. 
 
    Dave and Becky were interesting and kind. They gave me space while at the same time getting to know me and showing real interest in my life. 
 
    I experienced a lot of action during that month. 
 
    We packed a lot in. 
 
    There was never a dull moment. 
 
    I had a lot to learn at the office, and my evenings and weekends were absolutely full of adventure. Jasper Blair got the notion to help me with my quest for life experiences, and he planned one thing after another for me. 
 
    It all started on my first day of work when, on my lunch break, he took me to this tall tower called the Astoria Column. We climbed it and took in the breathtaking views at the mouth of the Columbia river. There was rocky coastline with houses and trees, and a bridge in the distance. 
 
    It was already wonderful on day one, and our adventures just got more elaborate from there. 
 
    We drove down the coast, we went sifting for gold, we took hikes, we even went to Portland last weekend for a performance of the symphony orchestra. 
 
    Jasper was a perfect tour guide. He was spontaneous, full of life and vigor. He was always up for a challenge, and he took my quest for adventure as just that—a challenge. 
 
    He was hilarious, always coming up with something new for me to see, taste, or experience. He took me fishing for salmon and made me help cut and clean the fish, which was completely foreign to me. I had grown up on a farm, but I had never gone fishing. 
 
    The whole month was full of wonderful experiences of coastal Oregon. If I would have documented everything we did, I could have made the ultimate commercial for the chamber of tourism. 
 
    Jasper was single and unattached. He worked hard, and he liked to play hard, too. He wasn't the type to do social media or otherwise look at screens or devices. I never saw him just sit and watch television. Of course, at the end of the night, he always went to his house, and I went to his parents', so I was sure he watched television at home. I knew he did a little. We had talked about different movies and series we liked. Either way, Jasper was a mover and a shaker. He was always working or doing something fun or productive. 
 
    During the last month, I had heard from about twenty different people that Jasper had broken a lot of hearts in this town. I was warned more than a few times that he just wasn't the type who could settle down or enter a committed relationship. 
 
    There was a woman named Jenna Ellender who was a walking testimony to Jasper's tendencies. She had stopped by the office a few times looking for him, and I could just tell that she was the type who had been following him around like a puppy. People had told me they had gone out before. 
 
    It didn't matter to me, though. Jasper and I did not go there with our relationship. We both knew my time in Astoria was limited. We had a nice long talk on day one when he told me about his intentions to help me experience life to the fullest. 
 
    I did believe, however, that we were both physically attracted to each other. We had a couple of moments where something verging on flirty was said or some extended eye contact happened. It was obvious to both of us that there was attraction, but it didn't influence the way we behaved around each other. 
 
    Jasper and I spent a lot of one-on-one time during that month. There was plenty of opportunity for us to steer things in that direction, but both of us seemed to intentionally leave physical attraction out of it. 
 
    He was my boss, he was my tour guide, and some time, during the process of it all, he had also become a good friend. He had done so much for me, and the funniest part was that he thanked me for it. Several times, he had expressed his appreciation for my willingness to try new things. He acted like he owed me something or was inspired by me, which was crazy since he was the one who was giving me all of the opportunities in the first place. 
 
    Mrs. Dietrich had been absolutely right when she told me I should seek out a man named Jasper in Astoria. This was the absolute best-case scenario. I couldn't think of a better start to my five-year journey. Things could have looked much different for me if I had moved out of my parents' house cold turkey and been alone in a big city right off the bat. The stop-off at the Blairs' home was a perfect transition. 
 
    I had not told another soul about the things Mrs. Dietrich had told me, but I didn't take for granted that it was a miracle and a gift. I thought of writing or calling to tell her that I was in Astoria and had met a man named Jasper, but I never did. Even though I was living it, it still seemed unbelievable or outlandish to think that she had a dream and all this had happened as a result. It was hard for me to believe, and I usually wound up with doubt creeping-in because I would start to think she knew him beforehand. 
 
    So, long story short, I had not contacted Maggie Dietrich to tell her I was in Astoria. My mother knew everything, of course, but if she had mentioned my change of plans to Maggie Dietrich, she didn't tell me as much. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was a month into my journey when Paige had her baby. She had gone into labor last night, and she had the baby this morning before dawn. Jacob was at the office when I got there, and he had been the one to tell me. It was a little girl, and Paige and C.J. named her Callie Jane so that she would have her daddy's initials. 
 
    She was born a couple of weeks early, but she and Paige were both healthy, and they were expecting to go home after a few days. 
 
    Jasper and I had plans for the weekend. 
 
    I knew we were driving down the coast. It was most likely a trip that would take no longer than a couple of hours because we had plans to leave right after work and he mentioned having dinner once we got to our destination. I also knew we'd be staying the night. We'd leave today, stay in a hotel, and come back tomorrow. That was all I knew for certain. I had overheard Jasper talking to his brother about sand dunes and dune buggies, but I didn't know if that was about this weekend, and I didn't ask any questions. 
 
    I had learned to just trust Jasper and go along for the ride when he planned something. I had been hanging out with him nearly every day for a month, and never once had he steered me wrong or even made me feel awkward or uncomfortable. 
 
    Jasper and I stopped at the hospital on our way out of town. During my time in Astoria, I had spoken to Paige quite a few times on the phone and had even gone by her house. She and I hadn't spent much time together, but she was one of the people I considered a friend in Astoria. And, let's face it, without her role in all of this, I would have never ended up coming here in the first place. 
 
    Knowing the baby's arrival was right around the corner, I had put together a little gift basket for Paige and baby Callie. I bought Paige an Aveda bath set that included shampoo, conditioner, and shower gel. For the baby, I included diapers, a few designer swaddling blankets, and precious set of organic cotton onesies that I had found at a baby boutique downtown. 
 
    Everyone at the shop put in on a few big things. I had chipped-in a little on that as well, but I wanted to do something more for her. So far in Astoria, I had earned more than I had spent, so I didn't bat an eye at buying something nice. 
 
    Jasper and I went into Paige's room together on our way out of town. Paige had several guests there visiting. It was packed in the room, so they walked down the hall with C.J. to try to see into the nursery. 
 
    Paige took a minute to open my gifts, thanking me several times and remarking on how much she loved everything. 
 
    "Did you two come together?" she asked. We had already been there for a few minutes, so her question seemed to come out of nowhere. 
 
    "We did," I said. "Jasper's taking me down the coast tonight. We're leaving straight from here." 
 
    "Jasper's taking you down the coast, huh?" She tilted her head a little, raising her eyebrows and smirking a little. 
 
    "What's that look about?" Jasper asked. 
 
    "Nothing. I just heard you guys went to Portland last weekend." 
 
    "We did," I said. "We saw the symphony." 
 
    Her smirk intensified as she stared at Jasper. 
 
    "What?" he asked. 
 
    "The symphony?" 
 
    "June's trying to do new stuff. I figured she needed some culture." 
 
    Paige laughed. "What do you know about culture, Jasper Blair?" 
 
    "Oh, he knows a lot," I said, defending him. "I'm all cultured-up after spending time with Jasper. He's the smartest ever." 
 
    "C.J. said you two are inseparable, but I had no idea. I can't believe you go on weekend getaways together." 
 
    "It's not a getaway," I clarified. "We don't go together. He just takes me… you know… as a tour guide, kind of. We don't stay… in the… same room or anything." 
 
    I spoke in an awkward, choppy way because I regretted saying it at all. I thought it might be a given that we didn't stay in the same room and me clarifying it only made me seem guilty of something that I wasn't. Then my mind started to race. Maybe I felt weird about saying it because secretly I wished something would happen between Jasper and me. I felt a sudden wave of nervousness at that thought, and I took a step backward instinctually. 
 
    Jasper was standing behind me, and I bumped into him. He caught me, steadying me and helping me keep my balance. I felt his warm hand touch the back of my arm, and even once I was stable, he left it there. The presence of his hand on my arm, innocent as it was, made me experience a warm, electric feeling. 
 
    Paige looked at us curiously, but I knew from her perspective, she couldn’t tell that he was touching me. My heart pounded. Previously, I had thoughts of Jasper showing me physical attention, but that's all they were—thoughts. Beyond a professional handshake, he had never so much as touched me. He held doors and did other gentlemanly things, but he had certainly never let his hand rest on the back of my arm. 
 
    It caused undeniable physical reaction. 
 
    I felt like I might melt. 
 
    "C.J. said all is well with the baby," Jasper said. Even as he spoke, his hand remained on me. 
 
    "The doctor said Callie is strong and healthy," Paige said. "He said if all goes well, we should be cleared to go home in a few days." She looked at me. "I know you were kind of waiting on me to make your moving plans. I think, if all goes well, I should be able to get back to work in two or three weeks." 
 
    Early. 
 
    She was saying she wanted to come back early. 
 
    I had planned on staying at least two months, and now Paige was officially telling me that I wouldn't be needed that long. My heart dropped, and my hands followed suit. It wasn't intentional, my posture just changed when she mentioned my impending departure. Jasper's hand had been touching my arm, but when my hands dropped, we lost contact. 
 
    It was only seconds later that I felt his hand brush against mine. I held my breath. He was millimeters away from holding my hand. I could feel the warmth of the side of his hand near mine. I remained right next to him as I spoke to Paige. 
 
    "Everyone can't wait to have you back," I said, knowing she couldn't see what our hands were doing. "And I'm ready to give you your spot back at a moment's notice. But I'm not in a hurry. So you can just take your time and let me know when you're ready." 
 
    "I think it'll be three weeks at the most," she said, smiling brightly like it hadn't fazed her at all to give birth to a baby. 
 
    Jasper's hand grazed mine, and I wondered why mothers were so anxious to leave their newborn babies, anyway. Didn't most women take off longer than a few weeks? Okay, so the truth was that Paige was probably mother of the year, and I was just feeling vulnerable and shaken on account of Jasper's proximity to me. Maybe I was dreading leaving a little, too. But either way, I had already settled on being here for a couple of months. There was really no reason for her to be in such a hurry to get back. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no talk of the hand contact on our trip south. We got into the vehicle when we left Paige's room, and we talked a lot while we were driving, but neither of us brought up the unexpected physical contact. 
 
    It had, however made things shift a little for me. That wave of attraction was so overwhelming that it made me view Jasper through a new sort of filter. I tried to shake it, and I didn't show it, but I was aware of him in a new way. 
 
    Jasper was always in complete control of our adventures. I didn't even ask where we were going. I had grown to trust him during the last month, and I knew he had my best interest in mind, so I preferred to let it be a surprise. We went straight to a restaurant when we reached our destination. 
 
    It was a town called Pacific City. We ate dinner in a small restaurant that overlooked the water. I had seen a lot of the ocean since I moved to Astoria, and it was not getting old. Oregon's rocky shores were always a welcome sight. 
 
    Jasper and I had been in a serious conversation on the way down the coast, and it continued while we sat at dinner. We talked about deep things in life—God, family, personality traits, thoughts and feelings on several different subjects. 
 
    It wasn't the first time we had talked about such things. Jasper and I were both good communicators, and sometimes, on days like today, we would talk non-stop the whole time we were together. Other times, we would sit quietly in each other's company. 
 
    Jasper had more layers than I expected. Based on other people's warnings, I anticipated that he would be a huge player. I wasn't the type who was drawn to players. Not that I had trouble with any in my real life, but I had read plenty books with players as the main character, and they always seemed a little simple-minded or beef-headed to me. 
 
    Jasper was nothing like that. Players seemed to have one thing on their mind, and Jasper had never so much as made a move on me. In fact, when we first started hanging out, I assumed that if he didn't hit on me, I would witness him hitting on someone else. He hadn't. 
 
    He was charismatic and charming, and he was friendly, but a player was not the first word I would use to describe him. It wouldn't even be the second, or third, or fifth. Jasper was so many things before he was a player. He was hard working, charming, smart, witty, kind, cunning, determined, funny, outgoing, and talented. He was a good brother, a good son, and a good businessman. Any or all of those words would come to my mind before the word player. Jasper had undeniable swagger, but he didn't strike me as the womanizer type. 
 
    If anyone was in a position to do it, though, it would be Jasper. I could see the way women looked at him. In fact, I could see and appreciate his attractiveness with my own eyes. He had a lot going for him. 
 
    And there I went again, thinking about Jasper and how much he had going for him. It was all because of the accidental hand brushing that took place at the hospital. 
 
    I snapped out of my mental meanderings when I saw Jasper trying to get my attention from across the table at the restaurant. He was staring directly into my eyes and waving a little as if drawing me back to earth. We had already finished eating, and we were waiting for the check. I had been lost in thought, so I hadn't heard what he said. 
 
    "What'd you say?" I asked. 
 
    "I asked if you were going to be okay if I spring a two-nighter on you?" he asked. 
 
    "What do you mean? Like stay two nights?" 
 
    It was a pretty dumb question, but I hadn't been expecting him to say that. 
 
    "We can cancel tomorrow night's reservation if you want to head back to Astoria," he said. "I do have something planned tomorrow. We can head back after we finish doing it, or we can spend one more night. I have a feeling you'll want to stay one more night once you see the place where I—" 
 
    "I want to stay," I said, cutting him off. "You don't even have to tell me the… I want to do the full… stay for the whole… whatever you had planned." 
 
    He gave me a slow grin. "Let me also clarify one other thing… we're not staying in a hotel." 
 
    "Where are we staying? Camping?" I asked. 
 
    He grinned at my enthusiasm. "Yeah, actually, how'd you know?" 
 
    "That's the only other thing I could think of besides a hotel." 
 
    "Hart's Camp," he said. "It's an Airstream hotel." 
 
    "What's that? Is that… are we spending the night in an Airstream?" I asked. "One of those silver things?" 
 
    He smiled. "Yes." 
 
    "Like, it's already parked and ready to go?" 
 
    "Yes, it's parked and ready to go," he said, still grinning. "It won't be moving while we're trying to sleep." 
 
    His words caused a rush of warmth to run through my body. When he said we're trying to sleep, it caused me to picture us sleeping together—not together, together… but fully clothed and curled up on a couch. I blinked, controlling my thoughts. 
 
    "Is it one Airstream?" I asked. 
 
    "It is," he said. "But it's got a separate bedroom. I'll be out in the living room on the couch. I know you like to read before bed. You'll have your own room and everything. There are bunnies, and an outdoor shower that looks really nice." 
 
    "An outdoor shower?" I asked, feeling a little reluctant. 
 
    "There's an indoor one in the camper, too," he said. "But the guy said everyone loves the outdoor showers, that's why I reserved that specific camper. I figured that was something you could mark off of your adventure list. And the campsite is only a short walk from the beach." 
 
    "Wait a second, wait a second, what did you say about a bunny?" 
 
    "There are bunnies," he said, nodding. "Actual rabbits, hopping around. They live at the campsite." 
 
    "Can I pet them?" I asked. 
 
    "I think so," he said. "I don't know, actually. I didn't ask. I just saw that on their website. There's a fire pit, too. It looks like a cool place. That's why I hesitated to only book one night. We barely have any daylight left tonight." 
 
    I looked around. "What are we waiting for?" I asked. 
 
    *** 
 
    "Thank goodness you got this for two nights, Jasper. Oh, my word. Can I just live here? This is the sweetest little campsite I ever did see. I'm amazed. This is… so cool… it's so much cooler than I imagined. And this camper…" I gasped as I peeked inside. "Look at it in here. It's so modern. It's got everything you need. A kitchen… I love the… but… is this the… are you supposed to be…" 
 
    I couldn’t imagine that the bench seat I was currently looking at was supposed to be the place where Jasper would be sleeping. I craned my neck to look down the hall, past the kitchen and into the open door which led to the bedroom. There was a huge bed filling up nearly the entire room. It was clean and inviting with fluffy white bedding. I glanced at the couch again. It was not large enough for Jasper Blair. 
 
    "I'm going to sleep out here," I said, motioning to the narrow couch. It wasn't like a couch you'd find in a living room—it was basically an extended bench seat for the little dining table that was positioned in the end of the camper. I wasn't sure I would call it a couch, but was a flat, padded surface. People had certainly slept on worse. But it was narrow, and quite frankly, Jasper would not physically fit on it. The bed at the end of the hall looked about a thousand times more comfortable—and definitely more suited for a big man like him. 
 
    "You take the bed," I said. "There's no way you're fitting out there." 
 
    "I would actually never fit on this," he agreed, staring down at it. He glanced around, looking dissatisfied. "It's nice in here, but I thought it would be bigger. I'll see if they have another camper available, that way we can each have one." 
 
    "Don't," I said. I couldn't imagine how much this cost. "We've got plenty of space in here." 
 
    "I don't think you'd be comfortable on this couch, either," he said. 
 
    "We can share the bed," I offered. "I'll stay out here in the living room and read while you watch TV or whatever. I'll wait and come to bed once you're asleep. Just leave me a little space on the edge. I'll sleep on top of the covers. You can put pillows between us if you're worried that I'll—" 
 
    "I'm not worried," Jasper said. "I know you're not going to try anything on me." 
 
    "Of course not," I said. 
 
    I would end up sleeping on the couch. 
 
    I was only saying all that about climbing into bed with him because I didn't want him to feel bad about needing to sleep in there. I looked around, taking in the small living room and kitchen. It was clean and modern. It really was an adorable place to stay. My heart felt warm that Jasper continually went to so much trouble to make sure I experienced cool things. The entire month that I'd been in Oregon, I felt like my life had been one big highlight reel. 
 
    "I promise I didn't do this on purpose," he said. "The guy said there were TVs in the living room and bedroom, so I assumed the living room was more of a, well, living room." 
 
    I couldn't believe he felt bad. This place was amazing. It felt like our own little house—our wonderful, shabby-chic, tiny beach home. We had a nice private patio and small yard with chairs and a fire pit. This place was so comfortable and cozy that I could fall asleep anywhere. 
 
    I would read until Jasper was asleep, and he would never know where I spent the night. There was absolutely no need for him to get a second camper. I was almost sure they wouldn't have one available if he tried. I wouldn't want to stay in one of these campers by myself, anyway. 
 
    "It so perfect," I said. "I'll read till you go to sleep. I might even end up falling asleep out here if I get too cozy." 
 
    He smiled at me and started to say something but then changed his mind. He turned to take his bag to the bedroom. 
 
    "Thank you for this," I said, looking in cabinets and the fridge after he walked into the bedroom. "It's perfect." 
 
    I didn't know what I wanted to do first. The private fire pit was alluring, but so was a walk on the beach. There was a communal bonfire in the common area. People were out and about, playing games, and that area looked pretty tempting, too. 
 
    It was dusk, and while the camper was quirky and wonderful, I knew we had to get outside and enjoy our surroundings before the sun set. 
 
    We decided to go for a walk on the beach. We talked while enjoying the beautiful weather. Darkness fell around us. The ocean was cold as always, but we walked in up to our knees just before we headed back to the campsite. 
 
    It was 9:30 when we made it back, and we started a fire to warm our bones after that walk. 
 
    We talked about work while we were sitting out there. It wasn't because we felt like we had to, either. I enjoyed discussing the jobs they were doing, and I could tell it helped him to talk certain things out. I had gotten to know a few of the clients, and I was truly interested in their projects. 
 
    We stayed by the fire for another hour before Jasper stood up with a groan. He hadn't changed since work, so he had on a company t-shirt with jeans. He stretched, and I caught sight of some skin at his waistband. I had seen him without a shirt on before, and the small amount of skin that I just saw reminded me of the gentle curves and ridges of muscles that lined his body. 
 
    Normally, I didn't have a problem ignoring his appeal, but tonight, I was having a very difficult time not being distracted by him. It was all because of that accidental hand-brushing at the hospital. 
 
    "I told you I was going to let you read, and I lied," he said with a little smile. "It's late. We should go in." 
 
    "I'm glad we stayed out here," I said. "Hanging out is better than reading sometimes. I had never heard that story about you pulling the splinter out of C.J.'s foot." 
 
    "I know, because I've never told you," he said messing with me. He reached out to help me up, and I took him up on the offer. 
 
    "Yeah, but just because you didn't tell me a story doesn't mean I haven't heard it. I've heard plenty of stories about you that you didn't tell me." 
 
    He gave me a little smirk. "From who?" 
 
    "Your mother. Your father. Jacob. Paige. Everyone. Mostly your mom and dad, though." 
 
    "They tell you stories about me?" 
 
    "Not just about you. Your brothers too." 
 
    Jasper had helped me up while we were talking, and he still had a hold of my hand. It was extremely unnerving. My hand felt hot—hotter than normal—like the blood running through my fingertips had turned to lava. 
 
    "Who wants first shower?" he said, letting me go slowly. 
 
    I smiled. "Me." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wouldn't go so far as to say that an outdoor shower could change your life, but there was something undeniably special about it. I wasn't sold on the idea of using the outdoor shower, but we got advice from our neighbors that we mustn't miss the opportunity. 
 
    The stall was larger than I expected. It was made of wood. There was a simple wooden bench near the backside. It was lovely, sleek, beautifully polished wood—not the kind that would give you splinters, but the kind you'd find at a fancy Japanese spa. I had never been to a fancy Japanese spa, but in my head, it seemed like I would find a place like this there. 
 
    Under my feet, there was a combination of concrete that looked like stone and paths of river rocks. One wall was completely covered with living plants. From ceiling to floor, there were succulents and other plants growing out of trays in the wall. That plant wall really put it over the top. 
 
    It wasn't what I had imagined for an outdoor shower. I had always pictured my head and legs being exposed with only a small wood panel barely hiding my torso area. This was different. The structure was taller than me, and there were no gaps or holes in the walls. I felt totally isolated and private, but above my head, there was nothing but the night sky. I felt safely exposed, which was a sensation I wasn't sure if I had ever experienced. 
 
    I relaxed fully. 
 
    Warm water flowed out of a wide showerhead and onto my body, making me feel like I had happened upon some magical combination of a hot spring and a waterfall. It wasn't life-changing, but it was more than I ever expected from a shower. I stayed in there for fifteen or twenty minutes, which was a long time considering that I was normally a five-minute shower person. 
 
    I walked into the camper with huge grin on my face. Jasper was laid out on the bed, on top of the covers with his clothes on, when I came into the trailer. He was not a small guy, and he took up a lot of that bed. I smiled inwardly, knowing there was no way I was climbing in there with him. 
 
    My plan was to make a nice comfy spot to read in the living room and fall asleep there. I headed to the kitchen to grab myself some water before getting situated. Jasper had his things sitting on the end of the bed, and he made quick work of standing, grabbing them, and heading to join me in the main area of the camper. 
 
    He moved so quickly that there became a traffic jam in our kitchen area. I had gone to the fridge to get myself a bottled water, and I was standing there when I felt him come up beside me. He stopped and stood close to me as he waited for me to clear the path. 
 
    Rather than quickly move, like I was tempted to do, I stayed where I was. Even after I closed the fridge door, I remained still, standing in front of it. I turned to face him. I had a bottled water in my hands and I twisted the cap without looking as I stared into Jasper's eyes. 
 
    "That shower," I said slowly. I paused after those two words like that was all I was planning on saying. 
 
    "Was it good?" 
 
    I stared up at him, feeling confident and happy. I felt dangerous—like I wanted to stretch upward and kiss Jasper right on the lips. My hair was still damp, hanging on my shoulders. I was clean and content. He stood right in front of me, and he didn't seem in a hurry to leave. 
 
    "It was so very wonderful," I said. "Truly an experience. I'm taking at least two more of those while we're here. I'm pretty sure it gave me magical powers." 
 
    "You smell amazing," he said. "Maybe that's your magical power." 
 
    I laughed. "I don't know if I'd pick smell-good-ed-ness," I said. 
 
    He grinned at me. "What would you choose?" 
 
    "What magical power, you mean? Like a superhero power?" 
 
    He nodded, and I shrugged. 
 
    "Maybe invisibility. No. Maybe healing. Is that a super power? No. I don't know. I don’t read any comics. I'm sure there's something cool I'm not thinking about." 
 
    "Healing and invisibility are both good," he said. "Flying would be cool, too." 
 
    "Flying would be awesome. What would yours be?" 
 
    "I don't know," he said. He smiled and nudged his chin toward the door. "I have to go take a shower to find out." Jasper started to walk around me, and just as he flinched, I reached out and put my hand on his arm to stop him. He looked at the place where my hand was touching his arm then he glanced at me with an edge of curiosity and something else expression. 
 
    "Thank you," I said. "Seriously. I would have never, ever sought out a place like this." 
 
    "You're welcome," he said. "I should be thanking you. I don't know anyone else who would let me drag them around doing stuff like this." 
 
    I didn't say that literally every single woman in the greater Astoria area would drop everything to let Jasper drag them around. He was all the elements of my book heroes made into one. Looks, charm, wit, determination. 
 
    I didn't tell him he knew he could have any woman he wanted on these trips. What I said instead was, "You're going to be thanking yourself after that shower." 
 
    "That good?" he asked. 
 
    My hand was still on his arm, and he stayed still, making sure it stayed there. I could feel the muscles of his forearm. My hand was already on fire, but the sensation intensified when Jasper glanced at the point of contact again. He looked at me. "I guess I should go try it out," he said, not moving. 
 
    "Yeah. I guess you should," I replied. 
 
    My hand remained on his arm. 
 
    He could have easily moved out from under me, but he didn't. We continued to stand there, my heart beating faster and faster. My breathing became uneven as I struggled to get my lungs to function properly. 
 
    "Did you need something?" he asked, snapping me out of my attraction-induced panic attack. 
 
    I took my hand from his arm, stepping back. "Did I need something? No. Why?" 
 
    "Because you were holding onto me. You don't normally—" 
 
    "No, I just forgot my hand was there—it's so tight right here that it was hard for you to get through with all your clothes and everything. I was just trying to switch places with you so you could get through." 
 
    "Oh really?" he asked, nodding and regarding me with an amused grin. 
 
    My gut sank. He could see right through me. He knew I was nervous. He knew I was attracted to him. What was I going to do? 
 
    "Go take your shower," I said. I smiled and pointed him toward the door. "I don't know why you're standing here for so long." I was making fun of myself when I said that, and he knew it. 
 
    "I was standing here, June, because your hand… (He paused and manually took my hand, putting it back on the spot where it had been.) …was on me like this. That's why I stayed here." 
 
    "I know, but I already said that was an accident. I was just in your way and I was trying to move." 
 
    It was a silly thing for me to say, but my heart felt like a jack-hammer in my chest, and I couldn't think of anything else. 
 
    "Okay," he said. "If that's all it was." 
 
    I nodded and pulled my hand away again. "Yeah," I said. "That's all it was." 
 
    His smile broadened as he turned to head for the door. "All right, well I'm gonna go check out this famous shower." 
 
    "Go ahead and thank yourself now," I called as he walked out. 
 
    "Thank you, Jasper," he said to himself. He sounded serious, but he was joking. 
 
    "Seriously!" I called. "Have fun. Take your time." 
 
    I took three steps toward the dining table, and turned before collapsing onto the couch. I did it dramatically like a swooning woman would do on a chaise lounge in a romance novel. I kicked my legs up and fell onto the couch, resting my head on the back of the seat with the bottled water on my chest. I honestly felt a little tummy-tickled right then, but the added drama was only meant to entertain myself. 
 
    It was too bad Jasper came back into the camper and caught me doing it. "Are you okay?" he asked, looking at me with a serious expression that told me he was actually worried. 
 
    I sat straight up. 
 
    "Yes. I was j-just stretching out. Trying it out. It's so cool in here. I'm about to read." My voice was shaking, so I cut off what I was saying. I was only blabbering, anyway. 
 
    "Okay, you scared me," he said. 
 
    He shot me a curious smile as he walked through the kitchen to the bedroom. I didn't ask what he was doing in there. I assumed he had forgotten something because, within seconds, he came back through the living room again, still carrying a towel and some clothes. 
 
    "I'm really going this time," he said, glancing at me briefly and with a slight smile on his way out. 
 
    I waited for a few seconds after the door closed and then I slouched and let my head flop onto the back of the couch again. I stared at the silver ceiling, marveling at how cool it was that I was inside an Airstream camper. I had never stepped foot into one of those things, much less stayed for two glorious nights in a newly remodeled, perfect, fixed-up, decked-out one. 
 
    I crossed my legs, trying to fully appreciate the coolness of my surroundings. It was difficult to stay focused on anything but Jasper Blair and my new attraction to him. I had been attracted to him all along, but both of us had boundaries in place, and neither of us seemed disappointed about keeping them intact. 
 
    Today, that had changed. Both of us had done little things to test our own and each other's boundaries. I thought of a few of our interactions, including the arm touching just now by the fridge, and it caused my stomach to flip. 
 
    I had the feeling, in that moment, that I would do just about anything to kiss Jasper. That wasn’t something that usually consumed my thoughts, and I had to get a hold of myself. I would disappear into a fictional land for an hour or two to distract myself from the amazing yet unnerving reality that was happening around me. 
 
    I took the extra blankets from the closet and quickly made myself a nice spot on the couch. It was tight, but I would have no problem getting some decent rest there. I curled up in the corner with the dining table on my right where I would set up a little area with my water. I dug in my bag, retrieving my phone and my iPad so that I could read. I enjoyed reading paperbacks when I could, but eBooks were portable, and read a lot more of them than their paper counterparts. 
 
    I dove right in. 
 
    Chapter 9, right where I had left off. 
 
    It was a romance, and the main characters were in the middle of a big argument. It was simply a misunderstanding, though, and I knew everything would work out. 
 
    I read all of chapter 9 and two pages of chapter 10 before Jasper opened the door. 
 
    "What'd you think?" I asked, smiling at him. I tried to seem confident and unaffected, ignoring the fact that Jasper was an absolute dream with his damp hair pushed back off of his face. He had on athletic pants with a grey t-shirt. He hadn't completely dried his chest before he put the shirt on because it hugged his chest and I could see the little dots of water where his shirt was a darker grey. I glanced several times at the silhouette of muscles created by the water droplets on his shirt. It clung to him, and seeing me glance that way, Jasper adjusted his shirt so that the shoulders were in the right spot and it would hang more loosely on him. 
 
    His movement caused me to catch a whiff of him. 
 
    Goodness. 
 
    "What'd you think?" I asked, trying to stay focused. 
 
    "I definitely loved it," he said. 
 
    "Wasn't it amazing?" 
 
    "Yes. I seriously need one of those at my house." 
 
    "I thought the same thing," I said. "But I thought maybe I'd get used to it—you know, get immune to the coolness." 
 
    "I don't know," Jasper said doubtfully, shaking his head. He sat on the end of the couch, near my feet, but then he looked at me and stood up immediately. "I am so sorry," he said, catching sight of my iPad. "I'm going to let you read." 
 
    "It's fine," I said. 
 
    But he was already standing up. 
 
    "No, I'm gonna stretch out and watch some TV anyway. I'm tired." 
 
    "I bet you are," I said. 
 
    Jasper and Jacob had more than their share of overseeing to do, but they still made time to work with the crews. This week, two guys called-in sick on the same job, so they had been working double time on the physical part of the job. I knew he was tired. I had offered to come back several times while we were walking on the beach, but he assured me that our time out there was helping him wind down. 
 
    "Night," he said with his back to me as he retreated toward his bedroom. "See you in the morning." 
 
    "Yep," I said. "Sleep good." 
 
    "You too." 
 
    He didn't mention anything about me climbing into bed with him, and I thought he must have known that I was planning on falling asleep out there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I assumed Jasper knew I wasn't going to come to bed with him, but I learned that was not the case. He left his door open, and I could see into the bedroom from where I was sitting at the other end of the camper. I couldn’t see all of Jasper, but I could see enough of his silhouette to know where he was. It was dark in the bedroom, so it was all just shapes and shadows. 
 
    He had turned off the television at midnight, and everything had been quiet since then. It was after one o'clock in the morning when I saw him begin to stir and then sit up. I only had a couple of chapters left to go in my book, so I had been planning on staying up until I finished it. 
 
    When I saw Jasper stirring, I instinctually put down my iPad. I slid it under the covers, burying it so deeply that no light was escaping. I left it there, adjusting slightly to look comfortable while being as motionless as possible. I took my arm out of the covers, but my movements were slow and discreet. 
 
    My eyes were open only in tiny slits, but I could see Jasper's silhouette. He was sitting up in bed. He swiveled and looked next to him and it looked like he then turned to peer out toward the living room. The next thing I knew, he stood up. My heart raced. I watched as he silently and slowly walked out of the bedroom and came toward me. It was dark, but there was just enough light that I could tell he was staring straight at me. He positioned himself right in front of me, trying to see if I was awake. My eyes were open only the tiniest of slits. 
 
    I did the only thing I could do. I used my best acting skills and pretended to be in a deep, unshakable sleep. I purposely relaxed, intentionally breathing out of my mouth and taking breaths in a long, slow, intentionally even pattern like someone who was actually sleeping. 
 
    "June," he whispered. 
 
    He said my name, and it took all the strength I had to refrain from responding. 
 
    "Juju-bean," he whispered. 
 
    Again, I did not respond. He reached out and rubbed my leg gently with the back of his hand. The covers were thick, so I barely felt it. He was so close to me that I was about to crack under the pressure. I shifted and moaned a little, swallowing and sounding really asleep and out-of-it. He had never called me Juju-bean before, and my body was alight with nerves and anticipation. Jasper leaned over me—coming close again like he might whisper in my ear. I held completely still. 
 
    They had just kissed—the couple in my book. 
 
    It was a good one, too. 
 
    There had been a lot build-up and some separation, and the kiss came as sweet relief. 
 
    I really wanted to kiss Jasper. That, to me, would be the sweetest relief ever. I blamed my overactive urges on the fact that I had just read that scene. Or maybe it was the accidental and intentional touches Jasper and I had experienced that day. Maybe it was simply the fact that Jasper was so kissable. 
 
    Either way, in that moment, I felt that it would be impossible for me to wait the appropriate amount of time before I kissed him. I wasn't sure what the appropriate amount of time was, but anything beyond right that second was too long. 
 
    Jasper was leaning over me, making matters worse. My eyes were closed too much for me to see his face, but I could see the lower part of his body, and I felt him leaning over me. I concentrated on my breathing, taking deep, even breaths and making sure I sounded like I was still asleep. Out of nowhere, I felt the side of his finger barely touch my cheek. 
 
    That's when it happened. 
 
    I couldn't take it any longer. 
 
    What came next was an act of sheer desperation. 
 
    It was one I pulled from a book I had read long ago. An idea had been planted when I read that scene, and now here we were, with me reenacting it. 
 
    This exact maneuver had actually crossed my mind before Jasper ever came out there, so the whole thing happened more naturally than you would think. Instinctually, I knew that I had to fully commit, or it would fail miserably. I had to act fast so that he wouldn't give up and go back to bed. 
 
    "Bye baby, love you," I said. "I'm gonna sleep some more. Have a good day at work." I mumbled the words sleepily, almost moaning like I was talking in my sleep. 
 
    Then, I kissed him. I knew he was standing over me so I opened my eyes just enough to barely stretch up and place my lips on his. 
 
    I did it somewhat clumsily, landing on the side of his mouth while still pretending to be asleep. 
 
    My heart felt like it might actually explode. 
 
    His lips were soft and warm, and he did not pull away from me when I did it. I broke contact, but I regretted it instantly. I smiled contentedly, still faking sleep, and then stretched up to kiss him again. I knew where he was this time, so this kiss was more direct. I wanted to leave my lips on his indefinitely. A warm current of electricity flowed through my body when I kissed him. I wanted to never stop. But obviously that wouldn't do if I expected him to believe I was sleeping. I moaned and readjusted, swallowing absentmindedly as I shifted in my spot. "I love you," I repeated, staying in character. "Have a good day at work." 
 
    I almost added a fake guy's name to make it more convincing since that's what she did in the book, but I didn't. I just turned to the side and pretended to be passed-completely-out. I was far too nervous to manage a small opening in my eyelids, so my eyes were completely closed now. 
 
    Jasper didn't walk off right away, and my heart pounded a thousand miles an hour as I lay there, pretending to sleep. I was positive he would be able to see my heart beating from the outside. It was all I could do to stop myself from breaking out into a full-on shiver, or worse still, giggling. 
 
    I had kissed Jasper Blair. 
 
    Twice. 
 
    It was as glorious as I imagined. 
 
    Without another word, Jasper moved. I concentrated on breathing regularly and didn't open my eyes until I heard his footsteps walking away. 
 
    What had I done? I had to. It was the only way I would have been able to kiss him without waiting days or weeks. I had no regrets whatsoever. I was so proud of myself for actually pulling that off. If I hadn't done it now, who knew when I would have done it. Maybe never. I might have gone my whole life and never, ever kissed Jasper Blair. That would have been terrible. 
 
    I had to hold back a smile. I peered at him through narrow slits in my eyes, watching him retreat to the bedroom. I caught myself holding my breath now that I wasn't concentrating on faking sleep. 
 
    Jasper stopped in front of the refrigerator. He opened the freezer door. I thought he might get something out of it, but he just stood there with his head inside of it. He stayed there with his head directly in the freezer for what must have been thirty seconds before closing the door again. I heard him sigh and then he glanced at me one time before heading back to his room. 
 
    I did all my shifting while he had his back to me. I knew I would not pick up my iPad and start reading again. I had enough to process in real life. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    My. 
 
    Goodness. 
 
    I had kissed Jasper. 
 
    I had unashamedly pressed my lips to his. Was there shame involved if I had pretended to be asleep the whole time? Perhaps I hadn't kissed him unashamedly. But I had kissed him. Did he actually believe I was asleep? He must have, otherwise he would have said something. I don't think he would have stopped and put his head in the freezer if he thought I was awake. 
 
    My thoughts and my adrenaline buzzed as I stayed there, lying as still as possible. I replayed the whole thing once, twice, three times, remembering the things I said and imagining the feel of Jasper's lips. I felt that same gut-twisting sensation every single time I recalled my lips on his. 
 
    He had not, I repeat, he had not pulled away. 
 
    He had kissed me back. He didn't wake me up or keep going, but he kissed me back. There was no doubt in my mind that he had returned the kiss. I remembered his lips going soft under mine. I was almost certain he had pressed into me. 
 
    Gosh. Just thinking about it caused a zapping feeling to happen in the pit of my stomach. It was outrageous for me to do something like that. I had kissed guys in my life, but never had I pretended to do it in my sleep. I had to do it, though. I didn't see where I had a choice. The opportunity was presented to me on a silver platter. It was a softball that had been perfectly pitched—lobbed into the air. I had to hit it. I had to kiss him. I had no other choice in that circumstance. Right? He was leaning over me, for goodness sake. I was almost positive he had touched the side of my face. 
 
    It was after 2am when I slid my iPad onto the table. I thought about the fake-sleeping kiss for quite a while before I was able to drift off to sleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper was not in the camper when I woke up the following morning. He was outside. I knew it because I glanced down the hall and saw that his bed was empty, and then I heard his muffled talking. It wasn't loud, and it hadn't been the thing to wake me up, but now that I was listening for him, I heard him. 
 
    The shades were drawn, but I pulled back the side of one of them so I could peek outside. I saw Jasper. He was in the small patch of grass that was between the patio and the fire pit. I noticed instantly that he didn't have on a shirt. He was wearing jeans, but he was barefoot and bare-chested. There was a towel draped over one shoulder. He had the phone to his ear and he was pacing absentmindedly. 
 
    I glanced away since I felt bad for staring at him without him knowing, but then I didn't put the shade back, and my eyes drifted toward him again. I couldn't help myself. I knew his schedule. I knew he made time to go to the gym on top of the manual labor he did at work. It should not come as a surprise that his body looked like he was etched from marble. 
 
    I wasn't usually the type to use the word hot to describe a man, but it was difficult to think of a better adjective. Jasper was smoking, sizzling, piping hot. He was rip-roaring hot. 
 
    I imagined the kiss from last night, and felt the effects of it all over again. My heart fluttered. I blinked and looked away. I could not spy on him and feel good about myself. I had to go out there and show my face. But first, I had to brush my teeth. 
 
    I quickly jogged to the small bathroom where I already had my toiletries sitting near the sink. I brushed my teeth and checked myself in the mirror, splashing a little water onto my face to help wake me up and hopefully help physically open my eyes. 
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror, tilting my head this way and that and doing a quick check of my teeth, nose, hair, and overall general appearance. I was nervous about talking to him after what happened last night, but I also couldn’t wait. 
 
    I walked to the living room, and one-by-one, I started opening the shades. Some morning light was already inside, but it got significantly brighter as the shades went up. Jasper had walked further into the yard, so I opened the door with the intention to go look for him. 
 
    He must have heard me because he came around the corner, looking at the door with a curious expression. He smiled when he realized it was me. I scanned his appearance and then our eyes met. He still had the phone in his hand, but I watched as he turned it off and slid it into his back pocket. 
 
    "Good morning," he said. 
 
    "Good morning," I returned. I almost mentioned his lack of a shirt, but I held my tongue. That was how nervous I was… I wanted to go around pointing out the obvious. He really did need to put a shirt on, though. It wasn't fair to me. How was I supposed to concentrate under these conditions? His face was distracting enough, and even when I was looking at that, I could see the ridges of his abs in my periphery. 
 
    I had to remind myself that I should behave as if nothing had happened between us the night before. That was difficult with the way my heart raced. I imagined him reaching out to grab me and do it again. It could have been that I was worried I would reach out and grab him. 
 
    I glanced at his lips… the ones I had kissed last night. I clearly remembered how they felt. I recalled the fact that I had said I love you when I was pretending to be asleep. Of course, I was supposed to be talking to someone else, but the thought of it caused me to blush. I felt my face heating up, and I knew I was turning red. 
 
    I looked away, pretending to be interested in something else. There was a hanging basket with flowers nearby, and I gravitated toward it, reaching out to touch the leaves. 
 
    "Did you have coffee yet?" he asked. 
 
    I glanced at him "No. Did you?" 
 
    He shook his head. "Do you want to go somewhere or make a pot here?" 
 
    I shrugged. "We can just make some here. I saw those granola bars you brought. I don't usually eat a big breakfast, so I'm fine with just doing that." 
 
    He grinned and touched his bare torso. "I usually eat a big breakfast, but I'll just have a couple of those bars to hold me over." 
 
    I watched as he sat casually on the wooden stoop. 
 
    "You slept on the couch," he said. 
 
    "I know. I was so comfortable out there that I just crashed. I slept hard. I didn't hear you get up and come out here." 
 
    I was talking about not hearing him that morning, but I felt flush again when I realized it could have applied to last night. 
 
    "I was trying to be quiet," he said. 
 
    "You didn't have to be, but thank you. I didn't hear you at all." 
 
    "I took another shower," he said, nudging his head toward the outdoor stall. 
 
    "I figured. I saw your towel." 
 
    Mentioning the towel caused him to pick it up. He used the end of it to wipe his hair. It was an innocent enough move on his part, but it exposed his chest and stomach. I only caught a slight glimpse of it before intentionally turning away. 
 
    "Was it as good as you remember?" I asked. 
 
    "The shower?" he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "At least as good," he said. "I'm seriously building myself one of those. No kidding. I'm going to take measurements before we leave. I'll probably end up building a few of them by the time it's all said and done—once a few people see mine." 
 
    "I usually don't shower in the morning, but I might have to," I said. 
 
    He nodded. "You should." 
 
    We didn't mention the kiss. 
 
    Both of us acted like it hadn't happened. 
 
    We continued our day, having fun and getting along as usual while maintaining a respectable distance. Jasper and I were comfortable operating in the friend zone, and we easily reverted to that. 
 
    We had a full day. We went dune buggy riding on sand dunes. Jasper drove and I rode as the passenger. He didn't try to scare me, but it was a thrilling ride, and more than a few times, I huddled toward him. 
 
    We ate some fish and chips before heading north, up the coast to a peninsula called Cape Lookout. We hiked to a beautiful vista, the whole time talking and teasing each other like we always did. 
 
    He gave me a hand a few times on our hike, but we never held the contact for longer than necessary. It was amazing how I was aware of his touch in a new way. There was a physical sensation that took place when he made skin-on-skin contact with me now—even if it was to do something practical like help me up a steep rock. 
 
    We needed to keep our relationship the way it was for several reasons, though, and I did my best to ignore those sensations and focus on being his friend. Jasper seemed okay with that. 
 
    One time, during the day, he mentioned that he tried to wake me up last night. It was in passing that he mentioned it. He just told me that he came out to the living room but that I was sleeping soundly. I made a surprised facial expression, and nothing else was said about it. I was nervous that he might know the truth, but he didn't say as much. 
 
    We ate Italian food for dinner, and then we played yard games with some of the other campers. Jasper was good at everything. I had learned that during my time living in Astoria. The Blairs were all like that—they were good at everything, and they somehow didn't rub people the wrong way about it. 
 
    Jasper was approachable and down to earth while excelling at literally everything he tried. He even beat his brothers at things. And believe me, they made everything a contest—especially Jacob and Jasper. Those twins were always outdoing each other. That was one of the biggest secrets to their success. They always challenged each other. 
 
    All day we stayed by each other's side. We stayed active all day, too. We rode the dune buggy, went on a hike, met and mingled with people, and ate at multiple restaurants. 
 
    We never engaged in any PDA, but everyone, from our servers to the people we met at the campground, assumed we were a couple. It was obvious by how they looked at us and interacted with us. We never said anything to confirm or deny it. 
 
    We had plans to go for a walk on the beach that evening, but I was tired from the full day, and we wound up staying at the campsite. We hung out with two other couples we had met, and it was ten o'clock when we retreated to our camper. 
 
    We did basically the same thing we did the night before. We sat by the fire for a little while, and then we showered and went to our own evening routines. He watched television in the bedroom while I read on the couch. 
 
    I had no idea when this would happen again. 
 
    I only had three weeks to a month left in Astoria, and I couldn’t count on Jasper taking me to another location where we'd share a camper. I wished there was a way to do a repeat of last night, but that could never happen without revealing that I had faked it. 
 
    That was just way too cheesy. 
 
    I had to stick with the story that I had actually been sleeping. So, I had no hope for a kiss that night, which was pretty much horrible. I only had a chapter or two left of my book, so I finished it about thirty minutes after Jasper turned off his television. 
 
    I assumed he was asleep by the time I put it away. My mind was racing from the day's events, so I was still awake an hour later when Jasper got out of bed and came into the living room. 
 
    My heart pounded as he approached, and I was so excited that I could not stop a smile from spreading across my face. I was mad at myself for doing it, but containing it was impossible. I had no idea how I had managed to keep a straight face the night before. I had to break the act, otherwise I would just be lying there grinning with my eyes closed when he walked up to me. 
 
    "You okay?" I asked, opening my eyes as he came near. 
 
    "Yeah. I was checking on you," he said. 
 
    I sat up a little, focusing on him in the dark. "I'm fine. I’m comfortable out here." 
 
    "Are you sure you're not going to fall off of this thing?" 
 
    "I'm sure. I'm comfortable." 
 
    "Okay," he said. He was speaking quietly and in a somewhat rushed manner like he assumed I was ready to get back to sleep. "Goodnight," he added. 
 
    "Night," I returned. 
 
    I started to tell him thanks for all he had done that day, but I had already said that. My heart felt like it wanted to hop out of my chest and follow him into the bedroom. I wanted to stop him—call out and ask him to turn and walk in my direction instead of heading the other way. 
 
    But I went against all my instincts. 
 
    I did the hardest thing ever. 
 
    I stayed quiet and let him go back to bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper and I each took a final shower in the outdoor stall before packing up the next morning. We had been slow about getting out of there, unintentionally pushing our check out time until the last minute. 
 
    We stopped for a late breakfast on our way out of town, and it was almost noon by the time we got on the road. We talked as always, but Oregon's coast was so full of beauty that I constantly stared out of the window to take it in. 
 
    "I'm going to New Orleans," I said out of nowhere as I gazed out of the windows. 
 
    We had been talking about his brother, Max, who lived in Seattle with his wife, Story, and that was what prompted me to make that announcement. Jasper's other brother, Henry, and Henry's wife, Aiden, lived there as well. With all the family Jasper had in Seattle, I knew that living there would be somewhat of an extension of me living in Astoria. 
 
    I would have access to people I could count on. 
 
    I would have access to Jasper. 
 
    Those two things seemed like wonderful options, but I had to spread my wings. When it was time for me to move, I would not be moving to Seattle. It was something I had already thought and prayed about. It was already decided, I just hadn't told Jasper about it yet. 
 
    "New Orleans? You mean eventually?" Jasper knew the details of my plan. We had plenty of conversations discussing it. 
 
    "I'm going there first," I said shaking my head. "I changed my mind. I changed the plan. When Paige comes back, I'll go to New Orleans instead of Seattle." 
 
    "Why in the world would you want to do that?" he asked. He glanced at me from over the console, and I could see his eyebrows were furrowed. "I thought you were dead-set on sticking to the plan." 
 
    "I was, but the more I think about it, the more I realize that I no longer have to be so strict. I mean, none of this Astoria trip was in the plan, and it's been wonderful. It's taught me how to be flexible. Plus, I want to see something different." 
 
    "Seattle is different," he said. 
 
    "You know what I mean. I want to experience something totally new." 
 
    "Where is this coming from?" he asked. "I thought it was Seattle all the way. Are you being serious?" 
 
    "Yes," I said, nodding. "And I'm not just thinking of it right now. I actually started considering it not long after I got here. Coming here, and being here… I don't know. It just made me want to enjoy every minute of this experience. I don't want to make myself go to Seattle and Los Angeles first just because I had planned for them to be stops one and two. New Orleans seems wonderful to me. I like the history of it and the way it's such a melting pot. I love the whole jazz vibe, too. I want to check it out, and there's no reason I have to do it third instead of first." 
 
    "That's really far away. That's just about as far as you can go from me and still be in the United States." 
 
    "It has nothing to do with you, though," I said. 
 
    I tried to make it come out sweetly, but it was the wrong choice of words. The only reason I had said it was because it had everything to do with him. 
 
    "I know it has nothing to do with me, it's just crazy. I thought you were moving right over there to Seattle, and now you're casually telling me you're going to the opposite side of the country." 
 
    "I'm sorry if it sounds casual," I said, knowing he was right. "I've thought about it and prayed and stuff, and I feel good about it. New Orleans seems a little smaller and more manageable than Seattle to me, anyway. Something seems welcoming about a southern town." 
 
    "Yeah, but you know people in Seattle. We have family there, and it's so much closer." 
 
    "I know," I said, nodding and pretending that I was still considering it even though I had already decided. 
 
    "You have a lot of money saved," he added. "Why don't you just plan a long vacation where you get to enjoy these cities instead of having to get a job and an apartment and all that?" 
 
    "You know why," I said. "I want to be able to say 'back when I lived in New Orleans', and if I just go on a vacation there, I wouldn't be able to say that." 
 
    "Who is this theoretical conversation supposed to happen with?" Jasper asked. 
 
    I shrugged. "I don't know. Anyone. My own kids and grandkids, maybe. I'll be at some future dinner party, and I'll talk about this thing I did when I used to live in New Orleans." I shrugged. "Visiting somewhere isn't the same as living there. I've got to have some experiences—bad and good. I know I'll regret it if I don't." 
 
    I had already said similar things to Jasper, so none of this surprised him. He still seemed a little agitated by my change of plans, though. It must have seemed sudden to him since I hadn't yet mentioned that I was even thinking about it. 
 
    The timing couldn't have been more perfect, though, because a couple of minutes later Jenna Ellender called him. If I had a nemesis in Astoria, it would be Jenna. Jasper was the last available Blair brother. He was also (in my eyes) the best and coolest one. Literally every unattached woman in Astoria would drop everything to go out with him. 
 
    Jenna was the only one who couldn't seem to take the hint that Jasper wasn't looking to settle down. I didn’t know everything Jasper did when I wasn't around, but he and I spent a lot of time together, and as far as I knew, he wasn't seeing her or leading her on. Either way, her unexpected phone call on our way home made me happy that I had already announced my new plans. 
 
    Seeing her name on the screen was no fun at all, and it wasn't like I had to spy on him to catch it. It was impossible to avoid seeing her name because Jasper's phone was attached to his truck and her information flashed across the screen on the dash as his phone rang. 
 
    Jasper reached up coolly and pushed the red button to decline the call. 
 
    "You could have answered that," I said. I was trying to be casual and nonchalant, but I should've just kept quiet because saying my words made him glance at me. He took his eyes off the road for a second to look my way, and my face burned hot with a mixture of feelings. 
 
    First, I was aggravated that she called, but I regretted saying anything, and then I felt embarrassment rise up when I realized I was blushing. I could feel it was happening by how hot my face was. Jasper glancing my way made it even worse. My face felt flaming hot, and I was so thankful that he could only glance at me for a second before having to concentrate on his driving again. 
 
    He stared at the road for a few seconds before glancing at me one more time. This time, he wore a curious expression. I smiled when he looked my way, but I was still trying to get control of my emotions. There was nothing I could do about it. I had always been fairly quick to blush, and I had always hated it. But I really despised it in situations like this where it was telling of my emotions. 
 
    "I know I could have picked up," he said, sweetly. "I just didn't want to." 
 
    "Okay," I said. I was flustered and I was tempted to say a lot more, but stopped myself. 
 
    "For what it's worth, I'd be happy if you didn't go all the way to New Orleans right off the bat." 
 
    I wasn't expecting him to say that. I had no idea what he was thinking. In my mind, he was doing nothing but noticing how red my face was. I was quiet and inquisitive as I stared at his profile, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    "I'm sure New Orleans is a really cool city," he said. "I'm sure it's rich in history. You could probably experience a lot of different things there. But you know it's not known for being the safest, most wholesome place in the world, June. I'm not saying you can't take care of yourself, but there are people out there who are just waiting to take advantage of others—scammers and stalkers—people can watch you when you don't even know it." 
 
    My parents had given me this whole long talk before I left Twin Falls. They didn't have to. I knew there were dangers in the world. 
 
    "Thank you, but I don't want you to worry. I've got awareness of my surroundings," I said. "I know I can't trust just anybody." 
 
    "Do you?" he said, glancing at me briefly. He was serious. There was an edge of challenge to his tone. Jasper and I never argued, so it was odd to see him looking serious. It touched my heart, honestly, that he was looking out for me. 
 
    "I do know that people are out there who would want to take advantage of me," I said. "And I'm thankful that you care." 
 
    "I do care," Jasper said. "I don't want you to think it's okay to take off with somebody and spend two days in a camper." 
 
    I let out a little laugh. "I just did that with you." 
 
    "I know. That's my point. I don't want you to think… that's okay to do this… you know… with anyone… else." 
 
    "I don't think that," I said. It was difficult to contain a smile. Jasper was sweet, and he cared about me. It was obvious by his concern. "I know not to just get in an Airstream with just anyone," I said, teasing him a little like we always did. 
 
    "You shouldn't even get into a truck with anyone," he said. "Someone could even have a uniform on like a cop, and that doesn't mean they're really a cop." 
 
    I reached over and gave his arm a tiny squeeze before quickly letting go. "I know," I said. "But you're right for reminding me. Thank you, Jasper." 
 
    We were silent for a minute or so, listening to the soft music on the radio and the hum of the tires. 
 
    "So, what are the odds that you're going to Louisiana instead of Seattle?" he asked. 
 
    "Pretty good," I said, honestly. 
 
    "Have you already decided you're going?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes," I said. 
 
    The call from Jenna only made me more confident about my decision. 
 
    Everyone here had lives. 
 
    I needed to get on with mine. 
 
    We talked about other things after that. 
 
    It took us another half-hour to get to Jasper's parents' house, and I couldn't help but notice that Jasper was a little contemplative while we drove. We conversed, but he was a little quieter than he had been before I told him I was going to New Orleans. 
 
    That all ended once we made it to Becky and Dave's place. He was back to his old self when we began interacting with his family. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon and Jacob and Charlie were still at the house after eating Sunday lunch with Dave and Becky. Charlie was six months pregnant with their first child, and we teased her about putting extra pickles and other weird toppings on her sandwich. 
 
    They asked what seemed like a hundred questions about our trip. Charlie had been to that Airstream hotel before, and we talked about the campsite. Neither Jasper nor I were very hungry after that big breakfast, but we ate a little since Dave had sandwiches prepared and set aside for us. 
 
    We hung out for an hour or so before Jacob and Charlie decided to leave. Dave called his boys into the garage, saying he wanted to show them something before Jacob took off. Becky went into the kitchen, leaving Charlie and me behind in the living room. We stood with the intention to follow her, but I lagged behind when I saw that Charlie was hanging back and looking at me like she wanted to say something. 
 
    "I knew this family for a long time before Jacob and I ever started dating," she said. 
 
    I was familiar with her story. She was secretly in love with Jacob for years while he was dating her friend. They hadn't gotten together until Jacob and the other girl broke up organically, so Charlie basically waited forever to finally get the man she loved. I nodded when she said she'd known the family for a long time because I already knew that to be true. 
 
    "I've known all these guys since we were kids, and I'll just be straight with you and say that I've never seen Jasper act like this with anyone." 
 
    I smiled a little, but otherwise I just stared at her, feeling shocked and nervous. I pretended I was calmly waiting for her to continue. 
 
    I've never seen Jasper act like this with anyone. 
 
    It was a textbook line from one of my novels. 
 
    You could fill in the blank. 
 
    I've never seen "Tom" act like this with anyone. 
 
    I've never seen "Ryan" act like this with anyone. 
 
    In the book, the right woman would come along and tame the player, and that sentence was exactly what one of his friends would say to her. 
 
    I never dreamed anyone would ever say that to me, so it took me off guard when that was the precise phrase to come out of Charlie's mouth. 
 
    She continued, "I know you're leaving, and maybe that has something to do with the way he's being so…" She stopped talking and shrugged. "I don't know. Jacob sees it too, though. I probably wouldn't even have mentioned it to you, but we've talked about it. He looked at me a while ago when Jasper was telling that story about the hike, and… I'm sorry," she said, staring at me with a regretful expression. "Maybe I shouldn't have said anything." 
 
    "No, no, it's fine," I said, seeing that she felt bad. 
 
    I really liked Charlie, and I decided to ask her what I really wanted to know. "What do you mean when you say that you've never seen him like that? That he spends a lot of time with me?" 
 
    "Yeah. And just everything. Just the way he acts. I know you're not seeing each other, technically. Maybe that's why he's so comfortable with you. I don't know. I probably shouldn't have said anything. I know he's going to miss you when you're gone, that's all." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becky came back into the living room while Charlie and I were still talking. We all walked into the garage since that was where the guys had taken off to. Jacob and Charlie had plans to leave, so they started talking about heading home as soon as we came inside. 
 
    "I forgot there was something at my house that I wanted to bring over here," Jasper said looking straight at me. "Will you ride to my house with me to pick it up?" 
 
    There were others standing nearby, but Jasper was unmistakably talking to me. I was already nodding at him before he finished what he was saying. 
 
    "What'd you forget?" Becky asked, hearing him. 
 
    "Your dishes," Jasper said. "I have a whole stack of them sitting on my counter to take back to you. 
 
    "Oh, baby, I'm not worried about those." 
 
    "I know, but they're just in my way in the kitchen. I meant to bring them back the other day." 
 
    Everyone, including me, knew that Jasper was up to something. Returning his mother's dishes wasn't something he would usually worry about. No one mentioned it, though, and within a minute, we all said goodbye to Becky and Dave and began walking to the vehicles with Jacob and Charlie. 
 
    They got into his truck and we got into Jasper's. 
 
    His house was only about five minutes from his parents' place, so it didn't take long to get there. I definitely didn't bring it up, but I couldn't help but think about Charlie pulling me aside to ask what was going on with Jasper and me. Thinking about that interaction made me wonder if things had changed between us. I thought of kissing him in the camper. Sure, he thought I was sleeping, but our lips had touched. Multiple times. And he had most assuredly kissed me back. I experienced warmness in my gut as a result of remembering it. 
 
    I had all of those thoughts, memories, and feelings without Jasper knowing. We talked about other things. He brought up the table his dad was making in his garage workshop. 
 
    Jasper parked in his driveway and turned off his truck. He put his hand on the door handle, but he didn't pull to open it. He grinned at me from over the console. "Are you coming?" 
 
    "Oh, really? I didn't know you wanted me to. I thought you were just grabbing dishes." 
 
    The corner of his mouth rose in a slow grin. "Do you really think I came here for the dishes." 
 
    I smiled and reached out to open my door. 
 
    My adrenaline kicked-in as we walked toward his house. I liked Jasper's place. It was an older, charming, craftsman-style home that he had done some remodeling on. I had been there at least ten other times, and I felt comfortable and happy as we approached the stairs that led to his porch. 
 
    He was carrying a duffel bag over his shoulder, and he tossed it behind him as he unlocked his door. I followed him inside and watched as he set his bag by the door and headed into his kitchen. 
 
    He placed his wallet and keys on the end of the counter, and then he took a glass out of the cabinet and filled it with water from the refrigerator door. I was standing in the kitchen a few feet from him by that time, and he reached out and handed the glass to me. 
 
    I thanked him and took a sip of the water. I started to set the glass on the counter, but he reached out to take it from me. He put the rim of it to his own lips and drained the rest in one sip. We had shared plenty of meals and drinks, but we had never drunk out of the same glass. It felt like he was intentionally being more familiar with me. 
 
    He set the glass on the counter and looked at me. His light blue gaze always made it seem like he had the ability to look through me, but these last few days, I had been even more vulnerable to it. I could hardly bear to look him directly in the eye. 
 
    "You drank all of my water," I said, glancing away and teasing him about the empty glass since it was the most obvious thing to mention. 
 
    "June." He said my name quietly, just trying to get me to look at him. I took the bait. My eyes met his. He leaned casually against the counter, looking directly at me. I felt shaken and I stepped to the side so that I, too, could lean against the counter. 
 
    It was late afternoon, and there was sunlight coming in through the windows of his house. He hadn't, however, turned on any overhead lights so the look of the room was soft and natural. 
 
    "Can we talk?" he asked. 
 
    I smiled a little and tilted my head. "Of course, Jasper. We talk all the time." 
 
    "No, I mean, I want to say something to you, June." 
 
    "Okay," I said, giving him a little nod and trying to keep eye contact even though I was now really nervous. 
 
    He took a deep breath before he spoke. I watched his chest rise and fall in my periphery, and I had to resist the urge to stare straight at it. I wanted to collapse into his arms. 
 
    "I know you're leaving," he said in an almost regretful tone. "I know you have to. You'd be mad at yourself if you didn't go, and I know that. I can't be the one to ask you to stay." 
 
    "You don't need me to stay," I said. I instantly shook my head, knowing I had to correct the way that had come out. I wasn't fishing for anything, and it sounded like I was. He was being sincere, and I instantly explained what I was trying to say. "What I mean is that Paige is coming back. As far as the shop goes, you guys will be fine. Back to normal. On a personal level, Jasper, I will really miss you guys. I've loved the connections I've made here—especially you." 
 
    I felt vulnerable when I said that, and my eyes stung. I had to blink away tears. But it was the truth. Jasper had gone above and beyond for me. He was no doubt my best friend in Astoria. We had been going on adventure after adventure. 
 
    "June, you, uh…" Jasper's voice was a little hoarse. He sounded like he was trying to figure out a way to break some news to me. "I don't know how to say this, but you kissed me in your sleep the other night." 
 
    My heart almost jumped out of my chest. I was so shocked that I almost let out a helpless whimper. Of all the things he could have said, I did not expect it to be that. 
 
    "What?" I said in my best impression of someone who was shocked and disbelieving. 
 
    "You did," he said, nodding. "And it got me thinking. I mean, I was already thinking about kissing you before that, but I just never did." He paused and took another deep breath, staring at me. "I like you, June. You know I like you. I enjoy spending time with you." He gazed at me like he was gaging my response, and I nodded. "I respect that you're leaving, and I respect that you work for me. For both of those reasons, I wasn't trying to do anything. I was totally fine with not letting things go there. In my mind, I was planning on waiting until right before you left town. I thought I would try to do it on your way out of town. I would kiss you, then say something awesome and unforgettable afterwards, and then we'd go our separate ways." 
 
    A warm wave of pleasure washed over me at how serious and no-nonsense he was about it. His hands were in his pockets, and he took one out, he rubbed his face before running his hand through his hair. 
 
    "Listen, June, I'm not really trying to wait until your last day. You're leaving. And you're going to be much farther away than I thought you'd be. Paige is ready to get back to work, and you're ready to get out of Astoria, I get that. I just don't see why I have to wait until the last minute to try to kiss you." 
 
    I stared at him, blinking and hoping it wasn't obvious that I was shaking. I wanted to throw myself into his arms with reckless abandon. I wanted to latch onto him and promise that I'd stay as long as he wanted me. I would never ever leave if that was what he wanted. 
 
    I had to take a deep breath to calm myself down. 
 
    "I won't do it at all if you're uncomfortable with it. But, just so you know, I do want to kiss you. And it might make it easier for you to know that it happened already." 
 
    He stared at my mouth when he said that, and I nervously bit my bottom lip. 
 
    "Three weeks is going to pass before we know it," he said. "I'm all about making the most of our time. I wish you would let me kiss you every day between now and then. The main character in a book would agree to that," he added with a teasing grin. 
 
    "She would?" I asked. 
 
    He nodded confidently. 
 
    I was so blown away by him that it was almost like being starstruck. I could not believe this man was standing in front of me humbly and hopefully asking if he could kiss me. I was tempted to proclaim that, for the next three weeks to a month, he could kiss me as much as he wanted. But I decided to play it cool. 
 
    "I don't know, though," I said reluctantly, looking like I had to think about it. "It seems like someone once told me that I shouldn't run off to Airstream campers or kiss guys willy-nilly." 
 
    "You shouldn't," he said. "I'm the only exception you should make on that rule. You can't stay in Airstreams and you can't kiss other guys. Only me." 
 
    I smiled, breaking character. I could not fathom that he was so interested in kissing me. I could see and feel that he was going to do it. It made me giddy. I was on the verge of giggling. I looked down at my own feet. One foot was still and the other one was swiveling from side to side nervously. 
 
    "June," he said, getting my attention again. 
 
    My eyes met his. 
 
    "Come here." 
 
    Hot liquid ran through my body at his words. I took a tentative step closer as I spoke to him. When I did, my voice came out shaky. "Jasper, I…" I cleared my throat. "You've had experience with this kind of thing, and I don't even know how to…" 
 
    I was still a couple of feet from him but his hand suddenly came swiftly around my back and pulled me closer. I took a step and was now standing close to Jasper, looking up at him. The counter was on my right, Jasper was in front of me, and his hand was wrapped around my back. I was thankful for all of the supporting structures because I felt weak in the knees. 
 
    "Have you never kissed a man before?" he asked, staring down at me in disbelief. 
 
    "No, I mean, yes, of course I have. I just meant that I'm not like you where I practice a lot. It's been a while since… and even then, it's not like it was the best every time." 
 
    "Who all are you kissing?" he asked. "What's all this about every time?" He was completely serious, and he waited for my answer. 
 
    "Whoever," I said. "You know, like on a date or whatever." 
 
    "A date? Who are you going on dates with? Have you been on a date in Astoria?" 
 
    "You know better," I said squinting at him. The whole time I had been in Astoria, I spent time with pretty much no one but Jasper. 
 
    "Who then? Who'd you date in Twin Falls?" 
 
    "Do you want me to say names?" I asked, hesitantly. 
 
    "No. Yes. I don't know. No. I didn't know you dated all the time." 
 
    "I wouldn't call it all the time. That's what I'm saying. I'm not very experienced with… you're probably used to something different from the girls you—" 
 
    Jasper suddenly pulled me close, and the unexpected movement caused me to stop talking mid-sentence. His blue eyes stared directly into mine. 
 
    "Are you apologizing to me for being inexperienced?" he whispered. 
 
    "Yes," I answered after a few seconds of staring at him breathlessly. 
 
    He leaned in and placed his face right in front of mine, tilting a little like he might kiss me. I was shaken, but he was holding me securely. I was tempted to look away, but I stayed still, gazing at him. 
 
    "Don't ever apologize for that," he said. 
 
    "Okay," I whispered. 
 
    He leaned in closer still, bringing his mouth to my cheek. He held me securely by the waist while his mouth ever so gently brushed my cheek. He breathed in through his nose as if taking in the scent of me. His arm was wrapped around my waist and he was holding me close. Relief, and excitement flooded my body as a result of our proximity. 
 
    "June?" 
 
    "Yeah?" I said, barely breathing. 
 
    "I'm going to kiss you." 
 
    "Okay," I said. 
 
    And then he did it. 
 
    Jasper's lips touched mine. 
 
    He took control and kissed me gently. I willingly and eagerly let him, tilting my head to encourage him. He had one hand behind my back and the other one came up, supporting the back of my head. He kissed me twice more—slowly and softly. I relaxed into the moment, into his embrace. His lips were warm and soft like smooth velvet. The contact caused surge of aching desire to course through my body. I felt the urge to pull him closer—to deepen the kiss. 
 
    His touch was torturously gentle. He kissed me two or three more times before pulling back just far enough to break contact. He put his mouth near my cheek, rubbing me gently. 
 
    "I knew juju-beans were sweet," he said, speaking in a soft tone. 
 
    "What's a juju bean?" I asked, trying not to sound desperate for him to kiss me again even though I was. 
 
    "You," he said. "You taste sweet." 
 
    "Are you sure you could tell?" I asked. "Because you barely had the chance to—" 
 
    I stopped talking because Jasper's mouth covered mine. He kissed me a several more times and then he pulled back just far enough to break contact while still holding me close. He went in again, and this time, used more intention. He let his open lips linger on mine. Then he shifted, taking my lower lip and pulling it gently into his mouth. I felt his tongue move against my lip, and it was pretty much the most glorious thing that had ever happened to me. He did it again, a few more times. My hands balled into fists and my toes curled, but all I could concentrate on was the warm feel of his kiss. 
 
    "You are the sweetest thing, June." 
 
    I barely heard him say that. 
 
    I was wasted by that kiss—dizzy from it. I could still taste him. I didn't know how to respond to him. I felt incapable of saying the right thing. I felt incapable of saying anything. I wanted to do something crazy like say I loved him and I would never leave Astoria. 
 
    He kissed me again and then smiled at me. 
 
    "Thank you," he said. 
 
    "Thank me for what?" I asked, trying to catch my breath and appear calmer than I felt. 
 
    "For letting me do that," he said, dropping his hand from the back of my head and loosening the grip he had on me. 
 
    "That was, I mean, you're welcome, but you don't have to… that was fun for me, too. I wanted you to do it." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roughly three weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
    My last night in Astoria 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, wow, are these for your last day?" 
 
    "Yes. Can you believe?" 
 
    Becky Blair held the door open for me so that I could walk inside while carrying the huge bouquet of balloons. It was my last day filling in for Paige at the construction company, and they had brought a cake, some balloons, and some candy as a farewell gift. I was sure Jasper and Paige had gotten everything together, but the whole crew had signed the card. 
 
    "I saw those pictures on Facebook," Becky said as I walked past her. 
 
    "Who posted pictures?" I asked. 
 
    "Paige." 
 
    "She's amazing," I said, "I don't know how she just had a baby three weeks ago and she's already blowing and going like she is. She was at the office all day today." 
 
    As I spoke, I walked into the kitchen and set the gift basket and balloons down on the counter. 
 
    "Did you see her post?" Becky asked. 
 
    "No, I didn't get the chance yet." 
 
    Becky knew I didn't really do Facebook, but she loved it, and she always showed me things she thought I might like. 
 
    "Well, Paige said some really nice things about you in it. She put the pictures up and wrote a whole thing about you. She said how thankful she was that you stepped in to help her out and what a great job you did." 
 
    "Oh, gosh. That was so nice. I love Paige. I'll have to look at it." 
 
    Becky thought that meant I wanted to do it right then, and she crossed the kitchen, headed toward the end of the counter where she and Dave had a small office area with a computer. "I'll look it up and show you," she said. 
 
    She was clicking away by the time I walked over there to join her. "Is that baby adorable or what?" she said, looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    "She is," I replied. "She's got so much hair." 
 
    "Here it is," Becky said. "I thought that was so nice." 
 
    From over her shoulder, I read the status update, which was exactly what Becky had described. Paige thanked me for doing such a great job filling in for her. She said my presence in the shop had helped her relax and be a better mom. I smiled as I read the kind words, and then I focused on Becky, who was staring at me, waiting for my response. 
 
    "She's so sweet," I said, shaking my head a little. "I don't know how she does so many things with a newborn." 
 
    Becky looked at the screen again, scanning through the other pictures that were associated with the post. 
 
    It was only an hour or so ago, and I hadn't got to see them after they were taken, so I leaned in, getting a closer look. She stopped on the group photo. There were about ten or twelve of us in the picture, but I focused on the upper-right where I was standing. Jasper was right next to me. You couldn't see it in the picture, but his hand was on my back the whole time. I had spent so much time with him that you would think I would be immune to the butterflies by now, but I wasn't. I got them just looking at that picture. 
 
    Becky scrolled to the next picture, which was a close-up of Jasper and Jacob. They were almost identical, but I had no trouble at all telling them apart. I got lost looking at them for a second. 
 
    Before she could scan to the next picture, I glanced at the comment section. Jenna Ellender had already commented on that close-up picture. 
 
    She didn't write anything; she just left some emojis that were smiley faces with heart eyes and some of those little flames that were supposed to indicate how hot the boys were. 
 
    "Those boys," I said, smiling and acting like I hadn't seen the comment. 
 
    Becky kept scrolling until she finished showing me the other pictures Paige had uploaded. 
 
    "I didn't know they got you balloons," she added once we were finished looking at them. 
 
    "And a big thing of candy," I said. 
 
    "You better not let the boys get into that," she said. 
 
    My eyes widened playfully, faking like I was scared. "I better go hide it." 
 
    "Jasper should be on his way over for dinner shortly," Becky said. "But Charlie's got to show a house at five o'clock, so she and Jacob might be a little late." 
 
    "Oh, okay," I said, nodding even though I already knew the things she was saying. 
 
    It was my goodbye dinner. 
 
    Becky cooked for the family all the time, but tonight would be my last dinner to share with them, so she was making my favorite, fish tacos. 
 
    Jacob had told me he and Charlie would be late on account of the showing, and I knew Jasper had gone to the gym after work. He would be at his mom's house in time for dinner at six. 
 
    Jasper and I were still basically inseparable. 
 
    We had spent all of our free time together, and we had kissed each other every single day since that first time a few weeks ago. Sometimes, he would steal a quick peck on my cheek, and sometimes it was more than that, but he had kissed me every day since then. 
 
    We had not behaved like there was any chemistry between us when his family was around, though. I was no doubt leaving for New Orleans, and I wasn't comfortable with them thinking I would let myself get romantically involved with Jasper beforehand—especially with me staying at their house. They were such a nice, decent family and I didn't think it seemed right. 
 
    At times, I had questioned whether or not we should kiss each other at all, but once I was in Jasper's presence, there seemed like no other viable option but for us to go ahead and do it—they were just harmless kisses, after all. As far as the family knew, though, Jasper and I were strictly friends. They all knew about my quest for adventure and that Jasper was helping me with it. 
 
    "Dave and I are going to miss having you around," Becky said, drawing me from my thoughts. 
 
    "He saw your Pilot all packed up this morning, and he came in complaining about you being gone." 
 
    "I'll miss you guys, too," I said. I tried to seem casual even though this conversation was already causing my eyes to burn. 
 
    "I bet your mom's going to be happy to see you," Becky said. 
 
    I smiled and nodded. 
 
    The drive to New Orleans would take a few days, and Twin Falls happened to be on the way. 
 
    "She's excited," I agreed. "She's not sure about me going to New Orleans. She's already trying to talk me into staying more than one night in Twin Falls." 
 
    "I guess so," Becky said. "But I can see why she'd want you to spend more than one night. If you only stay one night, you'd only be able to visit for a few hours." 
 
    "That's exactly what my mom said," I agreed, nodding. "I'm sure I'll end up staying for two nights." 
 
    "You said it was ten hours away, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "That's with no stops. I think it took me twelve to get here." 
 
    "Oh yeah, you'll definitely want to stay two nights." 
 
    "The only problem is, she'll try to talk me into staying for good," I said. 
 
    Becky chuckled. "I'm sure she will. But that's nothing Jasper hasn't been doing while you were here, so you're probably used to it by now." She rubbed my shoulder. "It should make you feel special that everyone wants you to live in their town." 
 
    She was smiling at me, and I returned the smile, not knowing what to say. I knew leaving this place would be difficult. I already felt like crying. I took a deep breath, feeling like I couldn't look directly at her without getting choked-up. 
 
    "I think I'm going to go get washed up before dinner," I said with a sigh. 
 
    "Sure, babe," she said with a nod as she walked toward the fridge. 
 
    I took the balloons to my bedroom with me. It was early, but I had been at work all day, and I wasn't going anywhere else for the rest of the night, so I decided to take a shower. I would set an alarm to leave early in the morning, and I wanted to go to bed at a reasonable hour. 
 
    I had a gift and a card prepared for Dave and Becky Blair to thank them for their hospitality. I would have a hard time watching them sit there and open it, so my plan was to leave it somewhere in the bedroom so she would find it once I was gone. I was reading the note I had written them one last time when I heard a knock on my door. 
 
    "I'll be right there!" I yelled, scrambling to put the paper back in the envelope so that Becky wouldn’t see it if she opened the door. 
 
    I stashed the small box and envelope under the bed and ran to the door. 
 
    I opened it and smiled when I saw Jasper standing there. 
 
    He didn't hesitate. 
 
    He stepped into the room, and in one quick motion, he took me into his arms. The maneuver was so unapologetic and swift that he had to do a turn with me to absorb some of the impact. I thought he would let me go once he caught me up in his arms, but he held onto me tightly. My nose was next to his chest, and I breathed in the smell of him. He had showered since he went to the gym, and he smelled wonderful and masculine. 
 
    "I want this shirt to take with me," I said since I was too comfortable to do anything but say exactly what was on my mind. 
 
    Jasper was holding me tightly, but he let go and stepped back. It took me a second to realize he was pulling his shirt off right then and there. He shifted and stretched, pulling the intentionally-faded maroon t-shirt off of his body. I stared silently as he did it, watching his body stretch and bend. He tossed the shirt onto the bed and then regarded me with an irresistible smile. 
 
    "Jasper, you can't just give me the shirt off your back." 
 
    "Sure, I can. It's my shirt I can do what I want with it." 
 
    "Yeah, but you've got to have something to wear. You can't go back out there with no shirt on." 
 
    "I can. I could if I wanted to, but I won't," he said. 
 
    He reached out and grabbed my hand, bringing it around him and placing it on his back. 
 
    My eyes widened and I stared at him. He had kissed me every day for the last three weeks, but he had never been so bold as to manually place my hand on his naked back. 
 
    "What?" he said, talking about my expression. "It's the last day I'm going to see you. I should get to hug you as much as I want." 
 
    Again, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close to him, but this time my face was directly against his body—skin on skin—cheek to chest. He smelled incredible, and I smiled at the anticipation that flooded my body every time he touched me. There was a lot of it at the moment. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper held me tightly for at least a minute before letting me go. We just stood there in silence, hugging and breathing deeply. He had left the door partially open, and it crossed my mind to wonder if his parents might walk by, but the bedroom where I had been staying was at the end of the hall. 
 
    At the moment, with my cheek against his soft smooth skin, I really didn't care. The queen of England could have walked by without me noticing. 
 
    Finally, Jasper let me go. 
 
    He reached down to retrieve his t-shirt from the bed. I watched as he stretched the material over his head and slipped back into it. He was mesmerizingly good-looking. I loved that he took his shirt off of his back to give it to me, and part of me thought he would have actually left it there if I hadn't told him he should put it back on. 
 
    We were standing a few feet apart, and he smiled at me before taking me into his arms again. This time, he turned around with me. He sat on the end of the bed, pulling me onto his lap. He adjusted me where I was sitting sideways. It all happened so quickly that I hardly knew what was going on until I landed in his lap. 
 
    He held me by the waist, smiling at me with his face right next to mine. He nestled his nose in the crook of my neck, and I let out a little laugh, glancing at the door to make sure we were alone. 
 
    He wiggled a little as he held me tight, trying to get our bodies to fit just the right way. 
 
    He was insatiable. 
 
    "What has gotten into you?" I asked. 
 
    "What do you think, June? You. You're leaving. I'm going to miss you so much." 
 
    My heart broke when he said that. There was a physical sensation in my chest like something had broken open and was now leaking hot liquid. I felt a rushing hot/cold sensation. 
 
    "Jasper. Don't." 
 
    "Why not?" he asked, squeezing me. "It's the truth, so I don't see why I can't say it. I'm going to miss you." 
 
    Again, that heart-wrenching sensation happened. I squeezed him back. If ever there was a moment where I doubted carrying on with my adventure, this was it. It took every ounce of my self-control to refrain from crying out that I would change my mind, change my plans, and stay in Oregon forever. 
 
    I was at war with myself when Jasper kissed me. His hand came around the back of my head, and he tilted me just the right way so our lips could meet. 
 
    Jasper had kissed me deeply a few times, so I had felt it before, but this time he went there instantly. His tongue came into my mouth and I encouraged it. Our faces tilted as we tried to taste more, go deeper. I opened to him as I relaxed into his embrace. It was an intimate kiss—more intimate than we had ever been with each other. 
 
    I caught myself feeling like I needed more. 
 
    I urgently wanted that t-shirt on the bed and not his chest. 
 
    And that was when I pulled back. 
 
    Jasper ducked his head, squeezing me tightly like he never wanted to let me go and nestling his face into my neck again. 
 
    I was so overwhelmed with love and desire that I did the unthinkable. 
 
    The words had been locked in my heart for so long that I almost had to dust them off before they could come out. 
 
    I stuttered at first. 
 
    "I-I, there w-was a lady. In my hometown. She t-told me to come here. She told me I would find you." 
 
    Jasper leaned back. He didn't let go of me, but he pulled back, focusing on my face. "What?" 
 
    That was all he said. That one word. How was I supposed to repeat what I had just said? Why did I even say it in the first place? 
 
    His face was confused and serious and suddenly, it hit me that maybe he would be freaked out if I came to Astoria for that reason. Maybe that was a weird thing for me to do. 
 
    "Nothing," I said. 
 
    He pulled back a little more, trying to get me to look at him. My eyes met his, and I gazed into his enchanting baby blues. My heart was still pounding and I was still catching my breath from that kiss. And now I had done it. I had gone and mentioned Maggie Dietrich. 
 
    "Tell me what you said," he said. "You can't say something like that and then say it was nothing." 
 
    "It is nothing," I said. "I mean, it's not nothing, but I regretted mentioning it." 
 
    "Well, you did mention it. Now I want to know. Someone told you to come here?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Tell me the rest," he said. 
 
    "That's it. She just told me to come. She even gave me money." 
 
    Why did I keep saying things I regretted? 
 
    "She gave you money to come here?" Jasper asked, squinting a little like he couldn't comprehend. 
 
    I took a deep breath. "A lady at my church," I said. "She called me over to her house. She said she had a dream about me going to Astoria. And that I would, you know, whatever, that I should come here. She thought it was what God wanted me to do, sort of, so she gave me some cash to help me on my way." 
 
    It was already so crazy-sounding coming out of my mouth that I intentionally left out the part where she told me about Jasper specifically. Jasper tilted his head, looking intrigued, curious. 
 
    "A lady from your church had a dream that you should come here?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "And that's what made you call the shop?" 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    "Tell me exactly what happened." 
 
    Jasper's expression was serious enough that I felt like I should just start talking. 
 
    "I never really even talk to her," I said. "She's just this older lady at our church. Her husband passed away, I think. When I was preparing to leave for Seattle, she ran into my mom. I guess my mom told her about my plans, and she ended up having a dream that I should come here. She called me over to her house to tell me about it." 
 
    "Exactly what did she say to you?" Jasper asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I knew exactly what she said. "She told me she knew about my trip and asked if I planned on visiting a place called Astoria. I told her I wasn't, and she asked if I would please consider it. She told me that she thought I should come here—she mentioned your name. That's why I called the shop that day." 
 
    "Wait, this lady from your church mentioned my name? Did she know me?" 
 
    "Yes, she mentioned your name. And, no, as far as I know she didn't know you. Do you know a lady named Maggie Dietrich? She's probably like ninety-years-old. Short white hair." 
 
    Jasper was lost in thought as he shook his head. 
 
    "Are you upset?" I asked. 
 
    "Upset?" he repeated. 
 
    "Is it weird? I wasn't going to come over here and stalk you or anything. All I did was search Jasper, twin, Astoria on the internet just in case. I mean, I had promised her I would look into it. Anyway, I called the shop, and you know the rest. You picked up the phone, and here I am." 
 
    "Why did you search for twin? What made you search the word twin?" 
 
    "She had said those words when she told me about the dream." 
 
    "Does she know me?" he asked, squinting as if trying his hardest to understand. 
 
    I shrugged a little. "I don't know. I don't think so. I think she was being honest. She said God was a miracle worker and could do things like that. She said He gave her a dream." I shrugged again. "I didn't know what to think. I still don't, really. I don't take her as the type to lie, but it still seems kind of unbelievable. That's why I didn't mention it before." 
 
    I paused while Jasper stared into space. He still had his arms around me as I was sitting on his lap, but he wasn't holding me tightly. He got lost in thought for several seconds. 
 
    "Are you upset?" I asked. 
 
    He shifted and looked at me, and then he reached up and grabbed me, putting both hands on the sides of my face. His grip was gentle but secure, and he stared directly into my eyes. 
 
    "Am I upset?" he asked. "You're telling me that your being here is a miracle from God—that some lady miraculously, out-of-nowhere told you to call me?" 
 
    "Kind of, yeah," I said, a little reluctantly. 
 
    "That's insane," he said, drawing out the word. He let his hands fall, resting on my lap again. 
 
    I nodded dazedly. "It is insane," I agreed. 
 
    "That makes me feel so loved," he said. "I can't believe that God would do that for me and I didn't even know about it. I mean, He knew we needed someone to fill in for Paige and He knew I, I mean, you… we… would..." 
 
    Jasper didn't even come close to finishing that last sentence. He just trailed off right in the middle of it. It didn't really matter to me. I could see that he wasn't mad or freaked out, and that was all I was worried about. 
 
    "That is completely amazing," he said, shaking his head absentmindedly. 
 
    "I know," I said "I haven't told anyone about it. I still can't believe I called, I'm here, and all this has happened." 
 
    Jasper hugged me again, burying his head on my chest and squeezing me tightly. "It was already killing me to let you go," he said. "How am I supposed to do it now that you told me God Himself sent you here?" 
 
    I let out a little laugh, feeling relieved by his words and happy that he was holding me so tightly. "Seriously, June, after a miracle like that, how are you even thinking about leaving?" 
 
    "Jasper, you know I can't stay." 
 
    "Yes, you can. You just say you're staying, and you unpack your car." 
 
    I couldn't help but smile. "That's very nice of you, but I can't. You know I can't. Our whole relationship is based on me leaving. That's why we get along so well. That's why we're trying to make the most of every minute of this adventure. It would be different if I just lived here. That would get boring for you." I paused to take a breath, but then I continued. "Maggie Dietrich did me a huge favor by sending me here, though, Jasper. I love you, and I have absolutely loved this experience. I think God knew that I wasn't ready to hit the world running, and he gave me this gentle, beautiful experience with your family as a start to my journey." 
 
    Jasper held me securely, taking in a long, deep breath before letting it out again. 
 
    "I'm just going to be quiet, June, because nothing I could say would stop you from leaving, and right now that's just about the only thing on my mind." 
 
    "Oh my gosh, Jasper, don't say that. I know it's weird and cool about the lady and everything, but you're going to be glad to go back to your life the way it was. You have Jenna and—" 
 
    "Don't," he said. "Just don't. Don't compare yourself to anyone. I know you have to leave, and I know you're going to go through with it, but don't make it about me. It's not about that." 
 
    He glanced at me and I reached up and put my hand on the side of his face. He stared at me for a few seconds. I had no idea what he was thinking. 
 
    "Did that lady call you back and tell you to find someone in New Orleans? Some jazz musician?" 
 
    "No," I said quietly, smiling a little. 
 
    "Any other guys?" he asked. "Did she mention anyone else in another city? Did she tell you anything else about your trip?" 
 
    "No. All she said was for me to go to Astoria. And you were the only person she mentioned." 
 
    "And she said my name?" 
 
    I nodded. "Not your last name. Just Jasper." 
 
    And then, we suddenly heard Becky's voice. 
 
    "That trout smelled a little funny, June, so I hate to use it, but we have some salmon. Did you—" 
 
    She stopped abruptly in the doorway, cutting off her sentence and staring at us with wide eyes. 
 
    "Jasper Reese. I didn't know you were in… I thought you were in the garage with your… I'm so sorry. I was just… coming in… to ask June about…" 
 
    I had taken my hand off of Jasper's face lickety-split when we heard her talking, and I tried to hop off of his lap, too, but his arm was heavy around my waist. I didn't want to struggle in front of his mother, so I easily gave up and sat there while she finished speaking. She didn't finish, actually, she just sort of trailed off. 
 
    "I didn't know you two were in here," Becky added after a short pause. 
 
    I could see her wheels turning, taking in the fact that I was sitting on her son's lap and wondering what sort of implications that might have. At least I was sitting properly on his knees with my legs together. I don't know what I would have done if she would have caught us in the middle of kissing. 
 
    "She's leaving in the morning," Jasper explained. He unashamedly gave me a squeeze. He even grunted with the effort. "I'm trying to hold her here." 
 
    Becky grinned. "I told her I was surprised you hadn't tried to talk her into staying," she said, shaking her head as she turned to walk away. 
 
    "I have tried to talk her into it," Jasper called at her back. "What do you think I'm doing right now?" He looked at me once his mother was gone. 
 
    "Oh my gosh," I whispered. 
 
    "What?" he said. 
 
    "Your mom. She caught us." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So, we got caught." 
 
    "Doing what?" he asked. 
 
    "This. Me on your lap." 
 
    "This? This ain't nothin'." 
 
    "Jasper." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    I didn't know what to say. I wanted to say a hundred different things and, at the same time, I wanted to say nothing. 
 
    "You're the coolest person I've ever met," I said. 
 
    It was perhaps the goofiest thing I could say, but it was the truth, and that was what came out. 
 
    He smiled. "Just remember that when you get to New Orleans." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    New Orleans 
 
      
 
      
 
    One year later 
 
      
 
      
 
    I worked two jobs in New Orleans. 
 
    I started out with one, but I got a second after I racked up some medical bills and had to take some time off work. In August of last year (not even two months after I moved to New Orleans) I got ill with pneumonia. 
 
    I was as sick as a dog. I had to take more than three weeks off of work at a job that was brand new. I was lucky I didn't get fired. I ran a fever for two weeks straight and I was altogether out-of-it for about a month. I saw three different doctors and took several types of prescription medicines, all of which were out of pocket expenses for me. 
 
    It wasn't just the cost of everything that was so challenging—it was the timing of it all and the way I was so miserable with the sickness. 
 
    I questioned everything during that time. 
 
    I questioned God. 
 
    I couldn't believe He would allow me to be so sick at a time when I was new to a town and had no one. I begged and prayed for Him to take it from me, to shorten it, but it was an ordeal that seemed to take forever for me to get over. 
 
    Now that it was behind me, I could appreciate that it was part of a bigger plan. I could see it as a growing experience. I knew that if I would have never gotten sick, I would have never gotten a second job. Some of my best friends in town had come from working the second job at the restaurant, so there had definitely been some good things that came from the whole ordeal. 
 
    While going through it, however, I could not see the good in it at all. I was flat-out miserable and I was almost certain that I was being punished for going to New Orleans. 
 
    For a while, I felt desperate and I was convinced that the whole adventure had been one big terrible idea. The hardest part was that I basically went through it alone. It had taken me a week of having a fever to tell my mom what was going on, and when I did, it was only because I truly thought I might die. 
 
    I didn't tell Jasper about it at all. 
 
    He and I remained friends, but I didn't tell him everything I went through. We had agreed to email once a week to check in, and we stuck to that. I usually sent him an email on Sunday, and he replied sometime in the middle of the week. My correspondence had gotten shorter when I was sick, but I hadn't told Jasper the truth about why. I started writing a little more once I felt better, but even still, it was general updates on my life and nothing emotional or heartfelt. 
 
    On many occasions during the past year, I wished I had never left Astoria. Sometimes I would catch myself wanting nothing more in life than to go back to that charming coastal city and beg the prince of Astoria to marry me and make me a princess. 
 
    I never told him as much, though. 
 
    We stayed friends who kept in touch once a week, and that was it. I needed to experience life on my own, and Jasper's life would no doubt move on without me. I was tempted to agonize over what could have been between Jasper and me, but instead, I chose to see our time together as a gift. 
 
    Both of us led busy lives where we didn't leave ourselves time to wallow in regret. Our emails never spoke of any type of promise or commitment to each other, so it didn't surprise me that he was okay without me—that he moved on with his life. 
 
    I occasionally looked at his social media, and even though he never posted anything, I saw some pictures he was tagged in. There were photos of him going out or hanging out with friends, and there were always beautiful women around. It broke my heart a little to see that in spite of the fact that he was never hugging or touching any of them. 
 
    It wasn't just that I was jealous, which I was. I missed Jasper. I missed the time we spent together and the comfort and contentment I felt when I was by his side. Any attempt I made at being distant with him in my letters was purely for the sake of helping him move on and not because it was how I really felt. 
 
    My heart wanted to give up on my quest, drive to Oregon, and beg Jasper to have me, but every other part of me besides my heart made me push through with my plan. 
 
    Weeks and months passed, and I was simply too busy to get sidetracked with regret. 
 
    That time I had to take off work, combined with my medical expenses, made me feel the need to hustle. And hustle was exactly what I had been doing. I worked all the time, and when I wasn't working, I was trying to find a way to enjoy New Orleans with one of the new friends I had made. 
 
    I worked full-time as a clerk at an auto supply store, and I worked part-time as a waitress at a cajun restaurant. I had no experience waitressing before I moved to Louisiana, but I had grown to love my second job even more than my first. 
 
    I had good moments and bad moments in New Orleans. I had come across a lot of different characters. Some people I was indifferent about, others I liked, others I didn't like. I had made a few dear friends, and there were a few others whom I wished I would have never crossed paths with. 
 
    During the good moments, I was on top of the world. I was proud of myself for venturing out. But during the bad moments, I doubted everything and wanted to turn back. The funny thing was that when I thought of going home, the first place that crossed my mind was Oregon and not Idaho. 
 
    My time in New Orleans was nowhere near as easy, wonderful, and glamorous as my pre-adventure in Oregon. But it had been an adventure nonetheless, and that was exactly what I wanted. 
 
    I had plenty of stories to tell. 
 
    My friends at work knew that I was on a quest, and like Jasper, they took it upon themselves to help me out with it. None of them took it as far as Jasper did, but they would often take me to a certain restaurant or attraction, or fill me in on a bit of history so that I could add to my bag of experiences. 
 
    New Orleans certainly had a lot to offer in the way of new experiences. There were colorful characters and new things to take in everywhere I went. I lived and worked in a lively, historic area called the Bywater district. I rented a one-bedroom apartment in a duplex that stood behind a larger single-family home. My rent was expensive for the size of my place, but I was in the midst of a historic neighborhood that was close to all the tourist action in the French Quarter. 
 
    I spent a little money on food and sight-seeing, but managing my finances was a priority. I worked a lot, and I maintained a simple lifestyle, so even with all of my sight-seeing, my time off, and my medical expenses, my epic adventure was still on track financially. 
 
    I was all set to leave New Orleans in a couple of weeks and head to Nashville, Tennessee. 
 
    It wasn't a city that was originally on my list, and I didn't even love country music, necessarily, but I had always been curious about Nashville, so that was where I would go next. I was already looking into neighborhoods and jobs. 
 
    I would be leaving in two weeks, which was why I was celebrating this weekend. It was a send-off of sorts with me and a few of my friends from the restaurant. 
 
    Matt, Kent, and Hanna had all been working together for years, and they had taken me into their friend group. They had been the ones who were so good about showing me around. I loved them all, and I only had a short time left in New Orleans, so the four of us planned an overnight trip to a historic plantation house that was an hour outside of town. 
 
    It was a sugar cane plantation—one of the largest in Louisiana. Touring one of those was something I had been wanting to do since I came to the south. I was happy that my friends wanted to experience it with me. 
 
    We rented one of the cabins that was situated on the property itself. The cabins had been updated with air conditioning, nice furniture, and all the things we were used to, but they were historic, and the reports and reviews said that they were haunted. 
 
    Oak Alley was the name of the plantation. It was a huge estate facing the river with a tunnel of giant oak trees that led to the front of the house. There were slave quarters that had been preserved for touring, cabins, restaurants, shops, and other buildings on the property that were separate from the main house, but the main house was the true gem. It was a gigantic, white, two-story home with pillars and porches surrounding the home on three sides. 
 
    We did the tour that day and it was interesting and heartbreaking to learn about life on a southern plantation. We heard stories about the owners and stories about the slaves, and I marveled at how different that lifestyle was than anything I had ever known. I had grown up working on a farm, and technically, this was a farm as well, but it was completely different. There was so much history. And the slavery aspect of it made it more emotional and gut-wrenching than a regular working farm like ours. 
 
    Those of us who were staying overnight in a cabin had access to the entire premises after hours. The stores and restaurants closed for the day, and the property went from being a bustling tourist attraction to our own private estate. 
 
    The place closed to tourists at five o'clock and we had been alone since then. After dinner, we went back to the cabin to hang out for a while, and then we went for a walk along the river to watch the sunset. 
 
    We didn’t make our way back to the plantation until after dark. There were only six guest cabins, and the estate was large enough that we could walk around and barely see another soul. It wasn't completely deserted, but it was close. 
 
    We couldn't go inside the main house, but we could walk around its porches and explore the grounds. There were a few tourist buildings we could walk inside after dark, and that was fascinating. 
 
    The whole thing was a completely different experience in the evening than it was during the day. It was quiet, serene, almost dreamlike. It went from crawling with tourists to completely empty and dark with crickets and frogs chirping and owls hooting. During the day, you could see everyone with their brochures and cameras, but as the sun went down and everyone left, it was as if we had stepped back in time. 
 
    There were lights on the paths and landscaping lights that shined onto the trees and the house, giving everything a beautiful glow. The grounds were immaculately kept, and I appreciated the beauty and history so much more when the four of us walked around at night with no one else there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Y'all, I am scared to death to sleep at this place," Hanna said, huddling between Kent and me as we walked down a brick path on the side of the mansion. 
 
    "Hanna, there are no such thing as ghosts," Kent told her. 
 
    It was the twentieth time he had said it to her, and he said it in a funny, rehearsed way. Matt and I both laughed at them. 
 
    "Yes, there are," Matt said, egging Hanna on like he always did. "And if they're anywhere, they're here." 
 
    "I know!" Hanna said helplessly. 
 
    We all laughed at her. 
 
    She was being silly. 
 
    There were six cabins on the property. They were open for guests every day just like a hotel. There were hundreds of reviews online, and while some of them mentioned noises and ghost-like things, none of them were bad or scary or said that anything scary had happened to them. 
 
    "If anyone had ever died of ghost attack, there would be a review about it," I said, reminding her that there was nothing to be afraid of. "It would make the news." 
 
    Hanna was mostly joking, but there was a different feel to the plantation at night, and I could tell a teeny tiny part of her was really a little scared. 
 
    We had already scoped-out a spot to sit down and hang out on the left side of the mansion. It was a brick courtyard near the lower porch. There was a circular sitting area that was open with concrete benches lining the edges. We could have sat on the benches, but instead we brought a quilt so that we could hang out on the ground in the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    The whole area was surrounded by shrubs. You could see over them when you stood up, but from our spot down on the bricks we felt secluded, completely alone. The house was only about twenty feet from us, though, and it towered over the shrubs. We were surrounded by a white mansion, a lot of plants and shrubs, and tall oaks, all of which were illuminated. The night-lighting was in full swing and looking gorgeous. 
 
    A few people walked by our little hang out spot on their walk, but we had seen them all before the sun went down and we recognized them as fellow cabin-renters. 
 
    Hanna looked at her phone to check the time. She and I were both lying on our backs, so I saw that it said 8:57… only five minutes after she last checked it. 
 
    "Truth or dare," she said. 
 
    That wasn't something typical for Hanna to suggest. It wasn't like the four of us had ever played that game before. I had actually never in my life played it, not even in high school. 
 
    She elbowed me. "Truth or dare. You go first. Or we could just go in a circle and each do a truth and then each do a dare." 
 
    "All right let's do it," Matt said, clapping his hands together. 
 
    I was a little taken aback by his willingness to play along. Like I said, it wasn't a game we as friends typically played. 
 
    "We'll each do truth and then each do a dare," Hanna said. 
 
    She and Kent weren't an official item, but they had been casually hanging out as slightly more than friends for years. I hoped that didn't mean Matt expected something to happen between him and me. Every time I had read about people playing truth or dare in a book, it usually turned out to be a risqué moment. That just wasn't the type of friendship I had with these guys, and it surprised me that she would even bring up the game, much less the guys be onboard with playing it. I smiled and sat up, glancing at the guys to see if they were serious. 
 
    "June can go first," Matt said. 
 
    "Okay… truth… June," Hanna said thoughtfully like she was thinking about what to ask. "Okay, June, be honest. Seriously. Is there anyone you like? Is there anyone in this whole world who you think about as more than a friend?" 
 
    I took a deep breath, glancing at Hanna, Kent, and then Matt in that order. "There is someone I think about," I said, nodding. 
 
    "I know who it is," Hanna said. "That dude in Oregon." 
 
    "Let her talk," Kent said. 
 
    "No, that's all it was," I said. "Hanna's right, but I wasn't even going to say that. I was just going to say there was someone I thought about, and leave it at that." 
 
    "That's not what the question was," Hanna said. "We wanted details." 
 
    "You've heard me say his name before," I said, feeling too shy to say it out loud in front of them. 
 
    "What is it?" Kent asked. 
 
    "His name's Jasper," I said. "I told you about him. He's got the brothers—the singer and the baseball player." 
 
    "The twin," Hanna said. 
 
    I nodded. My stomach flipped at the sheer mention of his name. 
 
    "She emails him," Hanna said. 
 
    "Oh, like my girlfriend in Canada?" Matt said, teasing me like Jasper didn't exist. 
 
    I shrugged. "I guess he is like that," I said. "I almost forgot what he looks like." 
 
    Lie. Lie. Lie. It was a huge lie. 
 
    I knew exactly what Jasper looked like. 
 
    I could probably draw a portrait of his face if you asked me to, and I couldn't even draw well otherwise. I knew what he looked like so much that I would be able to sketch or sculpt his face from memory if I had to. 
 
    I was still thinking of that while Kent, Matt and Hanna all answered their truths. They were basic things with yes or no answers like have you ever stolen anything. 
 
    Before I knew it, it was back around to me. 
 
    "Okay, now dares," Hanna said. "Your turn, June. I dare you to stand up, by yourself, walk around to the front of the house, and then down through the oak tunnel and back. All the way to the end." 
 
    "What? No. By myself? No. That's too far." 
 
    The oaks that lined the front entrance to the famous mansion were gigantic. There was a sprawling walking path between them that led to the riverfront. There were thirty of those oaks—fifteen on each side. They were lit up, each one of them with its own spotlight. It was a long way to the end of them and back. It would take a few minutes for me to make the trek, even if I was jogging. I just didn't feel like doing it by myself. 
 
    "How about half way down?" Matt offered. 
 
    "How about just around to the front of the house and back?" I asked, being reasonable. "This place is bigger than you guys think." 
 
    There was a pause as Hanna considered this. "Okay, but you have to stand at the front door and stare down the tunnel for at least ten seconds." 
 
    "Stare for ten seconds? Why? That's so weird. What do you expect me to see?" 
 
    "Uh-hu-ooh-uuh," Kent did a moaning sound in a terrible impression of a ghost, and I stared at him with a sardonic expression. 
 
    "Fine," I said. "I'm not scared. I'll go stand in the front of the house and stare down the tunnel, if that makes you feel better. I'll do it. I'm not scared." 
 
    "If you're not scared, go to the end of the trees and back," Kent challenged. 
 
    "I just don't want to do that by myself," I said. "It's too far. It's not because I'm scared." 
 
    "Fine, go to the front door," Hanna said. "Just make sure to do what I said. Don't chicken out." 
 
    I stood, straightening my shorts and dusting off my bottom. "I'm not scared," I repeated. "Plus, it's close enough for y'all to hear me. If I scream, just come rescue me." 
 
    I was just messing around. I wasn't scared at all. I was already on my way out of the little courtyard area as I was speaking. 
 
    "Be careful!" Matt yelled, teasing me. 
 
    I grinned and rolled my eyes even though they couldn't see me. Sure, maybe it was a little juvenile of me to take a dare like this—but it was fun. I had never camped out at a historic sugar cane plantation before. I told them I would take their dare, and I planned on keeping my word. I would stand at the front of the mansion and stare down the tunnel like they told me to. 
 
    Maybe I'd use the opportunity to pretend the place was mine. I could stay for longer than ten seconds if I felt like it. I looked from side to side, as I walked, taking in my surroundings and feeling like I was the lady of the manor. I had on jean shorts and a t-shirt, but I imagined myself wearing a long skirt. It was a warm summer night, so I would probably have on cotton or linen. 
 
    I smiled as I imagined it flowing behind me when I walked. I absentmindedly let my fingertips brush along the gigantic stone column that lined the porch. I let my hand linger in the air between columns even though it took me a few seconds to get to the next one. 
 
    As I was walking toward the front door, I imagined a whole romantic scene where my husband (someone like Jasper) would ride up the long entryway on a horse. He would be happy and healthy and thankful to be home after a long trip. He would hop off of his horse smiling and then he would take me into his arms, kiss me, and tell me how much he missed me. I would tell him the crops were growing and the house was in order. 
 
    I rounded the last column, preparing to look through the tunnel like I had promised Hanna. I had already dreamed up the vision of Jasper on a horse, and I smiled as I came to the front, knowing that I would be able to imagine it more vividly once I was standing there. 
 
    I turned to look down the tunnel. 
 
    There were two sets of people visible on the sprawling path. There was a couple down at the far end. They were so distant that, at first, I couldn’t tell how many people were there, but it was a couple. There was someone closer to me, but my eyes had scanned over him because he was standing there alone. He was looking directly at the house and I didn't want to be awkward and stare back at him. He was only about a third of the way down the path, so I could clearly see that he was wearing dark pants and a white shirt. 
 
    He was a young, handsome man who looked just like Jasper. My eyes snapped to his face the second I had that thought. My heart fell. It was someone who looked exactly like Jasper. 
 
    It was Jasper. 
 
    I blinked, and he just stood there with his hands in his pockets, smiling at me. My heart was beating so quickly it felt like it was about to explode. I knew it wasn't Jasper Blair, and yet there he was. 
 
    I turned and ran back the way I came. I went across the front of the house, then down the side and along the brick path that led to the courtyard. 
 
    Hanna, Kent, and Matt were all sitting right where I had left them, thank goodness. I ran straight into the middle of them, stopping and breathing heavily in an effort to catch my breath. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Hanna asked, looking shocked. 
 
    "Oh my gosh, you guys. He's… I… that guy… there's a guy out there who… the one I was just talking about just now… the one from Oregon… he's… I thought I saw him… over by the… it looked just like… " 
 
    "Slow down," Hanna said, staring at me with a serious expression. "Who'd you see?" 
 
    My heart was still pounding. 
 
    My body was rattling. 
 
    "I did what you told me, and there he was. Standing there. He was just looking straight at me. A guy who looked just like Jasper. I feel like I'm seeing things. It's like he was seriously here." 
 
    "That's because he is here," Hanna said, nodding. She had stood up and was now using her hands to manually turn me around so I could go back toward the house. 
 
    "That is him," she said frantically. "That was Jasper out there. He came here. You shouldn't be over here right now. You need to go back out there. Go, go, go." 
 
    She had turned me to walk away, but I stopped in my tracks and stared at her. "Hanna, what?" 
 
    "That's Jasper," she said. "He's here. He got in touch with me and he came here. For you. Gosh, June, go back out there. He's gonna think you don't want to see him. Did he see you?" 
 
    I didn't even answer her question. I just turned and headed around the shrubs and down the path that led to the side of the house. 
 
    I rounded the corner of the mansion, feeling like my legs couldn't carry me fast enough. I thought I would have to wait until I reached the tunnel to be able to see him again, but I was wrong. He had moved. He had come toward me and was standing on the front porch by the time I rounded the corner. 
 
    He was probably thirty feet or so from me. There was a massive white house on my left and gigantic columns on my right, but all I cared about was the person right in front of me. I tentatively walked toward Jasper, catching my breath and staring at him to make sure he was real. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Jasper?" I said his name vulnerably, hopefully as we slowly drew closer to each other. 
 
    His smile broadened. "Yep, it's me," he said, teasing me a little. 
 
    The whole scene—us approaching each other with the white house all lit up at night, and the way we had the place to ourselves—it was more than a little surreal. Jasper looked timeless with dark pants and a casual button-down shirt that was rolled to his elbows. 
 
    He had changed and he was exactly the same. 
 
    He was all new and yet utterly familiar. 
 
    He had a little more facial hair. 
 
    I covered my face with my hands. 
 
    I had no other choice if I didn't want him to see my face crumpling with tears. I simply could not hold them in. My eyes burned and tears gathered in them, and there was just nothing I could do to stop myself from crying. 
 
    "I can't believe it's you," I said in a voice that was two octaves higher than normal. I knew it was obvious that I was crying, but I had to say something. 
 
    Jasper came to me and took me into his arms. He did it gently, holding me lightly around the shoulders but completely enveloping me. He had given me his t-shirt that night before I left Astoria, and the smell of him was still faint on it. Right there, in his arms, I smelled the full version. 
 
    I was overwhelmed. Smelling and feeling him, touching him, having his arms wrapped around me, it was truly overwhelming. I cried for real—the type of cry where you let out a wheeze and then you take a gasping breath—the type where tears flow out of your eyes and down your cheeks. I let out several rounds of quiet wheezing and gasping breaths, begging myself to stop before I was finally able to. 
 
    Jasper held me close, and I shifted to look at him when I finally got a hold of myself. I blinked and wiped my eyes since there was probably mascara running down my tear-soaked cheeks. 
 
    "I'm sorry," I said, taking a shaky breath. "I'm not able to… I'm just happy… I just can't believe it's you. I can't understand how you're here." 
 
    I realized as I stood there with Jasper's arms around me that my tears were from the amount of relief I felt. 
 
    "I'm sorry," I said again, wiping my cheeks with the edge of my finger. "I didn't mean to run away from you just now. I thought I was seeing things when I saw you out there. I didn't know it was really you." 
 
    He stepped back, holding me at arm's length. He smiled and ran his hand through his hair before he looked at me, inspected me. I wanted to squirm. I had on shorts and a t-shirt, and my face was wet with tears. I blinked at him. I felt dazed as I stared into his eyes. 
 
    "Jasper, what are you doing here?" 
 
    The corners of his mouth rose in a grin. "Well, I didn't come for the tour, June." 
 
    It's actually unbelievable to me that someone who looked like Jasper would be standing in front of me saying he had come all that way to see to me. 
 
    "How did you know about this place?" I asked. "Hanna?" 
 
    Jasper nodded. He had dropped his hands from my shoulders while I was wiping my face, but he reached out again, placing one hand gently on my side, latching lightly onto my clothes. 
 
    "I was going to surprise you at the restaurant, but she told me you were coming here." 
 
    "She did? Where were you when… how long have you… what'd she tell you to do?" 
 
    "I've been here all evening, looking around the place and doing my best to avoid you. Hanna just said for me to stand under that tunnel of oaks at nine o'clock. She said she'd send you over there." 
 
    "I mentioned your name to them just two minutes before I…" I trailed off, realizing that my friends had been intentionally trying to get me to mention Jasper. 
 
    "Before what?" Jasper said. 
 
    "Before I c-came over here. But they had… my friends were asking me questions, trying to get me to…" 
 
    He gave me a slow smile, and I stared at his mouth. Goodness, I missed him. My heart ached from the time we had spent apart. 
 
    "You're not finishing any of your sentences," he said. 
 
    I gave him an incredulous look. "How can you expect me to concentrate? I feel like I'm in an actual dream right now. Am I even alive?" 
 
    Jasper's smile widened. He dropped the hold he had on my shirt, and he placed his hand on the back of my arm, stepping toward me while gently pulling me to him. He leaned down and put his mouth right next to my ear. 
 
    "We have company," he said. 
 
    "Who is it?" I asked, not moving other than to latch onto a piece of his shirt. 
 
    "It's just your friends, I think. They're not staring, but a girl keeps peeking around the corner I guess that's Hanna if there's only one girl here with you." 
 
    "There is," I said, still not moving. 
 
    "I can't say I'm crazy about you being here with two dudes," he said. 
 
    "But you are just crazy in general," I said, teasing him. 
 
    "I am definitely crazy in general," he said. "I think that's probably why you like me." 
 
    I couldn't contain a smile. My heart leapt when he said that. He could probably feel the movement of my face stretching against his shoulder, but I was thankful he couldn't see my grinning face. 
 
    "I missed you," I whispered. 
 
    "What?" he asked, even though he heard me. 
 
    I stretched up to place my mouth right next to his ear. "I missed you so much, Jasper." 
 
    We were being spied upon, so we only stayed there for a minute or two before deciding to walk over to the courtyard where I had left my friends. 
 
    We sat there for another hour or so, talking and laughing with them. They were all curious to meet Jasper, and they asked him unfiltered questions about himself, his brothers, and life in Oregon. Jasper hadn't made it to the plantation in time for the tour of the main house, so we described some things and filled him in on some of the history we had learned earlier that day. We talked and the time passed quickly. We were on bricks, though, and we all began adjusting more frequently, finding it difficult to get comfortable. 
 
    We had a nice three-bedroom cabin waiting for us, complete with couches and cable television, so after a while, we decided to call it a night and go inside. 
 
    Jasper's rental vehicle was parked between our cabin and the next one, and he stopped and got his luggage out of it. 
 
    Matt and Kent had already planned on sharing a room, but Hanna and I had our own. Jasper was happy to sleep on the couch in the living room, but Hanna and I promised him we didn't mind sharing so that he could have a bedroom. 
 
    We stayed up until after midnight, talking with everyone while mindless reality television played in the background. Jasper was charming, and I caught myself feeling proud of him. All of my friends loved him. 
 
    It was Hanna's idea to go to bed first, and Matt and Kent agreed with her that they wanted to do the same. 
 
    "I guess we should get some sleep," I said, looking at Jasper. 
 
    "Unless you don't want to," he said. "We could go sit on the porch for a little while." 
 
    "Okay," I agreed maybe a little too quickly. 
 
    "Night!" Kent called as he retreated to the bedroom. 
 
    "Night!" we all yelled back at him. 
 
    Matt went into the kitchen to raid what little food we had in the fridge before he went to bed. I told him goodnight and I followed Jasper onto the small screened-in back porch. 
 
    It was secluded back there. It was only about six or eight feet deep, and it was built in such a way that we were surrounded by the house on three sides. One side was open, obviously, but we were staring straight into the woods that bordered the property. There was a little path between the house and the woods, and the lady who checked us in told us that sometimes a fox would travel that path, foraging for food. A porch swing hung from the ceiling and took up most of the small porch. 
 
    The swing was our only option for seating, so Jasper and I both took a seat on it. There was a little light coming from the windows and the moon, but we left the light switched off since neither of us minded the darkness. 
 
    We sat out there and talked for a long time. While we were on the swing, we went from casually sitting next to each other, to sitting a little closer, to tentatively holding hands, to fully holding hands, to me curled up next to him with my head on his chest and his arm around me. 
 
    It was the middle of the night when we finally decided it was time to go to bed. Jasper leaned over pulling something out of his back pocket before handing it to me. It was wrapped in brown paper, so I didn't know what it was, but it was small and flat. It was thin, about the size of a deck of cards but thinner. I stared at it and turned it over before looking at Jasper. There was a heart drawn on the front of it with my name in neat block print. 
 
    "Open it when you get to your room," he said. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "You'll see. It's meant to sway your decision." 
 
    "My decision about what?" 
 
    "Coming back to Astoria with me." 
 
    I tilted my head at him curiously. We had been talking for hours, and this was the first time he had mentioned that. "What do you mean?" I asked, wondering if he wanted me to take a trip or move. 
 
    "I mean I'm hoping you'll come home with me, June. I came here to get you. I hope you'll do that instead of going to Nashville. It's been a year… and… I don't know… I'm hoping you'll say that's enough of an adventure. I've been trying to let you do your thing, follow through with your plan. I thought maybe I could wait another year while you went to Nashville, but… I can't wait. I want you to come back with me now. To stay. I want you next to me. I'm done with emailing you from across the country. I feel like we left the door open between us, and I can't move on. I don't want to." 
 
    I was stunned. I was so taken aback that I had to concentrate on not shaking physically. My teeth almost chattered. I was about to agree to follow Jasper anywhere, anytime. 
 
    "Don't say anything now," he said. "I know you're a stickler for that plan of yours, and I don't want you to answer with a no just because you're used to saying that when someone tries to get you to change your mind. Don't say anything right now. Take tonight to think about it." He reached out and touched the brown paper in my hand. "Look at this, and think about it, and give me your answer in the morning." 
 
    I took the small package from him. I wanted to clarify that I couldn't pick up my life, change my plans and move back to Astoria with no promise of a future with him. I didn't see Jasper as a player, but I also didn't see him as the marrying type. Maybe I just had myself convinced that he wasn't the marrying type because basically everyone in town had warned me about it. I wanted to say something along those lines, but all the thoughts got stuck in my head like a clogged funnel. I just stood there and blinked at him. I dazedly noticed the corners of his mouth rising in a smile. I was so smitten I could barely think straight. 
 
    "Don't answer now," he said. "Please just open that package and be willing to think about it." 
 
    I nodded, even though I didn't have much to think about. I honestly didn't care how much of a commitment Jasper was ready for. He was here. He had come halfway across the country to find me. That was enough. I was going to Astoria. I already knew it in my heart. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat on the edge of the bathtub, shaking as I delicately tore open the brown paper package Jasper had given me. I didn't want to wake Hanna, so I had gone straight to the bathroom. 
 
    There was a tiny book inside of the package—a leather-bound book that almost looked like a miniature journal. I opened it and flipped through the pages, seeing there were words written on them but not taking the time to read them. 
 
    I saw enough to know that it was written in Jasper's own handwriting. I knew what his print looked like, and this book was full of it. There were no pictures, just words, just neat print—anywhere from a sentence to a paragraph in the middle of each page. 
 
    I sat on the edge that tub feeling too nervous and anxious to read it. I turned to the first page, full of anticipation. 
 
      
 
    There once was a beautiful girl named June. She grew up in Idaho, on a farm. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the second page. 
 
      
 
    She had a big heart, and she loved to read. She knew how to sheer a sheep and change a tire. 
 
      
 
    I blinked tears away as I turned to the third page. 
 
      
 
    One day, a little old lady told June that she should go to Oregon and meet a man named Jasper. She said he was a twin. 
 
      
 
    Page four. 
 
      
 
    It was God who was telling June that, of course. 
 
      
 
    (Que the hot tears rolling down my cheeks.) 
 
      
 
    Page five. 
 
      
 
    June had a big plan of her own, but having made a promise to the woman, she looked up the person named Jasper and called him. He said he could use some help with his business. He said it would only be temporary. He did not know anything about June, other than the fact that she could help him in his time of need and that her timing was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Page six. 
 
      
 
    This, of course, was God's doing again. 
 
      
 
    Page seven. 
 
      
 
    June turned out to be the sweetest thing Jasper had ever met. She was a character. She would tell you she emulated different characters in her books, but really, she had her own thing going. 
 
      
 
    Page eight. 
 
      
 
    Jasper fell in love with her, just like the lady said. 
 
      
 
    Page nine. 
 
      
 
    June loved him back, but she couldn't be tied down. She was stubborn and headstrong, and she wanted to see the world for herself and have adventure. 
 
      
 
    Page nine. 
 
      
 
    Jasper let her go. 
 
      
 
    Page ten. 
 
      
 
    He loved her, and he let her go. He let her go because he loved her. 
 
      
 
    Page eleven. 
 
      
 
    June went to live in a land far, far away. Jasper was sure there were dangers, and every day he wanted to go to her, to rescue her, but June didn't want to be rescued. 
 
      
 
    Page twelve. 
 
      
 
    Every day, Jasper hoped she would come back. He wanted her. He wanted her to be there when he came home from work. He wanted to take her fishing and tell her jokes. He thought of her every day. If she would only come back, he would marry her on the spot. He thought they should have kids, too. Several of them. 
 
      
 
    Page thirteen. 
 
      
 
    But every day, June kept not coming back. June, being determined and adventurous, continued her journey without Jasper. 
 
      
 
    Page fourteen. 
 
      
 
    After a year, Jasper realized he couldn't take it any longer. He had been patient long enough, and it was time for him to be as determined as June was. 
 
      
 
    Page fifteen. 
 
      
 
    He had to make a plan. 
 
      
 
    Page sixteen. 
 
      
 
    June always wanted to star in a book, so Jasper sat down and wrote one. He wrote about how they met. He had never confessed his love to her properly, but he did it in the pages of the book. He wrote it straight out, I love you, June. There, she read it. He also promised that if she'd come home with him, he would to take her on vacations to see the world. He knew she would love this. 
 
      
 
    Page seventeen. 
 
      
 
    He finished his book, and then he traveled a great distance to give it to her. 
 
      
 
    Page eighteen. 
 
      
 
    June read it. It was the best book she had ever read. She loved being the star of her own story, and more importantly, she loved Jasper. She loved him with all her heart. 
 
      
 
    Page nineteen. 
 
      
 
    The next time June saw Jasper, she confessed her love to him. 
 
      
 
    Page twenty. 
 
      
 
    The two of them were inseparable after that. They went back to Oregon where they lived happily ever after, just like God said. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    I flipped to the back of the last page even though there was nothing written on it. 
 
    Tears had been streaming down my face the whole time I read it. I tilted my head back, staring at the ceiling and feeling completely overwhelmed. I clinched that book to my chest, and I could feel my heart pounding underneath it. 
 
    It honestly had never seemed like a possibility that Jasper would ever want all of me. I knew he liked me, but love and marriage weren't things Jasper normally talked about. I could have easily fallen in love with him a long time ago, but I dared not let myself do it. 
 
    There was no question in my mind about what I would do now that I knew how he felt. I did not feel the need to continue my adventure in Nashville. I would go to Oregon with Jasper, and I knew in my bones that I would not regret it. 
 
    The joy and relief I felt were tangible. 
 
    I was oozing with it. I felt like I was covered in a warm comfortable blanket of happiness. 
 
    He had written a book about me. 
 
    In those moments as I sat there, I was so blissful that I was dazed with it. Oregon with Jasper was the best possible option for me, and he was in the next room, thinking he had to give me time to think about it. I felt queasy when I thought of him over there, waiting for my answer. 
 
    I sat up straight, looking from left to right and getting my thoughts together. I knew I had to take action. What could I do right now to live up to being the leading lady from my book? I put the book on the counter beside me and took a deep breath, standing and straightening my posture. I had shed some tears and my eyes were still stinging a little. 
 
    I stared into the mirror. I had cried twice tonight, and I took a second to splash water on my face and straighten my eye makeup. I brushed my teeth and did my best to tuck, straighten, and shift my hair so that I would look my best. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    I was in the middle of one of those moments in life that I would remember forever. I was about to go in there and verbally commit myself to Jasper, and I felt antsy and jittery and outrageously happy because of it. 
 
    All of my toiletries were handy, and I rubbed some lotion on by legs so that I would smell fresh and clean. The lotion contained a mix of lime and bergamot. Hanna was into essential oils and she had made it for me. It was one of my favorite scent combinations, and I smiled as I quickly rubbed it into my legs. 
 
    I took one last look in the mirror before heading through our room and into Jasper's. I crossed the empty living room, walking quietly as I headed to his door. 
 
    I knocked lightly once I got there. 
 
    Within a few seconds, the door opened. 
 
    I peeked in to see Jasper on the other side. He was standing there with his phone to his ear. With his free hand, he held out one finger, indicating that he would just be a second, and then he stepped back letting me in. He crossed to the bedside table and began writing something down. At first, I thought he was on the phone talking to someone, but then I figured out that he was taking notes from his voicemail. 
 
    It was difficult to concentrate on anything besides the fact that my entire life was about to change directions. I was standing there staring at him when he turned around. 
 
    His shirt was unbuttoned, and I could see his tan skin peeking out from underneath when he moved. I stared at his face. 
 
    "Hi," I said. "Can we talk for a minute?" 
 
    He glanced away, nodding and wearing an unreadable expression. The way he turned and tilted his head was just too much. He was gorgeous—a work of art. Everything about him was perfection. 
 
    "I read your book," I said. 
 
    "Oh yeah? What'd you think?" 
 
    "It was a masterpiece," I said, choosing my words carefully and staring straight at him. "Compelling." 
 
    "Are you compelled?" he asked, returning my gaze. 
 
    "I am," I said. 
 
    Neither of us were smiling, we just stared earnestly at each other from across three feet of space. 
 
    "What are you compelled to do, June?" 
 
    I knew my voice was going to come out shaky, but I spoke anyway. "Just about anything you ask me to do, Jasper." 
 
    "Come home with me," he said. 
 
    I nodded slightly. "Okay." 
 
    "Yes? Just like that?" 
 
    "Yes. Just like that." 
 
    "Do you love me?" he asked, tilting his head a little but still staring at me. 
 
    "How could I not? Who wouldn't love you?" 
 
    "That's not what I asked," he said. "I asked if you did." 
 
    I reached up and put my hands on the sides of his face. I barely touched him, and I felt an electrical current pulsing through my body. My cool fingertips gently touched his warm face. 
 
    "Jasper, it's hard for me to say it. I dared not let myself feel that for you." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I didn't think I could ever have you that way." 
 
    "You didn't think you could love me?" he asked. 
 
    "No. I knew I could love you. I just didn't know things would... I don't know… I didn't know you… I didn't know you felt that way." 
 
    "Do you now?" he asked. 
 
    "I think so." 
 
    "What are you uncertain about?" 
 
    "Nothing. I shouldn't have said I think so. I was just being shy. I know. I can love you. I do love you. I'm pretty sure I was meant to love you—made to love you. I think that's why it comes so easy for me." 
 
    Jasper let out a long, deep breath. "Thank. God." 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    "Seriously," he said. "I begged God to make you say yes." 
 
    I blinked slowly at him, flirting. 
 
    "He didn't have to make me. Nobody had to make me." 
 
    I felt Jasper's hand wrap around my waist. He pulled me in as he grinned at me mischievously. "No?" he asked. 
 
    "No," I answered. "I did it all by myself." 
 
    I was being a little silly, but he shifted and stared at me thoughtfully. "You can do a lot by yourself," he said. 
 
    I was just nervous enough to joke around again. I smirked at him. "I know, I'm tough, huh?" 
 
    "You are tough. I’m proud of you. You said you were going somewhere far off to build a life, and you did. You did just fine." 
 
    "I didn't feel fine all the time," I said, getting more serious. I took a breath, remembering the month of sickness and the other curveballs that had been thrown at me during the past year. "The year in New Orleans wasn't nearly as much fun as the dream world I got to experience in Astoria." 
 
    "If you call staying in my brother's old bedroom and working the desk at the shop a dream world, then I'm gonna have an easy time impressing you." 
 
    "It was a dream world, Jasper. I liked being around the shop. And I was basically royalty staying at the Blairs' house." 
 
    He pulled me close with the hand that was around my waist. I could see and feel his chest through the crack in his shirt. He stared at me with hungry eyes. 
 
    "My queen," he said, scanning my face. He was referring to me saying the word royalty, but I could tell he meant it just from the way he looked at me. 
 
    He gazed at me adoringly like I was his queen, and I felt like I could spend the rest of my life living up to that. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost 2 weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper stayed with me in New Orleans until I moved. 
 
    He did not leave my side. 
 
    He canceled his flight home and made plans to drive back to Oregon with me. 
 
    I showed him my favorite spots in New Orleans and we played tourist for a week together. I had already given notice at my jobs, so they were prepared for my departure. I had shifts scheduled for the week Jasper was with me, but I got most of them covered so that we could experience the city together. 
 
    He helped me pack and organize my things. I didn't have all that much to deal with. I lived in a furnished apartment and I wasn't much of a shopper. I packed my car, and after that I only had a few boxes to ship. We took them to the post office and sent them to Jasper's house. 
 
    He and I stopped in Twin Falls to spend a week with my family. I told Jasper we didn't have to stay that long, but he wanted to get to know my family and experience life on the farm. 
 
    Jasper had been working sixty hours a week for years while he and his brother built their business. He didn't feel bad about taking two weeks off in spite of the fact that it was the busy season. In the grand scheme of things, this was the only time he would ever do something like this again. In the future, he would plan for all his vacations and take them at a convenient time. This time, however, Jasper didn't care about convenience. 
 
    He asked a few of the other guys to step up and help pick up his slack, and they were happy to do it. Jacob didn't hesitate to let Jasper take as long as he needed. He had never seen his twin go after a woman, and he told Jasper to take his time. 
 
    I still had a hard time believing that I was the woman Jasper went after. 
 
    I couldn't help but feel like my life was a movie. 
 
    That feeling was amplified at the moment because Jasper and I were currently standing on Maggie Dietrich's doorstep. 
 
    We had been in Twin Falls for five days, and I knew we had to make time to go by there and see her. As far as I knew, she lived alone, so I was surprised when a younger man opened the door. 
 
    "Come on in," he said. "I'm Dale. Mom said you were coming. She's in the bedroom. I'll show you back there." 
 
    "Oh, no, if it's a bad time we could come back." 
 
    "She's been in that bedroom for a week," he said. "She won't be coming out anytime today or tomorrow, so if you want to see her, you'll have to follow me back." 
 
    We went with Dale down the hall, and I glanced at Jasper from behind his back. He reached over and held my hand. 
 
    "She had surgery on her knee," Dale explained. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know. She didn't mention it." 
 
    We got to the bedroom door, and he stopped and motioned, telling us to go inside. "She had surgery last week, and now she's having trouble with her eyes." Dale said that last part after we had already walked passed him and were headed inside the room. He was saying that part as much for his mom as he was for us; he was announcing our arrival. 
 
    I could clearly see that Mrs. Dietrich was sitting-up on the bed with her eyes closed. They weren't just closed either, they were swollen. She didn't seem to be in any pain. She was just sitting there in a nice white gown with her eyes closed. She patted the seat next to her. 
 
    "Come in, June. Come sit beside me, sweetheart. Did you bring Jasper with you?" 
 
    "I did," I said. "He's right here." 
 
    "Will you two come sit next to me? I made room." 
 
    We walked closer. 
 
    "I told Dale, if this isn't the silliest thing. I've never had anything like this happen with my eyes before. They said it's an allergic reaction to one of the medications I'm taking for my leg. If you'll come sit right here in next to me, I might be able to see you a little bit." 
 
    She was an elegant lady in a proper long-sleeve night gown. She looked comfortable in spite of some swelling in her face. She had left enough room on the edge of the bed for us to sit, and the spot next to her seemed inviting. 
 
    Jasper and I both sat down. 
 
    I sat closest to the head of the bed and he sat next to me. We shifted so that we were facing each other with our sides toward Mrs. Dietrich. She reached her hand out, and I took it. 
 
    "It's been a while," she said. 
 
    I hadn't told Mrs. Dietrich about Jasper until yesterday when I called to set up this meeting. I hadn't even told my mother about it until a couple of weeks ago when I changed my mind about going to Nashville. 
 
    "I know," I said to her. "I’m sorry I didn't call sooner. I should have called." 
 
    "I talked to your mom a couple of times since you've been gone. She just said you were living in New Orleans and that you were doing fine. She didn't say anything about Oregon, and I didn't ask." 
 
    "I went to Astoria for two months before I headed to Louisiana. Mom knew I went there and that I had met Jasper, but she didn't know you had anything to do with it. I didn't mean to hide it, I just… it was hard for me to believe that any of it was actually happening." 
 
    "How long have you known Jasper?" she asked. 
 
    "For over a year," I said. "I called him right when you told me about him. I looked him up on the internet and I called his place of business." 
 
    "We needed someone to fill in for our receptionist," Jasper added. 
 
    Mrs. Dietrich smiled and reached out for him with her other hand. He leaned over and placed his hand in hers. 
 
    "Come closer," she said. "It's blurry, but I can see a little bit if you come right here in front of me." 
 
    Jasper gingerly leaned over, placing his face in her line of vision. I moved a little to give him space. Mrs. Dietrich squinted and felt for him, and Jasper stretched, getting close enough for his face to touch her hands. She put her palms on his cheek and squinted closely at him, turning and tilting her face in an effort to make out his features. She did that for several seconds. 
 
    "I can't see as good as I wish I could," she said. 
 
    "He's so handsome," I assured her. I spoke quietly, but I had to make the truth known. 
 
    "I know he is," she said. "I just knew you were going to be so happy." 
 
    "Mrs. Dietrich, did God really tell you my name?" Jasper was sincere, curious. 
 
    "He did, I believe so, yes, Jasper." She spoke softly and nodded slowly. "He's capable of a great many things—absolutely anything, actually. And one thing I've learned in all my years is that He'll surprise you. He'll do amazing things in and through you if you ask Him to and let Him. I knew the dream I had was divine, and I knew I had to tell June about it. I had never had anything like that happen before." 
 
    Jasper held her hand. He looked straight at her even though she wasn't fully focused on him. "Mrs. Dietrich, thank you. Thank you for being brave enough to tell June about what you dreamed. It's unbelievable to me that God cares about me to tell someone else my name in a dream. It's hard for me to believe that happened. I'm baffled." 
 
    "Are you baffled by God's love or by the fact that it came to me in a dream?" 
 
    Jasper thought about that for a few seconds before he answered. "Both, I guess. I loved June before I knew anything about the dream. Finding out about it only gave me a new appreciation for, I don't know, God's involvement, I guess, for lack of a better word." 
 
    "Involvement is a perfect word," Mrs. Dietrich said. "He's as present as we allow Him to be." 
 
    Jasper took a deep breath. "Thank you," he said again. "I love June and I’m going to take care of her." 
 
    Mrs. Dietrich's already swollen face, crumpled a little as she looked down. "I know you will," she said, composing herself. "I couldn't be happier for you two." 
 
    I put my hand on hers. "It doesn't seem like enough to say this, Mrs. Dietrich, but thank you. Thank you for communicating to me and for the money. I feel like I owe that back to you." 
 
    "I didn't give you any money," she said. 
 
    She seemed completely serious, but she was normally quick-witted and not forgetful at all, so I didn't know what to think. I looked at Jasper and then back at her before I spoke again. 
 
    "Yes ma'am, you did. You gave me money to go to Astoria." 
 
    She shook her head. "No, I don't think I did. But even if I would've, you certainly wouldn't owe it back to me. I don't even remember giving you anything." 
 
    "Well, thank you. All my life, I wanted something cool to happen to me. I wanted to live a life like the characters in books I read." I touched her hand. "You gave me a gift when you called me to your house that day. I've never read about a girl who follows a prophecy and falls in love. Everything that happened to me in the last year, it's… better than fiction, Mrs. Dietrich. And it all started with you calling me over here to your house. You helped me have a beautiful, interesting story of my own. A truly unbelievable one. One where I didn't have to run all over the country chasing adventure. If I hadn't lived it for myself, I wouldn't believe it." 
 
    She patted my hand. "I'm glad I got to be a chapter in your book, June," she said. "But all I did was tell you what I saw." 
 
    "Well, I will appreciate it forever. I might even write my own book about it one day." 
 
    She smiled and gave me a nod. "You probably will," she said. 
 
    I wondered why she said that. Part of me thought she was just agreeing to be nice, and the other part of me thought she might seriously know something I didn't. I didn't ask her, though. I just assumed she knew something I didn't. That might just give me the confidence I needed to actually do it. Who knew. Maybe one day readers would get to hear the astonishing, improbable but true story about how I sought out a twin named Jasper in Astoria and I wound up finding him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another year later 
 
      
 
      
 
    I married Jasper Blair three months ago. 
 
    We had a beautiful spring wedding, and what seemed like all of Astoria showed up. There were over four hundred people in attendance at our ceremony, and my crew from Idaho only accounted for about fifteen people. 
 
    Everyone and their uncle wanted to see Jasper Blair get married. Literally more came than were invited. It was truly like Jasper was the prince of Astoria and I was the farmer-girl from Idaho who stole his heart. 
 
    Of course, there was so much more to our story than that. It was a tale that had to be told. I wrote everything in my book. 
 
    It was a romance, of course. 
 
    The real Jasper was so much better than any leading man I had read about, and my prayer through the writing process was that I could do his character justice. He was the super hot guy with a perfect face and ripped abs, but that wasn't why I loved him. He was smart, fearless, and athletic. He was funny, charming, and kind. He was the boss man at work. He had everything going for him. He was the perfect leading man. But those weren't the things that made Jasper the best. They were great, but they were irrelevant compared to the one thing that mattered most. 
 
    The most beautiful thing about Jasper was that he loved me. He chose me. He picked me. He was on my side no matter what, and that was everything. 
 
    I tried my best to get that across in the pages of my book. I started writing right when I moved to Astoria, and I finished the book while we were on our honeymoon. I wanted us to be married in real life before I finished writing it. I wanted to tell about the wedding, and I hated to assume certain details about it. 
 
    I had the manuscript edited and proofread, and then I hired someone to design a cover. I didn't use a real picture of Jasper and me, and I didn't even use our real names. I was pretty private that way. I even used a penname rather than my own. 
 
    J.B. Andre was the name I chose. 
 
    June Blair—and I went with Andre since it seemed like a fancy version of Anderson which was my maiden name. I used a pseudonym, but I told the whole truth about our relationship. I gave details about actual events, but I changed our names and made the location South Carolina instead of Oregon. 
 
    I kept the New Orleans part the same since all that Oak Alley stuff was too good to leave out. 
 
    In my mind, the book was going to completely blow up and I didn't want any fame we experienced to interfere with our everyday lives. 
 
    That was laughable to me now. I was glad I hadn't told anyone that I was getting ready to have a New York Times best seller. As it stood, I could barely get my own mother to check it out. I released the book almost a month ago and, so far, basically no one had bought it. I thought we would need to keep our privacy about it, but that was not an issue at all. 
 
    Now I was thinking that if I had done everything under our real names, at least Becky could have shared it on her Facebook and I would have gotten her friends to read it. That might have helped me get some kind of ball rolling. 
 
    I had just assumed that people would find it, and read it, and love it on their own, but that wasn't what happened. I thought I would make a billion dollars and Jasper would only work if he wanted to. Our children and our children's children would be taken care of. I was relieved that I had kept my assumptions about it being a bestseller to myself. 
 
    I wasn't thinking about it at all as I walked into the door of Jasper's parents' house that evening. No one else was either. They were all preoccupied. Henry and Max and their wives had come in from Seattle, and we were having a family birthday party to celebrate little Rocky's first birthday. 
 
    Max and Story's son was named after Story's father. In her dad's case, Rocky was a nickname, but that was their little boy's real name, and he absolutely lived up to it. He was a rough and tumble little boy, and he was utterly adorable. He had shaggy hair, rosy cheeks, and his daddy's dark brown eyes. 
 
    Jasper and I walked in holding hands, but soon Jacob's son, who was closer to two-years-old, ran up to Jasper asking to be held. Jasper scooped him up and positioned him way up high near his chest, and Connor always loved that. 
 
    I smiled at him and we parted ways, me walking into the kitchen to put some things away, and Jasper heading toward the family room with Connor. 
 
    "Come in here with me when you're done," he said. 
 
    I caught his eye and nodded. 
 
    Jasper liked to be near me all the time, and I loved that about him. Police departments had that slogan to serve and protect, and that summed up how Jasper treated me. He always looked out for me. 
 
    "We brought that banana nut bread you like," Jasper said, yelling at his mom from across the house to let her know I was on my way with the baked goods. 
 
    "Oh, my goodness!" she said. She smiled with wide eyes as she turned and took the package from me. She gave me a hug while she was at it. "Hey sweetheart. June makes the best banana nut bread," she added. She had turned and was talking to Story and Charlie when she said that part. They were both standing in the kitchen with her. 
 
    "Jasper made it this time," I said. "It came out amazing. He used half wheat flour instead of all white. Don't tell him I said this, but I think it's even better than usual." 
 
    "I don't know how it could get any better," Becky said, shaking her head. She carefully put the loaf on the counter near some bread and a box of pastries. She looked around like she was almost guarding the package. She really did love it. 
 
    "June only uses bananas on the perfect day," she explained to the others. "One day off won't do." 
 
    "They've got to have just the right amount of brown," I agreed, nodding. "Plus, I have a good recipe. It's simple but it's good. It was one my dad's mom used all the time. I know it by heart. I'll write it down for you guys if you eat one and like it." 
 
    "Hey, who said anyone is eating this?" Becky asked. "We have perfectly good birthday cake right over there." 
 
    Everyone laughed, but she was a little serious since she loved that bread. 
 
    Rocky was on his mom's hip, being quiet with his head on her shoulder. I went to stand by Story and I reached out to pat his precious little back. 
 
    "Hey birthday boy," I said. I spoke quietly and made a curious face at Story who was smiling at me. 
 
    "Hey Aunt June. Rocky bumped his head," she explained. 
 
    "I'm sorry, little man," I said. "You still look handsome for your big party, though." 
 
    Story gave me a sad but reassuring smile as she continued to hold him. "He was napping in the car when we got here," she explained. 
 
    I reached out to offer a hug to Charlie. She saw me coming in for it, and she smiled and came toward me to hug me back. She and I were close. We had married twins, and we shared a unique bond because of it. I loved her. I loved all of my in-laws. 
 
    "Aiden said she read your book and loved it," Becky said. 
 
    I smiled and nodded at her. "Oh, that's awesome," I replied. 
 
    I knew Aiden was in the living room with Henry—I had seen them from a distance when I first came in, and I had made plans in my head to go in there and say hello after I talked to the crew in the kitchen. 
 
    I believed that Aiden had read my book if she said she did, but at least twenty other people had told me the same thing. This was some kind of miracle since I had only sold a total of fourteen copies. I had sold so few that, as of a few days ago, I stopped checking the numbers or status of it. I figured if fourteen people read it and liked it well that was better than nothing. 
 
    "Yeah, you'll have to go talk to her about it," Becky said. "She was all excited. She said she really loved it." 
 
    "I've got my copy sitting by my bed," Story said. "I can't wait to start it." 
 
    "Me too," Charlie added. "I downloaded it the other day. It's definitely on my must-read list. I'm just so terrible about reading at all. You know that about me." 
 
    I smiled, but before I could say anything, I heard Aiden speaking from behind me. 
 
    "Oh my gosh, June. I loved your book so much!" 
 
    She had come up from behind me and I turned to smile at her. 
 
    "I laughed and I cried! Did that lady seriously have a dream that told her the whole thing? She didn't know Jasper at all? That's crazy. Did he really poke your glasses? Did you get pneumonia?" 
 
    "You didn't know that story about the lady and the dream?" Charlie said. "I thought Jasper mentioned it at the wedding." 
 
    "He did. He said there was a dream, but I didn't know what he was talking about," Aiden said. "I didn't understand. Nobody told me details about that." She looked at me. "Did that lady really know his name?" 
 
    I nodded. "And that he was a twin." 
 
    "That's insane," Aiden said shaking her head. "And she had never met him?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No." 
 
    "I told Henry that God must really love Jasper to go handpick a wife in Idaho and send her to him." 
 
    I smiled humbly since I couldn’t help but feel like I was the one who God showed favor to in this situation. 
 
    "Babi said you might not want people knowing your real name or whatever, so I hope I didn't mess up." 
 
    I looked at Becky. Babi was what we all called her now that the grandkids were old enough to address her. 
 
    "I wasn't sure," Becky said, shrugging. "Aiden said she shared about it on the internet, and I told her I didn't know if you were doing that." 
 
    "Oh, no, it's fine," I said. "I appreciate it, actually." 
 
    Aiden made a relieved face. "Good. Because a bunch of people are already getting it. I'd feel really bad if I wasn't supposed to say anything." 
 
    My heart sped up when she said a bunch of people were getting it. I didn't know what she meant by that, and I wasn't sure how to ask. 
 
    "She shared it on Henry's website," Becky clarified. 
 
    "The band's Instagram," Aiden interjected. "I hope that's okay. Henry took a picture of me curled up reading it on the patio and it came out good, so I posted it." 
 
    "Tell her what you wrote," Becky said. 
 
    "I put something like… Best book you'll read this summer. The amazing but true story of how Henry's baby brother fell in love." 
 
    "Wasn't that sweet?" Becky asked. 
 
    "That's so nice," I said. 
 
    My heart was pounding even though I had no idea what her post would translate to. After the nothingness that had transpired during the last few weeks I did not dare get my hopes up. 
 
    "Where's my lady?" Jasper said, yelling from the living room. 
 
    "You have to share her!" Charlie said, yelling back. 
 
    "No kidding, y'all just got here," Story said. 
 
    "I know but she said she was gonna come in here and sit with me." 
 
    "That boy cannot go two seconds without her," Becky said, shaking her head. "You should have seen him when she left and went to New Orleans. He was wound up for a year straight." 
 
    "Oh, that's sooo sweet," Aiden said. I could tell by the way she smiled at me that she had a whole new appreciation for mine and Jasper's relationship after reading that book. 
 
    I couldn't help but smile. 
 
    It was all fun and games with them making fun of Jasper for calling me in there, but the truth was that I wanted to go to him as much he wanted me to. 
 
    He was sitting on the couch while Connor rolled a truck all over the place, using Jasper's body as obstacles and roads. I hated to leave the kitchen so soon after I got there, but I wanted to go to him. 
 
    "I need to use the restroom, actually," I said. 
 
    "She can't take it," Charlie said, teasing me since she knew I would ultimately go in there to Jasper. "I really am going to the restroom," I said defending myself even though none of them really cared. They loved that I loved Jasper. 
 
    I went into the little half bath that was near the kitchen. I didn't need to use the restroom, but I switched on the light and the vent and closed the door for privacy. 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket. It had been a day or two since I had checked how many books had sold. I started typing in the web address, and my internet browser still knew where to go based on my history. All I had to do was type in the first few letters and the publishing website popped up. 
 
    I clicked on the page, and it opened like always. There was a graph along with a bunch of numbers. I blinked at the screen and instantly started shaking. 
 
    The number that was stuck on fourteen for days was now a number that was more than six thousand. Six-thousand two-hundred eighty-one, to be exact. 
 
    I blinked. I looked at the title of the book to make sure I was seeing the right results. 
 
    There it was, at the top of the screen. 
 
      
 
    Dream Chaser by J.B. Andre 
 
      
 
    I hit refresh, and the number changed. 
 
    I didn't know by how much, but I saw that the numbers were different. I couldn’t recall exactly what it used to say, but the current number was six-thousand two-hundred eighty-nine. 
 
    I refreshed it again, and the eighty-nine on the end changed to ninety-one. 
 
    I gawked at my phone, feeling like I couldn't quite catch my breath. Had two people just bought my book in the few seconds that it took me to refresh the page? I was overjoyed and terrified in equal parts. 
 
    I was lost in thought for a few heartbeats before I pressed the button to turn off my phone as quickly as I could. 
 
    My heart raced and I stared in the mirror. 
 
    Jasper. 
 
    I wanted to be next to him. 
 
    I wanted to share these feelings, this moment with him. 
 
    I left the bathroom, headed straight for the living room—straight for Jasper. He saw me coming and he smiled at me and instantly sat back on the couch and nudged his chin at me. I recognized the movement. It was what he did when he wanted me to sit on his lap. I grinned and had a spring in my step as I walked over to him. I sat directly on his lap, feeling all wound up and excited and trying my best not to show it. 
 
    He looked at me with the most handsome smile in the whole world. He was still grinning as he leaned in and kissed me right on the mouth and right in front of everyone. 
 
    "Hey everybody," I said, addressing everyone who was sitting around the living room with Jasper. Everyone responded with waves and nods and words of greeting. 
 
    "What took you so long?" Jasper asked, giving me a squeeze. He was being playful, but I knew he missed me. I was only separated from him for a few minutes, and he missed me. 
 
    Jasper Blair was full of mischief and he wanted to spend his life being mischievous with me. I still got butterflies constantly with the way he looked at me. This man stared at me with devotion and desire. There was no doubt in my mind that I was his queen, his leading lady. 
 
    The beautiful part was that, as far as he knew, I was the fourteen-book-seller-girl and not the six-thousand one. Jasper loved me for exactly who I was. He was happy and it had nothing to do with books being sold or any sort of triumph on my part. 
 
    "Why are you so wiggly?' he asked. 
 
    "Because I feel happy," I said. 
 
    He held me close and nestled his face behind me so that he could speak to me without anyone else hearing. "You're beautiful when you're happy," he said. His hand came around my thighs. It was fairly subtle since there were others around, but he was possessive and maybe a little worked up, and he didn't hesitate to pull me close. 
 
    I felt that warm, husband/wife type of passion rising inside of me, and suddenly I wondered how quickly we could get this birthday party over with and get home. 
 
    Jasper had just told me I was beautiful when I was happy, and I turned to reply to him. "Then I must be gorgeous right now," I said. 
 
    "Too gorgeous," he said, growling a little and making me smile and squirm. "I'm afraid I'll have to make you stay right where you are. No more kitchen ventures for you. You're trapped." 
 
    I smiled and turned to kiss him, not caring that others were in the room. "I'm not going anywhere," I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    A few post-epilogue updates: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry and Aiden continued to live in Seattle and had four children. Their little boy came first, and then three girls followed. Aiden worked part-time at her sister-in-law's nonprofit skate park while staying busy raising four kids. 
 
    Henry released eight albums with Delicate Balance before taking some well-deserved time off. In the years following, he played solo acoustic music in mid-size venues, but that was for fun. He also got into working on old cars with his brother. He was smart with savings and investments, and the success he had with Delicate Balance was enough to provide he and Aiden a comfortable if not extravagant life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jacob and Charlie stayed in Astoria and had two children—a boy named Connor and a girl named Gwen, after Charlie's mother. She had passed away in a car accident right before their daughter was born, so it was a given that Charlie and Jacob would choose that name. Charlie had a hard time physically giving birth to Gwen, so it was a long year for her. 
 
    The trials of that year changed her life, though. She was on fire for God, and every year, more than half of the girls track team at St. Charles (where Charlie volunteered) ended up deciding to serve Christ. She continued to sell real estate, but her biggest claim to fame was the impact she had on the lives of her family members and the students at St. Charles. 
 
    She and Jacob were a strong, content couple whose lack of personal drama despite their own circumstances allowed them to be used in the lives of others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max and Story made a life in Seattle. They lived two miles from Henry and Aiden, and the couples and cousins saw each other regularly. Max continued representing professional athletes as their agent and Story's nonprofit opened a total of three indoor skate parks in Seattle. 
 
    They helped each other with everything—their jobs, the house work, and parenting their son. Rocky was an only child, but with Henry and Aiden's crew around all the time, his cousins were almost like siblings. 
 
    Both couples made trips to Astoria at least a few times a year. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jasper and June were the passionate ones. 
 
    Even after they had been married for years, they continued to adore each other. Their love for each other was inspiring. It was obviously fate. They remained in Astoria and had two children. Both of them continued to work for the dock construction business. 
 
    They bought some land on the outskirts of town and June started a small business breeding and raising show-quality rabbits. She didn't want to have an official farm, but she loved raising and caring for animals. She got the idea from the bunnies that had been hopping around at that Airstream hotel. They also had a pond with some ducks. 
 
    June had success with her novel, but she didn't write another one. She had the feeling she would again one day, but she would wait for inspiration. She loved her life the way it was. She had fun going back to being a reader, raising their children and lots of bunnies, and working with Jasper and the crew at the business. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becky and Dave had four sons, four beautiful daughters-in-law, and nine grandchildren, all of whom loved their Papa and Babi dearly. 
 
    They appreciated the simple things in life and were always willing to help others. They had God and each other, and they made a lifetime of beautiful memories.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    (for real) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It has been a joy and a privilege to share the Blair Brothers stories with you. Thank you so much for reading. Hugs and blessings ~Brooke 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
     Other titles available from Brooke St. James:  
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    Finally My Forever (Meant for Me #1)  
 
    Finally My Heart's Desire (Meant for Me #2)  
 
    Finally My Happy Ending (Meant for Me #3)  
 
      
 
    Shot by Cupid's Arrow 
 
      
 
    Dreams of Us  
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    California's Calling (Hunt Family #3) 
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    So Happy Together (Bishop Family #4) 
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