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One
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Lydia White

I suppose it’s the same way the red fern bends and shrivels its leaves in a shade of brown when winter starts to set in. The way seasons pass without regard to our life plans. Rain. Snow. Humidity that makes our skin stick to our leather seats. Hot days that make our makeup drip down our faces like tears. 

Life just is.

What I like about science, about math, is that there’s always a right answer. Cause and effect. Numbers don’t lie. Metamorphosis can be seen through a time-lapse camera, and it does so without human intervention. Science is proven over and over and over again. But there’s always probability, right? Probability can give us an idea based on favorability, a ratio of probability, hopefully in our favor. 

Methotrexate, they said, may cause hormone changes, personality changes, and memory loss. It did.

Also, at the advice of an old friend, an FBI friend, she said to change everything from my hair color, my appearance to my personality. So, I guess, the Methotrexate in combination with the advice given, I was willing to do anything to keep my daughter and I safe.

“She’s good,” I say to my mom, Gwen, over the phone as I watch Lilly pull a book from the shelf and park herself on the dated although beautiful and well-loved wood that runs parallel to the storefront. “She’ll start school this fall. I talked with Mrs. Jeffers at Granite Harbor Elementary. Explained the situation.”

“All of it?” My mom’s tone becomes brittle, on the brink of falling to pieces, most likely out of fear.

I sigh. “Most of it. The important parts at least.”

The door opens to the store. 

“I’ll call you later. I love you.” 

She says something about good-bye, but I hit End on my phone and lay it down on the counter. 

Lilly jumps to her feet, and I give her an assured look as she grins her toothless six-year-old grin my way. 

She approaches the new customer. The woman is a tourist. I can tell by her handbag, made of tulle and bright red buttons. Very European.

“Good afternoon, and welcome to Rain All Day Books. Can I help you find something?” Lilly asks the woman.

She looks down at my daughter, smiles, and in a thick French accent says, “You are adorable. Where are your books on Granite Harbor, eh?” 

The woman most likely has a granddaughter or two about Lilly’s age. Maybe a little older or younger. Or maybe she wants a grandchild badly, but her children don’t have children yet. It’s in her eyes that I can tell. Or maybe her children along with her grandchildren live in the States, and that’s why she’s here.

Lilly takes the woman by the hand, gives me a wink, and leads her to the local author section. 

I smile through the fear that gathers in my throat every time I see my daughter do something a normal six-year-old wouldn’t do, like carry on a conversation with a French woman about the interesting life of cats that will inevitably take place any moment. Though Lilly’s allergic, she still holds out hope that we’ll get a cat one day.

Probability. A ratio based on favorable cases.

Moving to Granite Harbor, Maine, from New Hampshire was a choice I made when Brett and I split. My mom wasn’t happy. Said we needed better medical care, that they—she and my father, Lee—felt it would be safer if we stayed closer to them. I want to raise Lilly somewhere where the air we breathe carries the ocean’s mist. Where storefronts shut down at five o’clock for weddings or funerals. A place where the fire whistle rings every day at noon to signify the lunch hour. Where people are kinder. Slower. Softer. My mom thought I was crazy. Thought I was running based on fear. A piece of that might be true. But, when you have a daughter to raise, your needs, your wants, go out the window. That’s probably why my mom makes the hour-and-a-half trek out to Granite Harbor almost every weekend. Truth be told, I think it’s for two reasons. One, to make sure I’m taking care of myself, and two, to spend time with Lilly and me.

It’s early June, and the coast watchers are beginning their travels to the most picturesque small town, Granite Harbor. 

“Your daughter is quite the salesperson,” the woman says in her French accent as she and Lilly approach the counter.

“She is,” I say as Lilly comes around to my side of the counter. 

The woman slides two books across the counter. One is A History of Granite Harbor, Maine, and the other is a children’s book titled, Leo The Cat.

I look down at Lilly, and she shrugs. 

“I think Ines will really like that one.” Lilly leans in closer to me. “Ines is Fran’s granddaughter.” 

Nodding, I begin to ring Fran up. “How long will you be visiting Granite Harbor?”

“We’re at the end of our trip, I’m sorry to say. It has been wonderful.” 

I listen to her accent, mull over her word choices as I give her the total.

Lilly has already bagged up her books and is pushing the bag across the counter from her stool when the bell signifies another customer. 

Lilly hops down, comes around the counter, and hugs Fran around her waist. “It was nice to meet you, Fran. If my mommy and I ever make it to France, we’ll call you.”

Fran’s eyes grow big as she looks back at me and puts her arms around Lilly’s back. “I don’t know that I’ve ever met a child quite like you, Lilly. It was an honor.”

Lilly makes her way to the front door to greet the next customer, and we start all over again.
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“You’re sure an animal wasn’t harmed in making this?”

“I’m sure, Lil. It’s mashed potatoes.”

Lilly peculiarly eyes me and then looks down at her mashed potatoes. “Remember the time you said it didn’t have meat, and then you said you cooked it with chicken broth?” 

I try not to laugh. “I do. But, honey, chicken broth isn’t meat.”

“But it comes from a chicken. A chicken that was probably alive and frolicking in the hills, and then, all of a sudden, he’s dead and lying on our table. And then people make bro-broths, or whatever it’s called, and chicken nuggets, and stuff.”

Holding my water to my mouth, I say, “Where’d you learn to use the word frolic?”

“Judge Judy.” She picks up her spoon and cautiously uses it to touch her mashed potatoes.

Eye roll. My mother. I guess it’s better than other words. Maybe it’s more of the idea of my daughter watching Judge Judy. But, again, I guess it could be worse. 

“Judge Judy said, ‘So, I should set you free, so you can frolic in the hills with your mistress?’” Lilly mimics Judge Judy.

I lower my fork, close my eyes, and sigh. “What did Nana do when she heard Judge Judy say that?”

Lilly lifts her spoon to her mouth with a smidgen of mashed potatoes. “She turned the TV off.” She stares down the puffs of white at the end of her spoon. “What’s a mistress, Mommy?”

“Eat your mashed potatoes,” I say, unprepared to have this conversation at the dinner table with my six-year-old. 

After dinner, Lilly gets into the bath while I finish up the dishes. 

There’s a gentle knock at the door, and every bone in my body freezes. My stomach ties into knots. I look at my watch. It’s just after seven. We live above the bookstore, and there’s only one back-door entrance. I always know when we’re expecting a guest. 

Breathe, Lydia. Just breathe. 

It’s not him.

I wipe my hands on the dish towel, swallow the irrational—some rational—thoughts, and slightly open the door. 

Relief spreads through my body when I see that it’s Alex. I pull open the door.

“Hey!” She hands me a white bag and quickly throws her hands around my shoulders. “Eli and I were on our way back from Boston, and I saw this and knew you had to have it. We’ve got two screaming kids in the car, who we just picked up from Brand and my mom’s, so I’ve got to run.” 

I drop my head to the right and smile. “What is it?” 

“You’ll see.” She reaches in for another quick hug and then turns toward the stairs. “Now that Lilly’s back, let’s get the girls together.”

I wave her on. “Yeah, that will be great. And thank you, Alex. For whatever it is.”

She waves and pops down the stairs. 

Alex Fisher was the first girlfriend I made when I moved to Granite Harbor. She’d moved here from the West Coast, met Eli Young—a game warden for the Maine Warden Service—and the rest was up to fate. She’d lost her first husband, Kyle, several years ago in what she thought was an accident. They have two daughters, Emily and Noah.

Quietly, I shut the door, lock it, and hear Lilly. 

“Mommy, I’m ready for you to wash my hair.”

I smile. Her words fill me and every bone in my body. 

“Coming,” I say, setting the white bag down on the kitchen table. 

A girl always needs her mother. Just as I still need my mother. I’m thirty-seven, and I still call my mother—my father even—for advice. They’ve been my backbone when I was sick and helped me raise her. Kept her safe. 

In the bathroom, I see Lilly with a pile of white bubbles on the top of her head. 

“It’s my top hat.” She turns to me, and I see the bubbles around her mouth. “I’m Abraham Lincoln.” 

A grin starts across her face, and my insides fill with joy. I never thought it would be possible to love a human as much as I love Lilly. 

“Well, Abe, let’s get that hair washed.” I kneel beside her bath and roll up my sleeves, which exposes three scars. 

Lilly immediately notices the newer one. “Another shark bite, Mommy?” 

“Can you believe it?” I thrust my hands in her warm bath water to change the direction of the conversation. I begin to wash her blonde hair. “Are you ready for your new school after summer?”

“Yep.” She toys with the bubbles, quietly telling her own story in her head. I can tell this because her eyes are wide with imagination and she is speaking in a low whisper.

“Are you nervous?”

Lilly stops what she’s doing. “No. Why would I be nervous?”

Children adapt to change so well. Far better than adults. They exist purely in the moment, perhaps so fear and all the other worries adults have for them have no chance of survival.

I shrug, mad at myself for even asking the question, but I don’t give a chance for my own fears to become hers. “Nervous.” I roll my eyes and smile. “I meant, excited.”

Lilly’s smile slowly spreads across her face. “Yes!”

In Lilly’s six short years of life, she’s never met a stranger. The impulse to ask questions of adults never ceases. Her curiosity for people and their stories has always taken a front seat with her motivation to help others. Her empathy runs wide and deep. 

I push the soap through her hair and take in the scent. These are the moments that make my heart seize when I try to picture her life without me. The lump in my throat grows.

“Mommy, what are the kids like in Granite Harbor?”

Lilly has always been able to relate more to adults than kids her own age. Maybe it’s because she’s always around adults or that she’s an only child. 

But I give her honesty, as I always have. “I’m not sure, baby.”

“Well, I sure hope I find a friend like Maddy Sunday. I miss her. But I’m happier to be with you now.”

I press my lips firmly together, take her face in my hands, and push our missing moments away because we’re here together now. My voice gets caught behind my love, but I find it again. “You have no idea, Lilly White,” I barely get out before I kiss her little cheek. 

She started kindergarten in New Hampshire with my parents for a lot of reasons. My treatments required travel, and I wanted to give Lilly stability. And I wanted to get established in Granite Harbor before I made my daughter move. Wanted to see if my bookstore would make it. And I wasn’t so sure Brett Lancaster didn’t have people following me. I know he’d never put Lilly’s life in danger, but I’m almost certain he’d be all right if I went away.


Two
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Aaron Casey

It’s not the bodies we’ve recovered from searches. Don’t get me wrong; if you’re the warden who discovers the body, it’s hard. It’s the families we have to break the news to when the aftermath is covered in despair as two young children come to the door. That’s the toughest part of the job.

This night is different. 

The air. The lack of sound. The sadness that keeps us together, builds, as I accompany Katherine Bernstein, the current warden chaplain for the state of Maine, to the Tudor family home just east of the town of Hope. When the chaplain accompanies a warden, it’s never good news. Katherine is here to soften the blow. Provide support for the family members. Many times, family members think Katherine is another game warden, and she is. But Katherine has what most people need during difficult situations—a skill that most game wardens don’t know how to tap into while on the job. Experience. She lost her husband, a state trooper, seven years ago in a car accident with four young children at home.

Jane Tudor invites us in.

It was a search in the beginning. The husband and father, Kurt Tudor, had been on an early morning fishing trip at Alford Lake. For reasons unknown yet, the boat had sunk. Mr. Tudor had gotten stuck in a fishing net and been unable to free himself. The problem was, his wife, Jane, had thought he was fishing at Chickawaukie Pond. When the evening hours set in and Mr. Tudor didn’t return, she’d called law enforcement. We searched every inch of Chickawaukie Pond but to no avail. Two days into the search, state troopers noticed a man’s truck had been sitting in the parking lot of Alford Lake for a couple days. Parked near a tree, it was almost hidden. Met the description of Mr. Tudor’s truck. That’s when our rescue turned from a search to a recovery.

“Would you like something to drink?” Jane asks, her children nipping at her heels, eager to know why two law enforcement officials are standing in their living room, too young to understand what the unspoken words mean yet probably old enough to know that death is permanent.

“Children, go wash up.” Jane’s hands rest in the pockets of her elbows as she sits in chair. “Please, sit,” she tells us.

Katherine sits on one end of the sofa while I continue to stand. 

The kids pad down the hallway.

“Is there someone you can call to be with you?” Katherine says in a soft voice. 

“Did you find him?” Jane asks.

Katherine nods. “Alford Lake.” 

Jane’s head whips back to Katherine, and her eyes fill with tears that don’t fall. The tears sit, wait, and get heavy. “Alford Lake? But he said he was going to Chickawaukie Pond. He left a note.” Jane stands and walks to the kitchen just off the living room, brings back the note, and hands it to me, not Katherine.

HEADED TO CHICKAWAUKIE POND.

BE HOME LATER.

LOVE, 

K

I read the note and slide it into my pocket. I don’t hand it to Katherine because she won’t care to see it. Her job is to be here for Jane, not ask questions. 

Jane stares at her wedding ring and moves the simple gold band that circles around her finger until the tears finally make their descent.

The kids come back down the hallway.

I want to intervene and allow Jane time with Katherine to ask questions alone. 

Jane quickly wipes her tears.

The kids stop in their tracks and stare at their mother. 

“Go to your room, and I’ll be there in a minute,” Jane says.

“Do you mind if I read them a story, Mrs. Tudor?” I ask.

Jane’s shoulders settle. She nods, trying to hold back tears.

The boy, no older than six, reaches up for my hand. “This way,” he says while his sister, most likely nine, stares at her mother and knows something is terribly wrong.

“I’m Finn,” the boy says as he leads me to their shared bedroom. “This is Fiona.”

“I’m Aaron. Nice to meet you.”

“Are you a police officer?” Finn asks.

“Yeah. But I protect the land and the animals. I’m what they call a game warden.”

“Is that gun real?” Finn’s eyes grow wide with wonder, curiosity.

“Yes.”

“Do you know how to use it?” he asks.

“I sure hope so.”

Fiona jumps up on the top bunk, lets her feet dangle, and puts her hands in her lap. “Of course he knows how to use it, Finn. Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m not stupid, Fiona.” Finn purposefully, slowly lets her name roll out, pronouncing every syllable. 

Fiona rolls her eyes and tosses a book down to me from the top bunk. “Read this one, please.”

I sit down on the floor and rest my back against the bottom bunk. Finn climbs into his bed just above me.

“A Kids’ Guide to America’s Bill of Rights?” I look up at Fiona, somewhat confused by her book choice. Not that I know her enough to assume what she’d choose, but nonfiction for a nine-year-old didn’t seem like a plausible option.

“Not again, Fiona,” Finn moans. “That book is so boring. I always fall asleep.”

A devious smile spreads across her face. “Go ahead, Aaron. Page one.”

At page twenty-seven, I hear Finn’s breaths, slow, even, paced. I look up and see he’s asleep, so I quietly stand, setting the book down on a desk. I look up to see Fiona is staring at the ceiling. 

I don’t know what to say to a nine-year-old girl who has just lost her father and doesn’t know it yet. This is Katherine’s department, not mine. I gather facts. Details. Build cases. Read books to kids. But, when the tears come, I’m not quite sure what to do. 

“Good night,” is all I say, and I turn to leave.

“Is he dead?” she asks, turning on her side to look at me.

“That’s a question your mom has to answer, Fiona.” 

She pushes herself back onto her bed and stares at the ceiling again. 

I run my hand through my short hair, sigh, and think about finding a new job. One with less heartbreak. Less hours. Less demand. “Good night, Fiona.”

“Night,” she barely says and rolls over on her side to face the wall.

In the living room, Katherine is kneeling next to Jane, who’s in the chair. A tissue in hand. 

“You have my card if you need anything, Jane, I hope you’ll use it,” Katherine says.

Silence passes like freedom. As though, if we don’t breathe another word of this, maybe it will all go away.

“Fiona is still awake. Has questions for you,” I say in a low tone, so Fiona can’t hear me.

Jane stands and wipes her tears. “My children …”

“We’ll let ourselves out,” Katherine says.

But Jane doesn’t answer because she’s already heading to the kids’ bedroom.

We walk out and get in the Maine Warden Service truck. Sit and listen to the darkness.

“The kids are what get me,” I say.

“Me, too.” Katherine had to tell her children what had happened to their father. 

I start the truck up, and we drive to Katherine’s house.

“Good night, Warden Casey. Great work tonight.”

“Night, Chaplain.” I wave and watch her walk to the front door, let herself in, and shut the door behind her.

We get to drive away from the sadness. We get to escape to our own part of the world, whereas Jane, Finn, and Fiona are just beginning their grief. 
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I told the guys I’d meet them tonight at Angler’s Tavern, an old bar that’s been around since before I was born. Before my dad was born. Before my grandfather was born. It’s a place where locals gather to watch the Boston Celtics. The New England Patriots. And the elections. A place to tell fishing stories. A place to leave your worries at the door. A place insignificant to ninety-nine percent of the United States population, but to Granite Harbor, it’s a fixture. A staple in our small town.

I can’t shake Finn’s lack of understanding of a world that is about to be turned upside down or the look in Fiona’s eyes when she asked me about her dad. I can’t shake the news we delivered tonight. This wasn’t the first time we’ve had to tell a family. But, for some reason, this one was the hardest. 

“Bullshit,” Ethan says under his breath, shaking his head, smiling, as we listen to Ryan tell about the last time he was drawn for a moose hunt. 

We’re sitting around the table.

Ethan, my twin brother, has been coming around more since marrying Bryce Hayes. They’re gearing up to have their first child. That will make me an uncle, which blows my mind. I’ve watched him walk through hell and back. We lost footing for a while. Ethan was in the military, and I was back here. He saw a lot of bad shit over in Iraq, and I wasn’t sure how to treat him anymore when he came back home. It took a lot for us to get to where we are today. 

“And then,” Ryan says, “my name was called!” 

Ryan Taylor is also a game warden and a childhood friend. I guess, in a small town, it’s hard not to remain friends with the kids you grew up with. Eli, Ryan, my brother, and I were raised in Granite Harbor. Ryan went through the Warden Academy straight out of high school, and Eli and I went to college first. My brother went into the Marines first. While he served his tours in Iraq, something broke in him. He saw things and had to do things that didn’t sit well with him.

“We were there. Remember?” I shake my head and take a swig of the beer.

“Lucky bastard.” Ethan crosses his arms across his chest and leans back in his chair. 

Since we were ten years old, I’ve been drawn for a moose hunt. Ethan’s been drawn. Eli’s been drawn. But we’ve never been drawn twice, like Ryan. 

Ryan looks down at his phone after it chirps. “Eli’s not going to make it. He and Alex ran late, coming home from Boston tonight.” 

We try to get together at Angler’s Tavern every other week. Sometimes, it happens. Sometimes, it doesn’t. With the rest of the guys and their families, it’s harder for them than it is for me. Not that I don’t want a family. I do. Or at least, I think I do. 

“Not gonna ask how it went with the Tudor family tonight,” Ethan says before leaning into the table as Ryan runs to the restroom. “I can tell by the look on your face that it didn’t go well.”

We’re fraternal twins. We look similar, but we’re not identical. But the connection is a bond we don’t have with anyone else.

“Can’t shake it.” I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table. Rub my face with a hand.

With Bryce being pregnant, it’s changed my brother. Made him more sentimental. Less hardened to the world. 

I don’t tell him about Fiona’s broken heart or Finn’s naivety to the situation or Jane’s disbelief. He knows. He’s had to do it, too. Ethan also doesn’t say anything. He knows what the feeling is like, and I rest easier in that. It will pass. The feeling will. Give it two weeks or so. But it won’t for Jane and her kids. The feelings, the memories, will last forever.

“Bryce’s cooking dinner on Friday. Come over?”

I nod. “Yeah, okay. Can I bring anything?”

“Just beer, if you want.”

Ryan returns to the table. “What’d I miss?”

“Dinner. Our house. Friday.”

“Yeah, sounds good.” Ryan finishes the last of his beer. “Can we bring anything?”

Ethan gives him the same answer he gave me.

Ryan shakes his head. “Merit will have my ass if I come home with information like that. Flowers and shit? Food? Never mind. I’ll have her text Bryce.”
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I toss my keys on the counter when I get home, open the refrigerator, and look at the open can of beans, the half-eaten block of cheese—moldy on one corner—a loaf of bread, and two bottles of water. I grab one and shut the fridge. 

I bought this place when I was twenty-four. It’s convenient. Just up from town. My brother lives down the street. My parents live between us.

My phone vibrates across the counter. It’s my mom.

I don’t even have to say hello.

“Mark said he saw you at Angler’s Tavern. When I asked him if you’d eaten any food, he said that he wasn’t sure, so I wanted to make sure you’d had dinner tonight.”

See, this is where living in a small town can get you into trouble.

The line is completely silent.

I’m thirty-seven, Mom.

I’m a grown-ass man.

I don’t have to eat dinner if I don’t want to eat dinner.

“He also said you looked thinner.”

Again, silence.

I work out, Mom. I’m a game warden. I have to be in shape.

“Do you need dinner, honey?”

I want to cave. It’s easier that way. So that I won’t have to explain anything. Talk about it. “I’m good, Mom. I have plenty to eat.” I walk back to the fridge, open the door again, and stare at the moldy cheese. 

Again, silence.

I hear my dad, Bill, whispering to her. She covers the phone.

She uncovers the phone.

“Well, okay, honey, if you say so.”

That means she doesn’t believe me. 

“Stop by this weekend, will you? Your dad needs help with the dishwasher.”

“I don’t need help with the dishwasher, Helen,” my dad says.

“Okay, Bill.” She whispers into the phone, “He does. He really does. You know your father. Never wants to ask for help. Yesterday, he made the dishwasher sound like a raging hyena. See you this weekend.” She hangs up.

After thirty-nine years of marriage, they still make it work. Sure, they’ve had issues—we all do—but they always make it work.

Turning out the lights, I grab my phone and head to bed. 


Three
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Lydia 

Lilly totes behind me down the stairs and to the back door of the bookstore.

“Mom, I really love summer time.”

“Well, I’m glad because I’m going to need your help this summer.” This morning, I picked a white blouse—the one that my mom says makes me look too thin—capris jeans, and brown strap sandals. 

I open the door, and we go inside to start our morning routine.

While I count the money in the till, Lilly changes the sign from Closed to Open and opens the door to allow the fresh—and somewhat humid—summer air to flow into the old bookstore. The musky smell can get a bit overwhelming in the mornings, especially during the summer.

After the money is counted, I go to the back room and start the coffee. While I’m filling up the pot with water, I hear Lilly say, “Mommy.” 

It’s clear. Loud. And not her normal voice. Something isn’t right.

Quickly, I set down the pot and walk to the middle of the store. “Where are you?”

“Nonfiction. History.”

I come around the corner to see Lilly on her knees, hands on her thighs, looking down at a small ball of feathers with big black eyes. I want to reach for Lilly, pull her away from the unknown, but I can’t seem to do it because it’s the look in her eye when she turns to me. 

“How did he get in here, Mommy? He’s so little.”

I bend down next to Lilly, and the little guy cautiously jumps back. 

“I don’t know, baby. But I know who to call. Stay here. I need to get a number.” 

Back at the counter, I pull out my Rolodex circa 1987. One day, Lilly asked what it was. I told her it had every phone number in the world. 

“Even Santa’s?” she asked.

“Even Santa’s.” 

Then, she asked why I didn’t just store all the numbers in my cell phone. I told her to go color.

Thumbing through the cards, I see his name. My borrowed heart starts to beat quicker than I’d like it to. Beating at a rhythm that my blood surely can’t keep up with. I mean, that’s the overall purpose of the heart, right—to pump blood? I pull the card from the Rolodex, set it on the counter, and dial his number. 

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

“Warden Casey,” he answers.

“Hey … hey, Warden Casey. This is—”

“Lydia. Everything all right?”

Do not think about his dimples. I roll my eyes. 

“Oh, yeah. Everything’s fine, except a baby owl has somehow wandered into my bookstore.” I bite my bottom lip. Squeeze my eyes shut. Shake my head at my words. I could have said it better. Maybe.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

“I’ll be right there.”

“No ru—” 

But he’s already hung up the phone.

I go back to where Lilly is. 

She’s sitting on the hardwood floor, leaning against the bookshelf, talking to the baby owl. “My favorite animals are cats. I bet you don’t like cats. Do you eat cats? Are you a carnivore? I’m a vegetarian. Once, my mom fed me chicken broth. Oh, sorry. I mean, are you cousins with chickens? I know you can’t talk. But—”

The front door bell rings, and I yell at my heart, the same heart I received on loan when I was six. Maybe, with all these rapid palpitations, it will stop working. 

For Christ’s sake, Lydia, slow down. 

I smooth my blouse when I stand and take a big breath in. I make sure the new scars aren’t visible by pulling at my sleeves. “You stay here with the little guy.”

I walk around the corner to see Aaron Casey in a dark green warden uniform. 

When he sees me, he doesn’t say anything at first, which is fine. It’s great in fact. Makes it less awkward.

This isn’t love at first sight. I wouldn’t let it go there. I nipped it in the bud before it got out of hand. Before it went too far. 

But we stand here in the silence and allow it to fall over us like unbroken love. Untainted by words and opinions and hearts. Untouched by mistakes and missed opportunities. Pristine and perfect. The silence sits. Waits.

“Mommy, who is it?” Lilly comes around the bookshelf.

It’s not that I didn’t want Aaron to meet Lilly. Well, that’s not the truth. I didn’t want my daughter to get her hopes up. She’s never seen a man in my life aside from her father. She was with my parents when I met Aaron. 

“Hello,” Lilly says. “Are you here for Harry?” 

Aaron smiles. And there, on his face, are the dimples.

“Harry?” Aaron asks, taking a few steps closer. “I’m Aaron.”

“My name is Lilly White.” She takes Aaron by the hand. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to him.”

Aaron walks past me, too close for comfort, too close for my own good, too close for everything in matters of the heart. His scent is clean and neat, and I want to tell him to stop wearing whatever he wears. To stop showering. To grow a very long beard. 

I fall in line behind them and pull at my sleeves once more, maybe out of habit. 

We reach Harry, who takes a few hops backward again and makes a little squeak.

“Harry, don’t be scared. This is Aaron, and he’s here to take you back to your mommy. Don’t worry.”

Aaron looks at Lilly. The truth is, Harry is probably here because something happened to his mother. “See the talons and his beak? He’ll use those when he begins to hunt his prey. Right now, he’s probably pretty hungry because his mom isn’t able to find him.”

Lilly looks at Aaron in disbelief. “What? He’s a carnivore?”

Aaron nods and goes on, “Judging by his size and feathers, he’s probably about eleven weeks or so.” He stands. “I need to run out to my truck real quick. I’ll be right back.”

He walks past me, goes out to his truck, and comes back with a net.

“You know what we’ll do with the net, Lilly?” he asks.

“Put the owl in it.” She thinks for a minute. “It won’t hurt him, right?”

Aaron shakes his head. “Just going to get him in the net, so I can take him to someone who can take care of him and release him back into the wild, back to where he needs to be.”

Aaron looks back at Harry, whose wide eyes blink slowly. In one swift motion, Aaron nets Harry but not without him being extremely vocal about it.

“Don’t worry, Harry. You’ll be all right,” Lilly says as Aaron leaves the store and puts the owl in a pet carrier in the front seat of his truck. 

Lilly and I look out the window.

Aaron comes back inside the shop. “I’ll take him to Avian Haven, and they’ll take real good care of him there.” He reaches down and shakes Lilly’s hand. “Great work today, Lilly.”

“You’re welcome”—she looks up at his name tag on his vest—“Warden Casey.” She pauses. “Would you like to buy a book?”

“I’m sure Warden Casey has more important things to do, Lilly,” I say.

“I have a few minutes,” Aaron says. 

Lilly takes him by the hand. “Do you like cats?” she asks, her voice trailing off as they make their way to the nonfiction section.

Smiling, I shake my head, my heart wanting to follow them. To stay close by and protect my daughter’s heart from the attachment she might find with Aaron. 

Shake him off, Lydia. Stay the course. You and Lilly. She’s your number one.

I walk to the back room and finish making the pot of coffee. I wait for it to brew. 

Does Aaron drink coffee? I grab another cup and pour him one. I think twice about adding anything, so I don’t. 

At the front counter, I set Aaron’s aside and take a sip of mine. There’s always something magical about the first sip of coffee in the morning. It starts with the scent when brewing. Then, it leads to the pour. And then? The first sip. Not too weak, not too strong. To get it to the right consistency, it’s six scoops of coffee and water just a smidgen above the twelve-cup marker. 

Lilly and Aaron approach the counter as she explains that cats are nocturnal. 

Lilly says, “Oh, I’ll be right back.”

And the silence returns again. Tries to sit between us. Tries to get comfortable. 

“I poured you a cup of coffee,” I say. “It’s just black. There’s raw sugar, half-and-half, milk in the back.”

“Thank you.” Aaron takes the cup by the handle. “How are you?” he asks casually.

Lilly approaches the counter with a bookmark. “You need this, too, Aaron. To keep your place.” She leans in closer to whisper, “My mommy hates when I fold the page down to keep my spot.”

Aaron smiles. Looks at me. Dimples and all. “Noted.” 

My face grows warm. The thing with Aaron is, nothing got started. Not the first kiss. Nothing. We attended Ethan and Bryce’s engagement party together at Level Grounds about six months ago. He put his hand on the small of my back, and it was over. Lilly wasn’t with me at the time. She was still back in New Hampshire with my parents. The small gesture he did unraveled me. I’m not sure why. His large hands. His big body behind my small frame. The lack of space between my backside and his front. Nothing touched, except his hand. 

But it’s mainly the way he treats people. Handles their words with care. Listens. 

He pays for the book and then gets down on Lilly’s level. “Thank you, Lilly, for saving Harry. I’d better go and get him to where he needs to be.”

Lilly nods. 

Aaron stands again. Takes my eyes in his. “Thanks for the coffee, Lydia.”

I hate the way my name sounds coming from his lips. I hate it because it sounds beautiful, the way it rolls off his tongue and meshes with the world, adding color and light. 

I hate it because I love it.

Aaron turns to leave, and just before he walks out the door, Lilly says, “Aaron, can you come over for dinner?”

My mouth falls open, and my reaction is, “Lilly, no.”

I see what my words do to Aaron. Thinking of different scenarios, I try to redeem myself to better his heart. “I’m sure you have plans, Aaron.” 

That sounds worse, Lydia, as if you’re putting the burden on his shoulders to bear. 

“I mean, you don’t have time, right?” 

You’re digging yourself a hole. Stop. 

“Mommy, you’re not letting Aaron answer.”

Oh.

Aaron looks between my daughter and me. His unbreakable jawline has somehow become a bit softer. Perhaps it’s the light in the room or the way my words have made him feel. 

“Maybe another time, Lilly.” Aaron nods, turns, and leaves.

Lilly looks at me, then to Aaron outside, and then to me again. “That was weird, Mom.” And she walks to the back room and yells, “Can I have some coffee?”

“No.” 

“How about a pop?” 

“Lilly White, it is 10:07 in the morning. No, you cannot have any pop.”

“How about a kitten?” 

“Negative.” 

She peeks her head around the corner. “You didn’t say no, so is that a I’ll think about it?”

“You are wise beyond your years, missy.” 

The bell rings at the front door, and a new customer walks in.

Lilly comes running to take up her job.


Four
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Aaron

I sit in my truck for a minute. Think about what just happened. Then, I put my blinker on and pull onto Main Street. 

Granite Harbor is a place where most East Coasters flock to vacation. It’s not a weeklong vacation spot; it’s a place where you spend three days and take in all the sights. The sixty-five lighthouses strategically placed along the coast, which tourists seem to enjoy. A town structured in a way where it grows with its people—not in size, but in its ability to wait the storms, hold strong when the winds blow and snow invades our winter months. Within the small town comes its baggage, its stories and secrets, hidden deep down in its cracks of history—some praying they’ll never see the light of day.

Lydia called me. Hadn’t called me in months. Not after our date to my brother’s engagement party. I’d tried to call her, but she didn’t return any of my calls, so I stopped in the bookstore one day. She was short with me. Didn’t seem like she wanted to talk, let alone go to dinner. It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested. My intuition and her eyes told me otherwise. The look she gave me at Ethan and Bryce’s engagement party told me two things. One, I’m fragile, and two, tread lightly. She also warned me when I picked her up that she didn’t come with me to get laid or to find a husband. She said she came because of my hands. 

When I asked why, she simply said, “They remind me of my father’s.” 

I took her answer and tucked it into my chest, near my heart, knowing that I would gladly keep this memory for as long as I could or as long as it needed to be there.

That night, when I walked her back to the bookstore, she kissed me. It wasn’t just an ordinary kiss. It was a kiss that was half on my mouth and half on my cheek, as if she meant it to be that way. Her lips—soft, gentle, expectant—stayed on mine only for a few seconds. I didn’t want to move, push her away, so instead, I placed my hand on her hip, pressed my fingertips into her side, to let her know there was more to this kiss on my end. When she pulled away, she apologized. I told her there was no reason to be sorry. That I kissed her back and that I’d steal another one if she let me. I saw the regret that stained her eyes, as if she’d let herself down, so I simply let her hip go because I knew that was what she wanted. She’d said good night and walked upstairs.

Lydia looked beautiful, stunning, this morning. Her light-blonde hair falling around her shoulders. Her pale skin, natural, snowy. Her green eyes that kept you at a distance, not allowing the strength of lust or want to veer her from her path, whatever that looked like to her.

Lydia didn’t talk about Lilly too much. I had known she had a daughter because it’d come up, but she was private about it. Kept a picture of her on the home screen of her phone. 

Lilly looks just like her mother. Bright. Smart. Witty.

But my job is to sit back and wait. Be patient. Because there’s no other person I’d rather be with, and I found that out when Lydia first moved to town. I’d had my eye on her, but Ryan beat me to the punch. It didn’t last between the two of them, and I had known it wouldn’t. Lydia wasn’t his type; she was mine.

Harry, the owl, squeaks.

“I know, bud. We’ll get you where you need to go.”

I told Ethan about Lydia after the engagement party. Actually, he asked. He had been surprised to see us together. I think Ethan knew how I felt, just never said anything. Twins have that, the ability to feel what the other is feeling. We’ve always had that. Even when he had come back from Iraq, I’d felt his confusion, his sadness. His detached sense of order. Although I didn’t know it at the time, I was taking on his feelings. I hadn’t seen what he saw or done what he did, but I had known what it felt like.

Avian Haven is about thirty minutes north of Granite Harbor. Although, in the summertime, it takes about ten minutes longer due to tourist traffic. The out-of-staters stop to take photos of wildlife. Bodies of water. The Atlantic. It’s frustrating when tourists approach wildlife. While the wildlife is beautiful and looks tranquil, it’s not smart to pose near them for a picture. But we’ve seen people do it and get hurt or do it and get lucky. 
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On my way back to Granite Harbor from Avian Haven, my phone vibrates from its console. Game wardens live in their trucks. They’re like mobile offices, so we have everything we need. A laptop. Phone. We travel more than half the state in them. Deliver bad news. Save animals. Save humans. Give back. Do work. Make the outdoors of Maine the best it can be. 

It’s dispatch calling.

“Hey, Aaron. Moose calf off of Route 90. Blocking both lanes of traffic. Can you take the call?”

“On it,” I say and hang up. I turn my lights on but not the sirens. 

I see the red taillights before I can see the scene. Cars backed up for a good few city blocks. I use the bike lane and drive past the line of cars.

As I approach the scene, Hodges and Phelps, two state troopers that I’ve grown to respect in our work together, are ready to direct traffic around the calf lying in the roadway. This isn’t normal.

Ethan’s already at the calf, assessing the scene. 

I park my truck and approach my brother but not before giving Hodges and Phelps a nod of acknowledgment. 

Ethan’s got his hand on his hip. “No visual injuries,” he says. 

“Doesn’t look like it was hit,” I say as we stand a safe distance from the calf.

We usually see these guys at dawn and dusk, around May to July, during mating season, and with the mother. 

This is odd.

A man in his mid-sixties gets out of his vehicle and approaches us. He’s the first one in line, which tells me he might have seen what happened. 

“Hello, sir,” I say. 

“Wardens. I-I saw the baby moose from about a quarter of a mile away. He was off to the side of the road. But he wasn’t acting quite right. Couldn’t walk straight. Wavered as he reached the road. I slowed down. Watched him. He looked drunk almost,” the man says.

Ethan and I know instantly. It’s brain worm. 

“Thank you, sir. We’ll take that into account in our investigation,” Ethan says to appease him. “Please get back in your vehicle.” 

The man walks back to his car and gets in.

Ethan gives Phelps the nod to wave the line of vehicles through.

I walk back to my truck. Grab my shotgun. This part of the job really makes me wonder if I’m in the right field. I think of Lilly as I load the single bullet that I’ll need to get the job done. She wouldn’t be happy with me or this, but what she might not understand is that this disease will take his life, and the animal will suffer badly until its very last breath. 

When the coast is clear, the cars have all passed, and everyone is a safe distance behind me, I put the calf in my sights and pull the trigger.

It’s a really shitty part of what I do for a living. The good thing is, the little guy is no longer suffering. The bad thing is, it’s still shitty.

Ethan’s already backing his truck up. I grab ropes from my truck.

Hodges and Phelps approach. 

Hodges pats my back. “Got it from here?”

“Got it. Thanks for your help,” I say.

Ethan waves to Hodges and Phelps as he parks, gets out of his truck. He starts to tie the calf up so that we can load it into the back of his truck.

I put my gun back in my truck and then walk back to Ethan. We load the calf up into his truck. 

We’ve done this before, Ethan and me, moving dead animals. Whether we are hunting or working, it doesn’t matter. It’s like ice fishing, rowing a boat, or hiking the Appalachian Trail. It’s automatic. The method is already there. Our bodies do the work as our emotions stay put. I can’t help but wonder how Ethan looks at death now—whether it is an animal we need to remove from the roadway or a body recovery. This is a discussion we haven’t had yet.

“You all right with this?” I ask.

Ethan stops. Wipes his forehead with the side of his hand. “What?”

“The calf.”

“Loading the animal? Or the dead part?”

“Dead part.” 

Ethan’s humor is really dry, and that’s something I’ve always appreciated about him.

He shrugs. Gives the ropes another pull. “Part of the job.” 

But I know, deep down, there are some parts of this job that eat him alive, especially now. He’d never say it, but you don’t spend nine months in a womb with someone and your whole life together to notice only bits and pieces. You notice everything. All the shit that annoys you. All the shit that doesn’t annoy you. Patterns of behavior. Why we are the way we are. 

Mom has been treating Ethan differently since he came home, too. More protective. I don’t think the woman can be anymore supportive than she is. Dad, too. They’re great parents. Dad’s a little more reserved. But I see, in the quiet ways, that he shows us his love. Especially more so now that Ethan is home and safe now. But safe from what? From guns. Further emotional and mental damage, yes. But he’s still got all this baggage that he keeps. Stuff I wish he didn’t have to keep. Guess we all make choices and sacrifices though. Joining the military. Paying the price for protecting his country.

Once the calf is loaded, he’ll take it to the depository in Portland. He shuts the tailgate of his truck as I walk to mine. 

Ethan calls back to me, “See you on Friday?”

I nod. “Friday.”

The drive back to Granite Harbor is quiet. I wonder how the Tudors are doing. Jane, Fiona, and Finn. When you deliver news like that, the next-of-kin notification sticks with you for years to come. I’ve had to do several.

Matt Tellenbaum. Lost his wife and sister while hiking the Appalachian Trail. It quickly went from a search and rescue to a recovery. 

Lincoln and Anita Stewart. Lost their son when he tried to make it across a frozen lake on a snowmobile in the dead of winter but hit a thin spot on the ice and fell in the icy water. It was just a recovery. Unfortunately, it took weeks to recover his body because of the winter weather and the ice. We tried for days on little sleep to recover his body, but the water was too muddy and too cold. The public made a stink about it. As game wardens, we try our absolute best, but sometimes, our best just isn’t good enough.

Corbin and Tracy McCall lost their five-year-old son while he wandered off only for a minute and down the swiftly moving river he fell. Ryan made the recovery, and that was when we worked for the dive team. But Ryan, Katherine, and I did the notification. 

Brenda Wilkes. Lost her husband and son when they hit a moose on Interstate 95.

Wayne and Mary Springs. Lost their eighteen-year-old daughter in a boating accident. Alcohol was involved. 

Denise Pritchard. Her father wandered off from the assisted living home. He was found in the woods four miles from the home, up against a tree, the color, warmth, and life, drained from him. 

Jane Tudor. Lost her husband Kurt while fishing. Still under investigation. 

Each of these was unique and equally hard in their own right but not as hard as it was, and still is, for each family. Each suffering a loss, some deeper than others. Far deeper. The hardest was the five year old. The days and weeks that followed his disappearance still haunt me like a memory I just can’t fix, make right, and twist into a better outcome, no matter how hard I try. 

I signed up to be a game warden because I knew it was my calling. I love the outdoors. I love wildlife. I love Maine. It’s the darker side of me, of the job, that makes things more difficult. Maybe if I didn’t internalize the job so much, thinking we could somehow do things differently. Bought one more hour of each search, each rescue. One thing I’ve found to be absolute in life: we aren’t guaranteed time. We aren’t guaranteed life. Each day is a testament to fate and time well lived on Earth. After all, we’re all living on borrowed time.

I call into Avian Haven to check on Harry, and the sanctuary says he’ll be just fine. Just needs food and water and some time to grow, and then they’ll release him back into the wild. Lilly comes to mind. She’ll find this news good and hopeful. 

Me: Hey. Would you pass on the message and these pictures to Lilly that Harry is doing great. I just got word from Avian Haven. Just so she doesn’t worry.

Almost immediately, I get a response.

Lydia: Thank you, Aaron. I’ll tell her.

Maybe some things are better left alone.


Five

[image: ]

Lydia

Without prompting, Lilly takes the disinfectant wipes to the hardwood. I kneel down and begin to help her.

“How did you get so wise?”

Lilly shrugs. Cleans. But something’s on her mind.

I gently reach out and touch her hand. “What’s going on?”

Lilly sits back on her feet. “Is Harry going to be okay?” Her big blue eyes—her father’s eyes—meet mine. With my finger, I push her hair behind her ear. 

“The truth is, I don’t know. Here’s what I do know. Warden Casey knows exactly what to do in these kinds of situations. He’ll get Harry the help he needs.” I’ve never been able to lie to my daughter, except once. A lie I’ve never regretted. 

“How did you know to call Warden Casey?” she asks. 

“He’s a friend.”

“A friend? Like Maddy Sunday back at Nana’s house?” That’s her given name, swear on my life.

“Absolutely.” I don’t expand. I won’t explain something that I won’t allow to go any further. I won’t bring Aaron into her life because it wouldn’t last with him and me. 

A voice in my head asks, Why? and I push it aside.

My cell phone rings from the counter. Lilly and I stand, and she takes the wipes to the trash. 

“Wash your hands when you’re done, Lilly.”

She rolls her eyes. “I know, Mom. Owl poop is gross.”

It’s my mom. 

“Hey,” I answer.

“Hey, baby girl. Is this weekend a good time for a visit?”

I walk behind the counter, pull my planner out from the shelf underneath, and open it to this weekend. “Looks clear.”

“Wonderful. Dad can’t make it. He’s got some work to do with Scott Lansing.”

“Dad’s retired.” 

If I could see my mom right now, she’d be rolling her eyes.

“I know. But you know your dad. Can’t help but help. Anyway, I’ll be there sometime mid-morning.”

There’s a silence that passes between us. 

“You called about your doctor’s appointment, right?”

“Mom, yes. I’m thirty-seven years old. You don’t have to remind me. Remember, I battled this, too?”

“I know; I know. Sometimes, I can’t help myself, Lyd.”

The bell rings at the front door. 

I hear Lilly’s quick footsteps.

“I’ve got to go. Customer just walked in.”

“See you Friday.” 

“See you then.” I hit End. 

“Good morning, Ruthie!” Lilly runs into her arms.

“Oh, Lilly! How are you, my sweet girl?” Ruthie asks, wrapping her arms around my daughter. 

“We had a baby owl in here this morning! Warden Casey came to get it.”

“Which Warden Casey?”

“The tall one.”

Ruthie laughs. 

“He has a twin brother, Lil,” I say.

Lilly’s mouth falls open as she slowly turns her head in my direction.

“A twin?” Lilly looks back at Ruthie. “He’s the one that looks at Mommy like this.” She makes a funny face, like a zombie. A zombie in some sort of trance.

I blush and shake my head. Laugh a little.

“That must be Aaron,” Ruthie says, releasing my daughter. She walks to the counter, holding Lilly’s hand. 

She sets her bag of books up on the counter, to trade in for store credit. I begin to go through them. Lilly discusses with Ruthie the need for vegetarian options for school lunches. Why she’s on this topic, I don’t know. I suspect it’s probably a question Ruthie asked about her new school in Granite Harbor.

Lilly disappears into the shelves of books but not before getting one last hug from Ruthie. 

“I love that kid. Wise beyond her years. And how are you, Lydia?” she asks. 

“Busy. Ready for the summer season.” I keep it light. 

Ruthie isn’t just a resident of Granite Harbor; she’s a fixture. Raised here, she and her husband Milton, former chili-maker champion—as Bryce Hayes stole that title in the fall—make you feel part of this small town. As if you’ve lived here all your life and you know all the town secrets. Her mother, Ida—sweetest old woman you’ll ever meet—pops in once in a while with Ruthie.

“How’s that sweet mother of yours?”

Ruthie rolls her eyes.

I don’t think there is a single person in Granite Harbor who has a bad thing to say about Ida. 

“I swear, that woman loses more control of what comes out of her mouth by the day. It’s as if she’s crossed a threshold into the I don’t give a shits.”

“I’ll take all of them for forty-two dollars and fifty-five cents,” I say.

“Sold.”

“Do you want me to add it to your store credit?” I search for her card in my box to write a new total. 

“Yes, please.” Ruthie turns to look at the shelves of books. “I’m sure I’ll find something.” She turns her head and winks.

“You always do, Ruthie.”

“Lilly, take me to the children’s books,” she says in her best Cruella de Vil voice.

I smile as I hear my daughter’s laughter from somewhere within the sea of books. 

Ruthie and Milton, I think, would have made wonderful grandparents. But they never had kids of their own.

As I put Ruthie’s card on the counter, in case she decides to make a purchase, I notice one of my scars peeking out, and I pull gently on my sleeve. 
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I promised Lilly we’d go to Merryman’s tonight. Her favorite restaurant in Granite Harbor. Not that we have many to choose from, but the quality of the food, no matter where you go in our small town, is excellent. 

“Hi, Shannon!” Lilly says to our waitress as she approaches our table. 

“Well, hi there, Lilly. What are you having tonight?” 

“I’ll have the clam chowder, please.” Lilly hands her menu to Shannon.

“Got it. And—” Shannon starts.

“Wait, there’s no chicken broth in clam chowder, is there?”

Shannon thinks. “I don’t think so.” 

“Great. Your turn, Mommy.”

I smile, wanting to laugh. “I’ll just have the house salad. Dressing on the side, please, Shannon.”

“You got it, Lyd.” She takes both of our menus and tucks them under her arm but then eyes Lilly. “Shirley Temple?”

“Yes, please!”

Shannon looks at me. “Anything to drink, Lyd?”

“Just water is fine. Thank you.”

Shannon nods and walks back to the counter to put our order in.

I’m already making a mental to-do list when Lilly says, “Mommy, I think Warden Casey likes you.”

I jerk my head to her. “Why … why would you say that?”

“Because he looks at you funny. Josh Hammel in preschool used to look at me the same way.” She rolls her eyes. “Ruby said he had a crush on me. I told him, if he ever came near me with those googly eyes, I’d hit him with a stick.” She rests her elbows on the table. “Is that how you feel about Warden Casey?”

I’ve never been able to lie to my daughter, so I think on it. “Remember when you were four and you wanted to keep the dog you’d found while on your way to the store with Nana?”

She nods, playing with her fork now and pumping her legs like she’s on a swing—and I know this because of the way the table is slightly moving.

“And I told you, it wouldn’t be a good idea because there’s a lot of responsibility that comes with pets and that we just didn’t have the time to commit to a dog.”

Lilly sets the fork down. “Yeah.” She stops pumping her legs.

I shrug. “Same thing.”

She tips her head up. “So, you won’t hit him with a stick because he’s too much work?” Her facial expression shows confusion.

I laugh. Take a sip of water. Conjure up another excuse. “I don’t want to hit him with a stick. I just have too much going right now.”

Shannon brings our food.

We say, “Thank you,” and Shannon asks if she can bring us anything else. 

We say, “No.”

Lilly thinks. “But what do you have going on? We work in a bookstore all day. It’s summer break. Most of the time, you reorganize books that are already organized.”

Wise beyond her years.

“Eat your soup,” I say, as I can’t think of another metaphor or make another excuse.

We leave Merryman’s at six forty-five p.m. and walk home in the setting sun. Maple trees line Main Street with their spring leaves, helping make our transition to summer. We pass Granite Harbor Cuts and More, State Farm of Granite Harbor, Granite Harbor Opera House, Granite Harbor Mutual, Ring’s Pharmacy—as some call it Rick’s because Rick is the pharmacist who owns it—and Level Grounds Coffee Shop. If you look further down Main Street, you’ll see Bank of Granite Harbor and Oceanside Deli, new to Granite Harbor since the incident at Hello, Good-Pie three years ago. There’s no place like Granite Harbor. Nothing quite like the people who have lived in this small town for generations. Nothing like the first winter snowfall or the mystic of the Harbor Inn just at the end of town when the fog layer sits on the roof like a smooth silk gown. 

From the first time I came to town, among all the turmoil in my life, Granite Harbor has always given us, Lilly and me, simplicity and balance. I breathe deeper here. Allow the troubles of my heart to sit neatly in my chest. What happens while riding the coattails of vulnerability, I’m not sure I’m ready for it, but I know I can finally breathe again. 

I notice that Lilly is quiet, which isn’t common. 

“Lil, you all right?” I ask as we reach the bookstore and make our way to the back side through the small alleyway.

“Yeah, just thinking about my crazy life.”

I stop. “Your crazy life?” Guilt and sadness resonate in my gut, dancing for another time, as I think about what she’ll say.

“Yeah, I mean, we rescued an owl this morning, Mommy.” She shakes her head, and tears start to overwhelm my eyes.

The aftereffects of trauma will come and go, Lydia. 

I open the door to the staircase that leads to our apartment. 

When I found out I was pregnant with Lilly, I wanted to do everything right. I wanted everything to be perfect. Brett wanted that, too, for a while.

“Mommy, can we skip a bath tonight?” she asks as we make our way up to our apartment door. “I’ll let you think about it,” she says.

“How about we get in our pajamas and watch a movie?”

“So, no bath?” She stops. 

I shake my head.

Lilly runs to me and wraps her little arms around my middle. “I love you, Mommy.”

“You have no idea how much I love you. One day”—I sweep my hand through her blonde hair and take in this moment—“when you have your own children, you’ll know how much I love you.”

“But I love you more than all the flower petals in the world.”

“I love you more than all the grains of sand in the world.”

Lilly looks up at me with her innocent blue eyes. Not the angry blue her father has. Dark, like night. But a lighter blue. A less troubled blue. Like the first sun after a long, cold, winter. “That’s a lot of love, Mom.”

“Go get your pajamas on.”

“Okay!” She takes off to her bedroom while singing “You’ve Got a Friend in Me.” 

I set my purse down on the kitchen table, slide my phone from my purse, and see a text from Aaron come in.

Swallowing the sandpaper that has somehow supplanted itself in my throat, I slide open the text. Maybe it’s anticipation or fear, perhaps both. Fear of not wanting to commit. Fear of letting someone down. Fear of hope. Fear of love. Fear of the unknown. 

Aaron: Hey. Would you pass on the message and these pictures to Lilly that Harry is doing great. Just so she doesn’t worry.

If my heart could beat for him the same way it beats for Lilly, this wouldn’t be an issue. If I didn’t feel such a strong obligation to my daughter to make up for my past, it would be easier. The feelings of want try to color what I know I need to do, disguise them into pieces of hope for any sort of future with another man. The way my lips felt against his on the night I couldn’t control myself anymore. The way his fingers took my hips as if he’d paid a price for them. It was too much.

Me: Thank you, Aaron. I’ll tell her.

In wild desperation, somewhere deep within my womanly needs, I want him to text back. Make a small joke, cling to something that we’ve shared. Why? 

Because you care. 

My phone chimes again. My heart picks up its pace and takes off into a field of rainbows, the kind Lilly draws when she writes letters to Nana.

But it isn’t Aaron. It’s Bryce, and I smile at that, too.

Bryce: Hey, you! Having dinner at our house on Friday. I really want you and Lilly to come.

I bite on the clear coat of polish I put on weeks ago. The awful taste spreads in my mouth, but I pay no mind.

Excuses come to my mind.

You should stay home. You have a mountain of laundry.

Hector—Lilly’s fish—needs to be fed.

I need to balance the books and pay bills for the bookstore.

Will Aaron be there? 

Really, you have two loads of laundry and two nights to do it before Friday, and your mom comes.

Research suggests a goldfish can survive for at least two days without food. 

As far as balancing the books, you need to add a few items purchased for the store. 

And, if Aaron’s there, so what? Is that really a bad thing?

Me: I’ll see. I have a few things to get done around the shop. 

Lilly comes running out. “I’m ready, Mommy!” 

I set my phone down and push my thoughts of Aaron away. “Okay! Let me go get changed.” 

“Okay. I’ll get the popcorn popper out.”

I change my clothes and toss them in the hamper.

There are no mirrors in my bedroom, so I can’t see the reflection of what’s happened to my body. Even Lilly knows, when my bedroom door is closed, she needs to wait or knock because I don’t want her to see what’s underneath what I wear. I don’t want her to be scared. I don’t allow time to feel sorry for myself.

We’re all right today, and that’s all that matters.


Six
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Aaron

I run into Granite Harbor Grocery for Pete’s premade salami sandwich. He still gives Oceanside Deli a run for their money. I glance at my watch, and it’s half past one in the afternoon. I’ll meet Warden Cameron at the main gate of Megunticook Lake to patrol the lake when I’m done here. Warden Cameron is new to summer, as he was hired on this past fall after completing the academy. It’s June, and temperatures are increasing mid-to upper-seventies, which means more people are on the water. Some making stupid decisions. 

The Staffords enter the store while I’m in line. They wave.

Mrs. Bradford and her daughter, Sandy, enter the store. Wave.

Milton Murdock enters as I’m paying. Waves.

I inhale my sandwich in the Granite Harbor Grocery parking lot before heading over to the lake.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lilly skipping along next to Lydia. Even during the warmer days in Granite Harbor, Lydia always wears longer sleeves, but they’re thin longer sleeves I’ve noticed. Her blonde hair at her shoulders. Her hips, if it’s any testament to the way they move when she walks, are smooth, agile. I can imagine what they’d feel like behind closed doors. With me. Alone. I watch as she and Lilly make their way into the store. 

But coming out is the new veterinarian in town, Dr. Who Gives a Shit, and he stops to talk to Lydia and Lilly. 

The sandwich churns in my stomach. What I want to do right now and what I should do right now are two completely different things.

1. I get out of my truck, walk over to where they’re talking, and stake my claim. 

But, really, Aaron, what are Lydia and Lilly to you? What claim do you have?

2. I drive away.

If you walk over there, Aaron, you’re going to look like a crazy fucking lunatic in uniform.

If you drive away, you won’t have to worry about what you said and whether or not you looked like a crazy fucking lunatic. 

But what if this is the moment that changes the rest of our lives? Any moment, things could go different ways. What if Lydia decides the good veterinarian—though not as tall as me and his hair looks to be a little thin on the left side—would be a good choice for her and Lilly? But what if I go over there and say something romantic, heroic, and it’s a moment that Lydia and I will reflect on twenty years down the road after we’re married and laugh on it? 

Right before I open my truck door, Lydia and Lilly go about their way, and the veterinarian goes to his truck.

His hair might be thinning on the right side, too, I note.

I start my truck and drive to Megunticook Lake with a clenched jaw, not allowing my imagination to get the best of me. 

Pulling into the parking lot, I see Warden Cameron’s truck and park alongside him. He’s already unloaded the Maine Warden Service boat, which we’ll troll the lake in, into the water. 

I grab my backpack and meet him down there.

Wardens in training get to do the grunt work. When I was new on the force, I had to do it. So did my brother, so did Eli, and so did Ryan. Warden Cameron also has a hideous mustache that we’ve been giving him shit for. He can’t shave it until he’s completed his training. But until then, he looks like Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean. It just looks out of place. Little awful. I’ll be the first to admit, some guys can wear a mustache, and others can’t. Warden Cameron and I are two of those who cannot. 

“Warden Casey, sir.”

“Warden Cameron,” I say as I climb into the boat, which he’s already steadied. 

We load and launch onto the lake. 
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It’s about three in the afternoon, which is a great time to hit the lake. Families are heading back to their camps for the afternoon, the sun is slowly making its descent behind the scenes, and the air smells warm. It’s the part of the day when everything seems to find its place. 

Warden Cameron is driving, and I have my binoculars out. Eli and Warden Lathrop, a newer warden, are scouting in an unmarked boat in another area on the lake. What we’re primarily looking for are people who aren’t following the water laws of Maine. Those operating water vessels while impaired. That’s one of the biggest issues we have on our lakes in the summertime. People have a few drinks and think it’s all right to operate a boat or a jet ski because they’re on the water, not on the road. We’re looking for fishermen who aren’t wearing life jackets or have no fishing license. 

We hear Warden Lathrop’s voice over the radio. “We’ve got a juvenile driving a boat. Looks like he has adults in the boat with him. South of Barrett’s Cove. Boat is blue with silver stripes. I can’t get the registration number.”

Warden Cameron slows, turns our boat around, and heads to Barrett’s Cove. “Copy,” he says into the radio. 

We make our way to the cove and pick up our pace. 

The boat comes into view in my binoculars. “You see it?” I call back to Warden Cameron over the boat’s engine.

“Yes, sir.”

The boat isn’t speeding, and in fact, the kid is doing a good job at driving. I look through the binoculars. The problem is, he looks like he’s no older than fourteen. Must be his dad sitting in the passenger seat. What looks to be his mom and sister are sitting in the back. 

Once we come into the father’s sights, I see him tense and lean down out of view. 

Warden Cameron flips on the lights once we get behind the boat. 

We pull up on the father’s side.

I ask the young kid to kill the engine, and he does. Warden Cameron has already put out our bumpers to protect both boats from any damage. 

“There a problem, Warden?” the father asks.

Beneath his seat, I can see the beer can.

“How old are you, buddy?” I ask the boy. 

“Thirteen.” He looks at his father. 

“Okay. Can I have your license and registration, sir?” I say to the father.

He reaches into the glove compartment and grabs his wallet. Hands me his license and the boat registration.

I hand these documents to Warden Cameron, so he can radio them into dispatch.

“You know that operation of a water vessel starts at the age of sixteen, right?” I ask the father. 

I see the chip on the father’s shoulder. Reminds me of the arrogant bastard Dubbs was—Warden Ryan Taylor’s father. Just an asshole. 

Larry Beaverton—I glanced at his driver’s license before passing it off to Warden Cameron—sits with an irritating grin. As if he’s above the law. I keep my cool.

“Did you hear my question, sir?” I ask again.

“Seemed more like a rhetorical question.” He moves his gaze to me. His eyes are bloodshot.

“I told you, Larry,” his wife whispers.

The daughter, who is sitting in back with her mom, is no older than ten. 

Warden Cameron approaches and whispers in my ear, “No priors. Clean record for the most part. Registration is up-to-date.” He hands me back Mr. Beaverton’s information. 

“How much have you had to drink today, Mr. Beaverton?” I lean forward only a little to signify that I see the beer can under his seat. Hand him his license and registration back. 

“Two beers.” He takes it from me. 

“Well,” I say, “judging from the scent of alcohol coming from your breath, I assume that’s why you had your son drive.”

“Exactly.” He slowly meets my eyes again.

“Unfortunately, I have to give your son a ticket.”

Mr. Beaverton’s head whips back to me. “But I made the right choice. I’m not driving the boat.” 

I see the anger start to build in his body. His demeanor changes.

“Actually, sir, you didn’t. The right choice would have been not to drink, get into a boat, and put your son in a position to have to drive a boat illegally.” 

“Fuck off,” Mr. Beaverton says.

I smile, pull my phone out from the front of my vest, and scroll through my pictures to find the one I’m looking for. 

Here it is.

I hold my phone, so Mr. Beaverton can get a clear picture of what I’m showing him. “Pulled this thirteen-year-old body from the lake two summers ago. I was third on the scene. He’d been driving his jet ski too fast on the water that day. Lost control. Died on impact.”

He looks away from my phone. Clearly, I’ve made my point.

“There’s a reason we enforce laws, Mr. Beaverton. And so help me God, if I have to pull over every driver on this lake for the rest of my life, if it saves a kid, I will. Mark my words. You asked your son to do something illegal. Remember that.”

The son looks on, holding back tears. 

“Son, get out of the driver’s seat. We’re towing you back to shore. And, Mr. Beaverton, hand me the beer can underneath your seat.”

When he does, the family sits in the boat as Warden Cameron and I tie their boat to ours. 

We tow them back to shore, and I give the son a summons. I also give Mr. Beaverton a summons for an open container. I want them both to know how serious wardens take these laws. 

“If I ever see you breaking a law on this lake again, the consequences will be much worse.”

I’m angry with this asshole for putting his family’s life in danger because he had to have a few drinks. I had to show him the picture. Give him an idea of what life could look like with one wrong decision, one small misstep that could have changed the course of their lives. I’m so tired of watching the death toll rise because small decisions, wrong decisions, stupid decisions, were made and that deaths could have been prevented. Be responsible. 

Warden Cameron and I pull away from the shore and continue our watch on Megunticook Lake. 


Seven
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Lydia 

The white bag that Alex brought over a few days ago is in my hands. It’s Friday. My mom will be here sometime this morning to stay for the weekend. Lilly and I make our way downstairs to the shop. 

“What’s in the bag, Mommy?”

“I’m not sure yet. Alex brought it over the other night. We’ll know soon enough.” 

Lilly bounces down the steps with one last big jump from the fourth step.

“I’ve asked you not to do that, Lil.”

“Why?”

“Because you could get hurt.”

“But look”—she holds her hands against her chest and looks down at her string-bean body—“I didn’t.”

I hold the keys out, and she takes them from me and unlocks the shop door.

The scent of the bookstore smells like old pages, new pages, and pages that sit and wait their turn to be read. It smells like a place where time isn’t so rushed. When antebellum dresses were Sunday’s best. When drinks were ten cents and burgers were thirty. When a snapshot in time was reflected on film, which took weeks to develop in the dark because light was the enemy. A time when things were so much simpler. Much slower. 

“Tell me why you named me Lilly again.” She walks backward to face me while we go about our opening duties.

She flips on the light. 

I smile. “You were as beautiful as a lily and smelled like heaven.”

“And why two Ls instead of one?”

“Because one L just wasn’t enough for a little girl like you. Tenacious. Fierce. Lover of the world and all the things in it.”

Lilly giggles as she turns to stare out the front window of the bookstore. The sun hits her face, hair. She smiles. Doesn’t shield her eyes, her face from it. She walks into it, and it spreads over her body.

Typically, we shield our eyes, our faces from the sun, think of it more as a nuisance when we’re trying to go about our days. But what if we all stopped, like Lilly is right now, each time the sun engulfed us in its light, its warmth, and embraced it as something to enjoy? As if the plan were premeditated and all we needed was to stop and take it all in?

Lilly smiles and walks to the front door. She flips the sign around from Closed to Open, and in the doorway is my mom. My saving grace. 

It wasn’t always like this. We didn’t always have this relationship. Her drinking took its toll on my dad, me. Her bottom was at a holiday party for my dad’s work. I was twelve, and I still remember that day so vividly. I woke up in the morning, and Mom wasn’t there. They’d gotten Hattie, the neighbor babysitting extraordinaire, to watch me while they went to the Christmas party. But Mom didn’t come home. Dad sat me down at the kitchen table that morning and explained that he’d left her there. He never explained why, and I only found out why from my mom years later. 

My mom bends over, looking at Lilly square in the eyes. 

She’s been sober for twenty-two years.

Lilly throws the glass door back and runs to her grandmother’s arms. Ones I spent years running from.

Grace. 

“I have missed you so much,” my mom says as she pushes her lips into Lilly’s blonde hair. Closes her eyes. 

A lump starts in my throat, and I think it’s joy. I think it’s joy because I understand this embrace and only because my mom loves Lilly just as much as I do.

“Hey!” My mom pulls away. “Go get your new science kit that Grandpa got you for Christmas. I have a theory to test.”

Lilly runs upstairs, an infectious giggle sounding from her. “Nana’s here!” Her hand brushes past my hip.

I meet my mom at the end of the counter and put my arms around her.

Gwen Harper is a good mix of two incredible women. If Anne Lamott and Dolly Parton were somehow combined, then Gwen Harper would be the doppelganger.

“Hey.” I feel her arms in the hug. I feel her strength. I feel her love. I feel her sadness. I know she’s worried about me being here. Farther away from my appointments. But she doesn’t say it. I feel it in the way her heart beats against my chest right now. 

She pulls away and kisses my cheek. 

“I want you to take the night off. Go out to dinner with Alex. Or girlfriends. Do something for yourself.” She doesn’t say I look tired, but she takes my hands in hers, and my long-sleeved breathable shirt slips up.

The new scar on my wrist.

My mom’s eyes dart up to me.

“Mom, it’s nothing. It’s fine,” I reassure her. I wasn’t going to tell her. It was taken care of. “I don’t have to turn to you every time they find something new.”

She sighs. “You’re right, Lyd.”

I don’t release her hand. “Mom, I’m fine.” Even though I feel every ounce of fear creep up into my throat, waiting to cut off my airway, I breathe.

Lilly comes back downstairs with her science kit. “Mom, do you mind if I take a few hours off this morning to play with Nana? You can deduct it from my paycheck.” She blinks at me, totally serious. 

I try to keep a still face. Even when I’m at my worst, she always lights up my heart. 

I sigh, pretending to be disappointed. “Well, I guess. I’m really going to need you, but I think we can spare you for a few hours.” I wink. “But, if we get another wild animal in here, I’ll call you first.”

“Whatever happened with the young man from the warden service?” my mom whispers through the corner of her mouth. 

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.” I walk back behind the counter to start counting the cash.

“All right, kiddo, let’s go work on our experiment,” my mom says.

“And no Judge Judy.” I smirk and look at my mom through the corner of my eye.

Nana looks at Lilly. “You told on me?”

Lilly shrugs. “Had to. It was a life-or-death situation, Nana. You understand.” Lilly pulls Nana by the hand. 

When they walk upstairs, my phone vibrates in my back pocket. I pull it out and look. It’s from Alex.

Alex: Did you open the white bag yet? Are you going to Ethan and Bryce’s tonight?

I haven’t thought about it. 

I could go.

I could stay home. 

“I want you to take the night off.” My mom’s words play in my head.

Butterflies begin to brush their wings against my insides. 

Will Aaron be there? I ask myself. 

Why? Why do you do this to yourself? 

Because this is the first man you’ve cared for since Brett. The good Brett. Brett in the beginning, not Brett from the end. 

Alex’s white bag still sits on the counter, so I open it.

Inside is a book. No, I take that back. It’s a journal. Alex and I have always shared the love of words and books. Her books, books she’s written, have been translated into more than fifty languages. She was the first friend I made in Granite Harbor. And I must admit, I might have acted like a child at Christmas when I met her. I think, too, it might have been the medication I was on then. But it was Alex Fisher after all. And I’m fairly certain any woman reader would have done the same.

I pull the journal out and examine the deep purple leather cover. I run my hands over it. Take in its scent. At the bottom right corner is my first name in a beautiful cursive. Setting the journal down on the counter, I admire it from its spot. And it couldn’t have come at a better time. 

Me: I just opened it. Alex, you shouldn’t have. It’s beautiful. And I could really use something like this right now. Thank you.

Alex: I’m so glad you like it. I found it while Eli and I were in a used bookstore in Boston. I couldn’t believe it, Lyd. It had your name. Your favorite color. It made me think of you and your beautiful spirit. <3 

Me: Wow. Really? I love it. And you. Thank you.

Alex: So, we’ll see you tonight? ;)

Me: Maybe. :)

Alex: Okay. Have a great day. 

Me: You, too. And thanks again, Alex. It’s just perfect. The timing couldn’t have been better.

Alex: Well, you know how I feel about fate. :) I wouldn’t be in Granite Harbor, Maine, of all places if I didn’t believe in it.

Yes, we could all wonder why the world has its timing. Sometimes impeccable timing and other times imperfect timing. 

The bell chimes at the front door, and I set my phone beneath the counter on the shelf. I realize how accustomed I’ve gotten to Lilly greeting customers when this gentleman walks in.

“Welcome to Rain All Day Books. Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with.”

The man turns to me and greets me with a smile, a smile so warm that I feel it in my chest. His cool, short-sleeved light-blue cotton button-up could breathe through the summer months here in Granite Harbor. Gray trousers with black loafers. Eyeglasses hang from a chain that sits around his neck. His creamy chocolate skin reflects the long life he’s lived. But his eyes are the most telling part. The man turns and slowly makes his way to a wall of books.

“Any books written by James Baldwin?” His words come out paced, slow. And not in an awkward way. Slow as in he takes his time with his words. That he’s in no hurry. 

I walk from behind the counter and lead him to the section labeled Rain All Day’s Favorite Authors.

“You have good taste, sir.” 

“William. Just William. I suppose you can call me Will for short.” He laughs a slow, quiet laugh, and immediately, I’m drawn to him.

“Lydia.” I extend my hand. 

A light dusting of dark freckles sits across his nose. Lines run from the corners of his eyes, reflecting time and wisdom, maybe some hurt, regret. But it’s his smile that seems to counter the sadness I see in his face that tells a million stories. His hands are soft yet reflect years of work. Works with his hands, but perhaps he’s spent some time in retirement. Will is of retirement age. A single gold wedding band sits on his ring finger of his left hand. It isn’t shiny or bright or brand-new but timeless.

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Lydia. You have a fine bookstore here if James Baldwin is among the favorite authors category.” He gives me a side smile. Puts on his glasses. “But I’m unfamiliar with … Alex Fisher.” He picks up Alex’s book, titled It Ends.

“Romance. Heartbreaking romance actually.” 

Will nods, inspecting the book more closely. 

I’m drawn to Will, but I also realize I might be borderline creepy by not walking away and allowing him to shop in peace. “I’ll be over here if you need me.”

“Mmhmm,” Will says, reading the back of All of Me. 

I fix the window display with The Great Gatsby and Gone with the Wind. I put out the sandwich board that Lilly writes a joke on every morning and wave to Lyn, who’s outside, sweeping in front of her coffee shop, Level Grounds. Rick Hinds, owner of Rick’s Pharmacy—or Ring’s Pharmacy, depending on who you talk to—is putting his American flag out and waves. My understanding is that the pharmacy has been in Rick’s family for years starting with Rick’s grandfather. Having a Rick who owns a pharmacy called Ring’s can get confusing, so everyone uses Rick’s or Ring’s interchangeably.

I sweep. Fluff pillows in the window seat that overlooks Main Street, a place for readers to get lost in a good book while hours pass without regard to the sun—or the moon for that matter—and its proximity in the sky. 

Will is now sitting in a chair, reading. One leg crossed over the other, a paperclip to his lips. His glasses on the bridge of his nose. 

I straighten bookmarks and business cards from other businesses on Main. 

Shit. I see the envelope of a bill that needs to go to the post office. 

I have to interrupt Will. 

I grab the bill and quietly walk to Will. “I’m sorry. I hate to interrupt, Will, but I need to walk this down to the post office real quick. Would you mind if I left you in charge of the store for two minutes, tops?”

Will looks up from the tops of his glasses. “Not at all. This Alexandra Fisher has a way with words.”

I blush. Just wait, I want to say. 

“I’ll be right back.”

“Mmhmm,” Will says, going back to his book.

I should have paid this at the beginning of the week, I scold myself. 

Hopefully, the hospital won’t charge me a late fee, which is a small fortune. I make a mental note to call them this afternoon as I quickly walk down Main Street.

The late morning sun meets my face, my eyes, and it makes me think of Lilly this morning. The beauty of the moment. How she took every single drop of sunlight in. I smile. Instead of squinting, I close my eyes only for a moment and take it all in. 

The feeling of the sun on my face. 

The feeling of the sun on my shoulders. 

I try to marvel in it. Enjoy it, just as Lilly did. 

But I run into something hard. Very hard. Tall. Breathing. And then I hear his voice. 

“Lydia? From the bookstore?” 

And all my hopes of who I wanted it to be drop to my feet.

“Dr. Moore?” I try to act surprised but not at all entertained. 

Dr. Moore is the new veterinarian in town. And don’t get me wrong; he’s handsome. He’s just not for me, and I haven’t figured out a kind enough way to tell him yet. I’m not into one-night stands, dating, or long-term relationships. I just want time with my daughter. I can tell by the way his eyes dip down to my breasts every time we talk that he doesn’t really care about what’s coming from my mouth. 

“How are you?” he asks. Eyes dip.

“Good. But you know”—I push past him—“I have to run and get back to the shop.” I leave him standing there. Wave. Turn into the post office. 

“Mornin’, Lydia.”

“Morning, Leonard,” I say to the postmaster behind the counter as I drop my bill in the outgoing slot. “Have a great day.” 

“You bet I will.” Leonard sorts through a few pieces of mail. 

I hurry back to the shop, and Will is still reading Alex’s book in the same chair in the back corner. 

My phone vibrates from the shelf underneath the counter. 

It’s a text from Aaron.

Aaron: I hope you’ll be at Ethan and Bryce’s tonight.

Love never started this way with Brett. It was controlled, it seemed, and calculated. And all our feelings and emotions, which Brett was never good at expressing—except anger—had a place. He was also a very good pretender and an excellent liar.

But this isn’t love with Aaron after all. It’s just a text. But, just for a moment, I pretend. 

I know what it’s like to feel loved by a man in all the right ways. Not the wrong ways. The ones that hurt. The wrong ways that make you hope for a better outcome. But you convince yourself that it won’t happen again, and every time you go back, the wrong ways bleed in, wrapping around you and masterfully telling you a story about the way things should be. And you buy it every time. In fact, because you have a daughter, you believe the lies he tells you. Maybe because you partially believe it, but maybe more because fear is really the demon you fight. 

“You all right, Lydia?” 

I decide Will’s voice was put together with tiny pieces of kindness. His tone and pitch assigned by God, perhaps to provide light to see the path right in front of us. 

I put my phone on the shelf just below the counter. “Yes,” I lie. 

Sometimes, I feel weaker when Lilly isn’t around. As if I don’t have to be as strong as I think I need to be when she’s around. 

Will doesn’t buy it, but he also doesn’t say anything else. He sets two books up on the counter. All of Me and If Beale Street Could Talk.

I’ve known this man for a whole fifty-two minutes, and of those fifty-two minutes, seven were spent at the post office and back, but somehow, I can’t help but feel like our friendship has been worn well, like an old suit. Good woven material to hold it together. Sewn with give and also strength, and the suit still seems to fit impeccably well.

Silence falls over us for only a few seconds as I ring up his books.

“My wife used to have an uncanny ability to read right through me. I didn’t have to say anything, and she’d just know.”

“Used to?” I barely whisper as I put his purchases in a bag.

“She passed,” Will says, still smiling.

“I’m sorry.”

“I had fifty years of marriage with a woman I loved with my whole heart. Nothing to be sorry about, Lydia.”

I push his books across the counter. Give him his total. He pays me in cash.

He turns to leave. 

“Is All of Me for you, Will?” I ask.

“Nah, it’s for someone else. But I’ll read it first before I give it to her.” He shrugs. “You have yourself a good day, Lydia.”

“You, too, Will.”

Will’s words burn into my memory. His tone. The way they came out as if he meant every single word. 

“… I loved with my whole heart.”


Eight
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Aaron

I text Lydia.

Me: I hope you’ll be at Ethan and Bryce’s tonight.

I hit Send.

Shit. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have. 

Fuck.

Is there a way to recall a text message? I pull up Google but am interrupted with a return text from Lydia.

Lydia: Thinking about it. 

She’s typing again, and I know this because I can see the bubbles. She stops. Starts again. Stops.

Type something, idiot. 

But I can’t think of anything, except stupid things. Maybe I shouldn’t type anything at all. Lydia is typing again.

Lydia: See you tonight.

I smile and can’t help but get nervous. In my work truck, I’m at my place, parked in the driveway. I shove my phone in the chest pocket of my uniform. I hop out of my truck and walk inside.

I throw my keys on the counter, grab a beer from the refrigerator, pop it open, and head to the shower. Part of me needs to take care of myself, fulfill the need I only want Lydia to fix. Take care of. But a big part of me knows—I guess it’s my heart—that she’s not ready for anything. But, when she is, I’ll be here. Waiting. 

The shower is hot when I get in.

Nerves in my stomach build at the thought of Lydia in a dress. In anything and not in anything at all. 

What should I say to her?

Should I say anything?

What are good conversation starters?

Fuck, Aaron, you act like you’ve never talked to a beautiful woman before. 

But it’s Lydia.

In my bedroom.

She undresses.

Pink underneath. 

I find myself in her.

Pushing.

Feeling.

Soft cries in my ear.

She gives.

I take.

We love. 

It ends.

Out of the shower, I shave. Deodorant. Throw on a black T-shirt and jeans. 

Shit. Should I wear a hat? Nah. 

People say that Ethan and I look more like brothers than twins. When I wear a hat, for whatever reason, it’s harder to tell us apart. When we were little, hat or no hat, people had a hard time with telling us apart, but as we got older, we became our own people. Maybe life experience does this to us. We spent a lot of time together until he left for the military. And I actually entertained the idea of enlisting with him. I knew though he had to do it alone. That it was his journey, not mine. I was scared for him. Terrified actually. Every time my cell phone rang or when I was at my parents’ house and the phone rang when he was in Iraq, my heart stopped. And it took everything in me not to puke. I was a puker. I’ve grown out of it.

It’s just past five when I walk over to my brother’s. I have a six-pack and some flowers for Bryce, who’s pregnant.

Be cool, I tell myself, thinking about Lydia.

Ethan answers the door. Gives me a coy smile. “The flowers must be for me.”

“Dumbass.” I shake my head and walk past him, pushing the six-pack to his chest. 

Ryan, Merit, Eli, and Alex are already here, gathered around the counter in the kitchen. 

“Where are all the kids?” I ask. 

“Grandparents’,” they all say in unison.

“Ah.” I nod. 

I’m usually the uncle playing games on the floor with them or dressing up with Emily, Eli and Alex’s oldest. I kind of hoped they’d be here to serve as a buffer between Lydia and me, just in case things went south.

Ethan and Bryce added an additional one thousand square feet to the house. Ethan was trying to do the work by himself before the baby arrived but soon realized with his work schedule that it was almost impossible, so he hired Mickey from Harbor Construction to finish off what he’d started.

I hand Bryce the flowers and kiss her on the cheek. “What’s for dinner?” 

I look at the counter where food covers every square inch. Ethan is a barbecue king while Bryce is a great cook.

The guys gravitate to the backyard to help assist Ethan while the women sip wine and talk about what women do.

The doorbell rings.

I take a big swig of beer. In fact, I finish the bottle as the guys talk about the latest waterproof hunting gear that First Lite just came out with. 

Trying to pretend I didn’t hear the doorbell, I attempt to allow my nerves to calm. Just don’t puke. 

Ethan notices me. Walks to the cooler and grabs another beer. Hands it to me and takes my empty. 

There’s no exchange in words, and the guys keep talking. 

I down another beer. 

Within seconds, my nerves calm a little. 

Maybe my nerves are from lingering feelings from Ethan and Bryce’s engagement party. What happened inside me when she kissed me. 

You’ve kissed women before, Aaron. Women have kissed you before. 

But maybe all this is totally in my head.

“And this is the backyard,” Bryce says as Ethan walks over to help his pregnant wife down the stairs, followed by Lydia, Merit, and Alex. 

I grab one more beer from the cooler, trying to build the liquid courage I’ll need to talk to her at some point in the evening. 

“Hey, Lydia,” the guys say.

She catches my eye only for a few seconds as she follows Bryce to the lawn, who points out the trees, flowers, the walk path, and small waterfall in the back corner. I don’t look away. I watch her. She’s wearing a long-sleeved top, which is dark and flowing, flip-flops, and a little pair of jeans that make her ass look unbelievable. 

I take the rest of my beer in a long drink.

“Time to eat,” Ethan calls from the sliding door. 

The guys usher their wives in, which leaves Lydia and me last.

“Hey,” I say. 

Her skin is a perfect peach, her lips shaped in a heart.

“Hey, yourself,” she says as we slowly make our way inside.

“I’m glad you came,” the beer says. “Where’s Lilly?”

“My mom’s in town. They’re watching a movie tonight at the theater.” She bites her lip, staring down at the cement as we make our way inside. Then, she puts her wineglass to her lips. Swallows. 

And all I can do is watch. 

“After you,” I say at the slider, unintentionally brushing my hand against her hip to motion her first. I want to say I’m sorry. That it wasn’t on purpose. But I don’t. 

Lydia stops at the top stair, turns back, and looks down at me. 

She wants to say something, and the moment lasts longer than she wants it to. Her eyes search mine. 

I take a step up toward her, which leaves a foot and a half between us. “Are you all right?” I ask in almost a whisper. 

Her eyes move from my mouth to my eyes. “What?”

“Are you all right?”

As if she’s living a new moment, she rigidly adjusts her body. Snaps out of it. “I-I don’t drink too often. It must be the wine.”

My beer allows me to take one step up toward her, putting our bodies less than a foot apart. Her breathing quickens, as does mine. 

Above her lip is a wet spot where the wine was, a trace of what’s been consumed. 

Slowly, I reach up and slide my thumb across her lip, cupping her jaw in my palm. I don’t ask if this is okay. I don’t ask for her permission to touch her. Feel her skin beneath my hand because I’m terrified of what she’ll say. Deep down, I know she needs this just as much as I do.

“You guys coming?” a voice calls from somewhere inside.

“In a minute,” I say loud enough for them to hear, I hold my conviction, my intentions in, wanting just one more minute alone with Lydia. 

With my hand still on her jawbone, she stares down at me, her breathing just as ragged as mine.

“You gave me a kiss six months ago, Lydia, that has stayed with me for one hundred and eighty days.” My finger leaves her lip. 

I take another step up, leaving us only inches apart, and I tower over her. “I want to be clear, Lydia. I let you slip through my hands once. But I’m sure as hell that it’s not going to happen again.” My lips barely graze her lobe.

Her breath catches.

She swallows. “It’s going to be one hell of a fight.” 

A smile spreads across my lips. “I’ve never gotten into something I didn’t win.”

She breathes in my words. She drops her head forward, resting it on my shoulder, and I take the space on her hip with my hand.

This has been years in the making, I tell myself. Please don’t let me be dreaming.

Before Lydia walks inside, she picks up her head, looks down at my mouth, and back to my eyes again. 

“I’m complicated, Aaron. I’m a single mother who will always put her daughter first. You have to know this about me.” She pauses. “No matter the cost.”

I smile. “This is what draws me in about you, Lydia. And that little girl you have, Lilly, is pretty special.”

“The food is getting cold, friends.” It’s Bryce, and I know she’s serious.

Lydia takes the lead. I drop my hand from her waist and we go eat.
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It’s nine forty-five p.m. when everyone heads home.

“I’ll walk you home,” I say to Lydia as we make our way down the walkway of Ethan and Bryce’s.

She nods.

“This town never gets old for me,” Lydia says.

Summertime in Granite Harbor in the evenings is no colder than seventy. Comfortable.

I watch her watch the town. Take in the lights. There’s no one wandering the streets this late in Granite Harbor. 

“You should try growing up here. Ethan and I couldn’t get away with anything. My mom would get a call. ‘I saw your boys down at the harbor past dusk tonight, Helen.’” I pretend to use an old woman’s voice.

Lydia laughs, and my whole world is flipped onto its side. Small, breathy laughs come from her mouth and fly out into the world for everyone to hear. Take hold of. Remember. I promise myself I won’t forget. Her eyes change as if freedom of thought has left and only joy remains.

I could do this for the rest of my life, I think as I watch her. 

The tension and nervousness are gone. The beer is all gone. Three is always my limit.

We reach the back alley to her bookstore. 

The summer air that hangs in the space upon us, around us, is aware of what’s between us. It watches. Lydia’s big green eyes stare up at me. 

I take a step closer so that her chest is touching mine. “This time, I’m going to kiss you, Lydia. I can’t promise it will be gentle.” 

“I don’t need gentle right now anyway, Warden Casey.”


Nine
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Lydia

I feel his words against my heart but keep up the barrier I’ve set to protect myself and Lilly. I keep the barrier up, which gives me the control. Control that I won’t lose my head when my heart starts to fall. The barrier I let down once and won’t let it happen again. 

Aaron touches his lips to mine.

I breathe.

With more force, he deepens the kiss by touching both sides of my face with his hands. His callous, working hands.

My knees grow weak.

His lips nudge my mouth open, and he waits for me.

My lips part.

He takes his time with my mouth. Searching, exploring. I breathe him in.

My heart begins to pound. Beats that can be felt like a love song whose lyrics can’t be remembered. But the beat is unforgettable. Unforgivable.

I awaken. Push my mouth onto his. Pull on his T-shirt in a way that suggests this kiss isn’t enough.

The barrier in place was built on lies. Lies that I’d been told far too many times, which were old, haggard, that couldn’t stand on their own two feet. And yet, I continued to believe them.

“It won’t happen again,” Brett said. “I’ll get help,” he said.

But this is Aaron. Someone different. Aaron drops his hands from my face and moves them to my hips. Presses firmly. I feel it within. I feel my body respond in ways I haven’t felt in years. My breasts swell; an ache between my legs begins.

I should stop this. It’s not going to go anywhere. 

Aaron pulls away, as if he can feel the confusion that has begun.

He stares down at me, his lips swollen, he rests his forehead against mine, but my body still rages as if it needs his touch. And this thought scares me.

“I should go inside,” I say in a low, breathy voice. 

Aaron’s hand moves up toward my face again, covering my cheek.

Don’t fall into it, I tell myself. 

His eyes wide, he puts his lips to mine again—this time, gently, as if I were a piece of delicate glass. 

The warm summer night slowly pushes us apart, creating space, conditions, and expectations. As if the world is trying to right itself. Right now, my perception is off, askew. This kiss has met me in chaos. The last one left me with regret. Regret that I should have done more. Kissed more. Allowed his hands to touch my body, though he never offered them. It might have been that my kiss, the first time, caught him off guard. Or maybe I’d given him the perception that I didn’t want more. But I did.

“Good night, Aaron,” I whisper.

I left that night and tossed and turned in my bed. But my thoughts kept going to Lilly. 

When my mortality was put into question, my life expectancy, things just didn’t look the same anymore. And I can’t go back. Erase what’s happened. Forget the thoughts that spun, still spin, in my mind while my eyes should be resting. Tossing and turning as I wondered what life lessons should be learned.

“Good night, Lydia.” 

He removes his hands, and I’m left with empty spaces on my body that were once hot to the touch, now only slowly burning embers.

Aaron takes a few steps back. “Go ahead. I’ll watch you until you get in.” He shoves both hands in his jeans.

The jeans that fit his waist just perfectly. The jeans that hang from his narrow hips. The jeans that I’ve envisioned sliding past his waist and onto the floor.

I walk down the quiet alleyway and open the door of the stairs to our place. Staring back at Aaron, I whisper all the words that I should have said so that he wouldn’t get his hopes up that this might go further. The guilt begins to build in my chest. 

I can never love you like I love my daughter.

You deserve someone whose wounds aren’t so jagged, so deep. 

You deserve better.

But maybe this is just the alcohol talking.
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It’s Saturday morning. 

“Mommy, just for the record, Nana did not let me watch Judge Judy.” Lilly slides herself onto my lap and folds my arms around her middle. 

I take in a deep breath of her hair. Kiss the top of her head.

My mom sits across from us at the table in our apartment. 

“Look,” Lilly says, her head resting on my chest, “I need another day off. Nana needs my help at the park today.”

“Oh, yeah?” I take a sip of coffee. “I don’t know. Another day off work?” 

“You can take it out of my paycheck.” 

Lilly doesn’t collect a paycheck, but I did agree to pay her this summer, as she’d presented a great argument. She’s saving up to buy supplies to deter turkeys. She saw it on one of the wildlife channels. She said she wants to create a call that warns the turkeys to run for their lives. How she’s going to do this, I have no idea, but when Lilly puts her mind to it, she does it. 

“Oh, well, all right.” I wink at my mom. “Go jump in the bath, and I’ll be in to wash your hair.”

Lilly springs from my lap and races down the hallway, a trail of blonde hair behind her.

“How’d it go last night?” my mom asks as I take a sip of coffee. 

My cheeks start to heat. I feel it, and I pray to God my mom can’t see it. Moms know everything, no matter how old you get. 

“It was fine.” I try to skirt around the issue. Pretend to read the cover of the Granite Harbor Times. 

I peek out from underneath my lashes to see if she’s watching me. 

My mom smiles. “Does fine start with an A?” 

“Mother!” My face grows red. “It’s nothing. He’s an acquaintance. That’s all.”

My mom shakes her head and smiles. “An acquaintance isn’t someone you lip-lock with out front, is it?”

I bite my lip hard to keep from smiling as I stare down at the paper. My face a bright tomato red.

“Anyway, when’s your appointment to get the stitches out?” She switches gears, her eyes falling to my wrist. 

“Monday. I’ll just go down to Dr. Phillips here in town.”

“When do you get the results?”

“Next week.” My gut turns, and the feelings of the kiss last night disappear. The Cinderella story, the woman who finally gets her prince, is gone. I feel selfish for even entertaining the idea, allowing it space in my head, when I should be focused on my daughter.

“Did you get the blood work?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Mom! Would you stop? I know how to handle this, okay? This isn’t my first appointment. It keeps coming back. I’m well aware, and I’ve been dealing with it like an adult, as I should be. I’m not ten years old anymore.” 

There’s a long silence. 

My mom isn’t easily offended. During her drinking years though, she’d turn on a dime, but in all the time she’s been sober, she has not lashed out again. Addiction turns people into something they’re not. It makes the beautiful ugly. The truth a lie. The burden more. It makes the pain sad. It strips away the person to nothing but skin and bones. Their dignity, their pride, their smile are lost in their last drink, their last line, and they can’t seem to dig themselves out, no matter how hard they might try. Good decisions become unthinkable. The new pair of glasses they wear are tainted, dirty, out of focus, and their perception of reality is somehow lost between what is wrong and what is broken. They believe only what their addiction tells them to be true.

But I know why she’s asking all the questions, and I guess I would, too, if it were Lilly. 

“Baby, I’m sorry. I’m here when you need me.” She reaches across the table and folds her hand into mine. 

For a moment, as if I were a little girl again, the fear subsides, and I give her hand a squeeze. “Thanks for being here.”

Her green eyes, not the shade of crystal but emerald almost, are intent. The eyes of pain. Suffering. The eyes of truth. Beauty. Wisdom. After twenty-two years of sobriety, her eyes are no longer hooded in darkness because of the past. 

When she made her amends to the fifteen-year-old me, she said, “I can’t change the past, baby girl. But I can change today.”

That was so profound to me. Simple. Yet profound. And I clung to that. Every time I smelled her breath after she got sober, waiting for the smell of stale booze that never resurfaced. Every time I watched her footing down the hallway, just waiting for her to fall. I second-guessed everything she did. What came out of her mouth. 

“I’ll go wash Lilly’s hair,” I say. I take my mom’s hand and kiss the top of it.

“No, you go get ready for work. I’ll go wash it.”

I smile. “You sure?”

“Yes.” She smiles.

I flip the television on in the living room on my way back to my room for background noise. Background noises eliminate the silence, the thoughts that go through my head, help me to focus on the day at hand and not my doctor appointments, medication, right dosage. It helps me to focus on my time with Lilly. The way her nose crinkles before she begins to laugh. The way she dances when I say, “One piece of candy.”

But I hear it. The jingle to a St. Jude commercial. The voices. 

“Shit!” I tug my jeans on, hopping on one foot at first, trying to get my leg through. 

I finally run to the living room, but Lilly is already standing there, my mom fumbling with the remote, trying to turn off the television. Standing there in her towel, her sopping wet hair, her eyes full of tears, I walk to her and pull her into my arms as she cries. 

I close my eyes and drop my head. I don’t need background noise anymore, I think to myself. I’ll do something else. 

“It’s not fair, Mommy.” I push her head into me, willing her heartbreak away. “Kids shouldn’t die.”

“I know, baby. You’re right.”

I sit on the coffee table, scoop her up, and hold her like I did when she was an infant. She buries her head into my arm. Lilly isn’t the type of girl to feel sorry for herself or others. She’s a girl who’s tenacious, a thinker of change. A forward mover. But this commercial hits her every single time. As a mother, I want to protect her from this. Protect her pure and innocent heart. Some things I can’t change. Her quiet sobs have now become almost nonexistent, but her face, buried in my arm, under her flamingo towel with a hood, has yet to be revealed. 

My mom motions to the hallway, that she’s going to go change.

I nod.

Lilly pulls her head back. Her eyes red and brimming with tears. “I need lemons,” she says. “I need to change my plans with Nana, but I still need the day off work.”

“That can be arranged.” 

She climbs from my arms to a standing position. I see the question in her eyes. 

She bites her lower lip. “Mommy”—her voice wavers, but she gives her best attempt to be strong—“are you going to die?”

I’m hit by a wave of fear and sadness—not for me, but for her. What we tell our kids to calm their fears, their worries, is a lie I will always tell. 

“Mommy is going to be fine, Lilly. Why would you ask that?”

“Heard you and Nana talking while I was in the bath.”

“Baby, I’m going to be just fine. Now, go get dressed.”

Lilly turns to go but stops. Turns back around. “You’re the best mom in the history of great moms.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. Try to speak, but nod instead. She pads off to her bedroom to change into clothes.

.


Ten

[image: ]

Aaron

Today is my day off, and I wake up, thinking about Lydia and seeing all the reasons we should be together. 

I’ll march into the bookstore and not leave until I get her to consent to a date.

No.

I’ll casually go by the bookstore and ask for a date.

No.

I won’t go by the bookstore at all because what if she regrets last night? What if she turns cold toward me like she did before?

I’ll demand she talk to me then.

No. 

I’ll jump in the shower right now. Get some coffee. And do what comes next. 

I check my phone before I jump in and scan through a few emails. Pay a few bills online. But I notice a particular email address that looks unfamiliar, off. The subject line reads Lydia and Lilly.

If you know what’s good for you, champ, you’ll stay away from Lydia and Lilly.

I stop. Reread the email. 

That’s it. No closing. No name. Just a sentence. 

Champ?

I could have my friend at the trooper’s station see if we can track down who sent this. But why? Why play into this and give this person the satisfaction of knowing he/she might be getting under my skin? How did they get my email address? It was sent to my personal email address, not my work email.

I jump in the shower and decide the email isn’t worth my time or my energy. Besides, nothing can keep me away from Lydia and Lilly. Nothing. 

I drink down a cup of coffee. Then, I walk down to Main Street from my house and stop by the post office. 

“Morning, Leonard,” I say as I walk to my post office box. 

“Morning, Warden Casey.” 

After I check my mail, I turn to leave but stop. “What are you doing here on a Saturday?”

“Oh, well, Eleanor is on her quilting retreat, and I didn’t have much to do at home. So, I’m here.” Leonard shrugs as he sorts through incoming mail. 

Leonard’s the type of guy who, if his wife died, he’d be lost. The type of guy who wouldn’t know what to do with himself. He and Eleanor have been together for as long as I can remember. Even my years as a kid. In his late sixties, he’s almost ready to retire. And he’s also the type of guy, it seems, who operates on routines, and retirement is probably a dreaded decision waiting to be made.

“All right. Well, take care,” I say.

“You, too, Warden.” He doesn’t look up.

I walk out to Main Street and feel the warm summer heat upon us. Down the street, I notice Lilly sitting in a chair out front of the bookstore at a small table with a pitcher of lemonade and some cups. A tall umbrella sits over her to protect her from the sun.

I smile as I make my way down to her table. 

“Hey, Lilly,” I say, tucking my mail underneath my arm. 

“Good afternoon, Warden Casey. Would you like a cup of lemonade?” She pushes her sunglasses up on her face and wrinkles her nose. 

“Absolutely.” 

She takes the pitcher and slowly fills the paper cup. Her little tongue moving from side to side to support the level of concentration this takes. Lilly sets the pitcher down. “That’ll be five dollars.”

Five dollars? I grab my wallet in my back pocket.

“I’m raising money for the kids at St. Jude.” 

I put the five-dollar bill back in and pull out a twenty. “That’s a great cause, Lilly.” I hand her the twenty. 

“Thank you.” She pulls out a hot-pink flowery bag from underneath the table. Puts the money inside. “You want some change?”

“No, thanks. How much have you made so far?”

“One hundred forty-five dollars.” 

I glance at my watch. It’s just past eleven. “How long have you been out here?”

“Twenty-two minutes.” She puts the bag back under the table. 

Through the corner of my eye, I see Lydia standing in the doorway of the bookstore. Her arms crossed, she rests her hip on the doorframe. A smile surfaces, as I see the corners of her mouth turned up. I try not to stare at Lydia’s natural beauty. Her porcelain skin and how it glows in the morning sun like fresh linens on the line. Her guarded green eyes that tell you everything will be just fine even if she hasn’t convinced herself of it.

“Would you like to help, Warden Casey?” Lilly asks, bringing me out of my thoughts. “But, before you agree, you need to know, this is a volunteer position. You won’t be paid for it. And I’d be your boss. I know that’s weird, being that I’m six and you’re old.”

I smile internally and sit down in the chair next to her but not before giving Lydia a wink that makes my stomach do things I’m not used to. Good things. “You know, Lilly, for six years old, you’re wise beyond your years.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot. What does that even mean?”

“Well, it means, you get things about this world that most kids your age don’t.”

Lilly thinks on it. Quiet for a long moment. She leans in and whispers, “Want to know a secret?” 

“If we’re going to be working together, we can’t have secrets, so yes.”

“The St. Jude commercials make me cry.” She pauses. “Makes my tummy flip-flop. I don’t know how God can let that happen. My mom said to pray about it.”

“Have you?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

She shrugs. Squints up at me beneath her sunglasses. 

“Well, bless your heart, Lilly,” Ruthie says as she and Ida approach the table from across the street.

Lilly jumps up, runs around the table to Ida, and gives her a big hug. “Hey, Ms. Ida! I’ve got a special glass just for you!”

Ida squeals and wraps her arms around Lilly. 

“Hey, Ms. Ruthie.” Lilly moves from Ida to Ruthie for a hug.

“Looks like you’re doing important work, raising money for St. Jude, eh?” Ruthie looks down at Lilly.

“Yep. I only have eight hundred and thirty-three dollars to go to meet my goal for the day.” Lilly walks back around the table and sits down as I pour the glasses of lemonade for Ida and Ruthie. 

“Warden Casey, how nice of you to help Lilly.” Ida winks. Waggles her eyebrows and looks in the doorway of the bookstore. Probably sees Lydia standing there.

“Good morning, ladies. Fine morning for a cold glass of lemonade.” I hear Lydia’s voice. 

“Morning, Lydia,” they both say in unison as Ruthie takes two twenties from her wallet and hands them to Lilly. 

Her eyes grow big. She looks at me. “This is double what you gave me, Warden Casey.”

I smile and shake my head. “But they received double the product. Two glasses of lemonade. I only got one.”

“It’s for charity, Warden Casey.” Lilly gives me a duh look. “Besides, I can pour you another glass.”

I laugh. Reach for my wallet again. Lilly will make a great businesswoman one day.

Ruthie and Ida laugh, sipping their lemonade. 

“Listen, kid. You keep at this. Work hard. You’ll be a millionaire by the time you’re thirty,” Ida says, after taking the last of her lemonade. “And don’t have sex until then either. You don’t want kids gettin’ in the way of that. Got it?”

“Mother!” Ruthie almost spits out lemonade.

I laugh.

“What’s sex?” Lilly asks, squinting, looking up at Ida.

“It’s when a man and—” Ida starts, but Ruthie grabs Ida’s hand and begins to march down Main Street, mumbling under her breath about loose cannons and foul language. 

“Bye, ladies!” Lilly calls after them. “But, seriously, what’s sex, Warden?” 

Shaking my head, I look back at Lydia. “Ask your mom.”
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We move what’s left from Lilly’s lemonade stand to the inside of the bookstore. I can tell Lilly is exhausted from the sun and all her hard work.

“Well, what’s the final total, Lilly?” Lydia asks, leaning against the counter, and Gwen, her mother, is standing behind the counter.

I stand next to Lydia but not too close, resting my hand by her side against the counter. 

“One thousand four hundred and seventy-five dollars. Mom, can you help me mail this tomorrow?”

“Absolutely.” Lydia bends down so that she’s eye-level with her daughter. “I am so proud of you, Lil.” She takes her daughter’s cheeks in her hands and kisses Lilly’s forehead and then her lips. “I will always love you more,” she whispers in her daughter’s ear.

Lilly giggles. Looks up at me. “Thanks for your help, Aaron.”

“Whoa. I’m Aaron now?”

“Yeah, I’ve decided we can take our relationship to the next level.”

We all laugh.

“Come on, kid, let’s eat some dinner,” Gwen says, winking at us. “I don’t need your help, and I’m not making enough dinner for the both of you, so you’ll need to go eat somewhere else. Alone.” 

Before walking upstairs with Gwen, Lilly grabs my leg and hugs it. Looks up at me. “Are you coming back tomorrow?” 

I bend down to get to Lilly’s level. “Well, that depends. Do you want me to come back tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I really like you. And”—Lilly looks up at her mom—“my mom smiles a lot more when you’re around.”

I look up at Lydia, who’s turning red. 

“And trust me; I know what that feeling is like. When I see candy, I smile so much that my cheeks hurt.”

My stomach grows uneasy with the thought that Lydia might shut me out again. “Well, you know what? I smile a lot more when I’m around both of you, too.”

Lilly cups my cheek. I try not to let my heart melt for this little girl. 

“See you tomorrow, Aaron.” She walks to Gwen and grabs her hand, and they walk upstairs, leaving Lydia and me alone.

Lydia rests back against the counter, and I come up from my crouched position and stare at Gwen and Lilly until they disappear at the door.

I’ve never realized how dark it is in the bookstore until now. When the sun sets behind Main Street, the lamps that Lydia has in the store come alive. It’s quiet, and right now, I don’t feel like we need to fill the silence with words. 

“Thank you,” Lydia says, staring down at the floor and then up to me, her body open toward me, relaxed. She tugs on her long-sleeved shirt, which is when I notice the stitches. 

“What happened to your arm?” The mark is just above her wrist and can only be seen if you’re paying attention.

“Small setback.” She tugs on her sleeve and then crosses her arms to hide the cut.

I don’t push the issue and let it go.

It’s quiet again.

“Thank you for spending your day off with Lilly.”

I take a step closer, resting my back against the counter, next to Lydia. My heart starts to pick up pace. Not because I’m about to kiss her—because I’m not—but because I’m close to her and our arms are touching. 

“Lilly is an amazing little girl.”

Lydia nods. “I know.” And she smiles as if, somehow, maybe, she thinks she isn’t worthy of her love. 

I don’t ask about a father because it isn’t my business—yet. 

“You want to grab a bite to eat at Merryman’s?” I side-eye her and catch her eyes. 

She bites her lip. “Yeah, I’d like that.”
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Merryman’s isn’t packed tonight. It has been a fixture in this town since I was a kid, probably since before I was a kid. 

Lydia and I take our seats by the window. 

“Hey, Lydia. Aaron. Get you two something to drink?” Shannon asks.

I look at Lydia. 

“I’ll take a glass of the house red, please.”

Shannon looks at me. “Regular?” 

“That’d be great, Shannon. Thank you.”

Shannon leaves.

Lydia opens her menu. Looks at me because I leave my menu on the table. 

“You already know what you want?” Lydia asks.

“Every time.”

She smiles. “What do you get?”

“Fish and chips.” I stare at this beautiful woman across the table from me, wondering how I ever got her to agree to go to dinner with me. 

“You don’t veer from that?”

“Nope.”

“Every time?” Lydia is almost in disbelief. 

“Since I was eight.”

Lydia looks up again from her menu. “You mean to tell me that, since you were eight years old, you have come to Merryman’s and gotten the fish and chips each and every time?”

“Yes.”

“Warden Casey, you’ve got to change things up a bit.”

“Why? I know it’s great each time. Why fix what’s not broken? I mean, I can see if maybe they changed the recipe for the batter or maybe did something to change the fish, but it’s always had the same great taste.”

And then she laughs. It sounds like angels, a choir at Christmas, or a wood thrush’s song right before a rainstorm. 

I’m right where I’m supposed to be.


Eleven
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Lydia

Don’t stare, Lydia, I tell myself, looking away, back to my menu where I read the cursive lines, not retaining a word. His broad shoulders won’t do you any good. His long, lean jaw seems as though it holds the entire structure of his face in place. And the way he was with Lilly today—stop. 

I feel his eyes on me as I look at the menu. 

Shannon reappears.

“Hey, Lydia. Aaron. Aaron, the usual?”

“Please.” Aaron waits to hand his menu back to her. 

“What’s your soup tonight?” I ask.

“Clam chowder,” she says.

“I’ll have the haddock and a salad.” 

“Dressing?”

“Italian.”

“We’re out.”

“Balsamic?”

“Out.”

“Blue cheese?”

“Out.”

“What dressing do you have?”

“Ranch.”

“Ranch it is.” 

Aaron takes my menu and hands them both back to Shannon. She takes our menus and walks away.

“Fish? Interesting.” Aaron rests his elbows on the table and looks at me like I’m the only person in the room. “I took you for a meat-and-potatoes kind of girl.”

Shannon brings our drinks and a couple of waters.

“Thank you,” we both say at a different pace.

She retreats to the kitchen.

I shrug. Take a sip of water to cool myself down as my heart starts to pick up pace again. A heart that was given to me when I was six years old. On loan until the world and God find it necessary for me to make the trek down the broad highway. 

Please, God, not anytime soon though, I silently pray. 

“Says the man who only orders fish and chips from Merryman’s since he was a little boy.” I tilt my head to the right, pull back, and take another small sip of water.

Aaron laughs, and I swear, I hear his heart. His Adam’s apple bobs as his laugh slowly dies to a quiet smile. The candle on our table in the red holder flickers. 

“Tell me something about you that you’ve never told anyone,” Aaron says. 

“I don’t date.” But it comes out wrong. I mean, it came out right but also very wrong. Maybe, if I keep the invisible measuring stick between us, it will make things better for both of us in the end.

Aaron is still. Doesn’t move. Stares at me from across the table. “Why are you here with me tonight?”

“This isn’t a date. This is two people having dinner at a restaurant.” I lean forward on the table, just like Aaron.

He smiles, pulls his eyes from mine, and takes in the room full of people. Then, his eyes fall back to mine. 

Before he speaks, I speak instead, “Tell me something about you that you haven’t told anyone.”

He’s hesitant. It isn’t in his lack of words that I see it; it’s in his eyes. Is he protecting someone? Himself? 

Aaron takes his hand and runs it along his jawline, perhaps debating the content of what he’s about to tell me. I see the conflict that builds. He changes course. He wants to tell me something but doesn’t. 

“My mom’s cooking is horrendous. But nobody but me thinks so.”

The corners of my mouth turn upward. “That’s not what you were going to tell me.”

Aaron smiles. “Have you tried her cooking?”

I shake my head. 

“Well, then, maybe you ought to come test it for yourself.”

“But not like a date.”

“Not like a date at all.” He pulls his phone from his back pocket, types in a few words—“that two consenting adults with a prearranged agreement is a date. So, technically, that would be a date.”

“You aren’t pleading your case very well, Warden.”

He shakes his head. Laughs. Shoves his phone back in his pocket. “I know.” He sighs and looks around the room again, and then his eyes fall to mine. 

Somehow, everything grows quieter. The flicker from the light of the candle makes everything better. Less color. More black. 

“Lydia, look, I really like you. A lot. In fact, I haven’t been able to get you off my mind since the day you stepped foot in Granite Harbor.”

I pull at my sleeves to make sure the stitches are hidden. Deny me, him, or us any satisfaction of what he just said. 

“I had a heart transplant when I was six. That’s when my mother’s alcoholism took over. After I was well, I mean.”

Candle flickers.

Silence stays.

Aaron’s stunned. 

Check, please.

Run, Lydia. 

You can leave, I give myself permission.

I’m damaged goods, I want to say.

All I hear is the beat of my borrowed heart, beating in a body that somehow feels so disconnected right now to me, to life, and all I want to do is pick myself up and run.

What do you say to a woman who just blurted this out? What do you say to a woman who uses words as a weapon to protect her own heart but mostly her daughter’s heart? We’ve had a man break us. We’ve had a man hurt us. We won’t have that again. 

“A heart transplant?”

I nod, now using my finger to wipe the sweat from my glass. I want to tell Aaron he doesn’t know the half of it, but the words get caught, tangled, messy with fear.

“Does Gwen still drink?”

I smile. “Nope. Twenty-two years sober, a day at a time.”

He nods. “Look, Lydia …” He pauses. “I’m not sure how to ask questions about this, and I might sound like a total dumbass, but is that the reason you have stitches on your wrist?”

I look down at my sleeve and see how my incision has been exposed. “No,” is all I say.

And, in this tender, vulnerable moment, I give him truth. “You said to tell you something I’d never told anyone before. I did. It doesn’t warrant questions, conversation, small talk.” And yet, I say those words to push him away, not to draw more attention. 

Shannon approaches our table with our food.

“Fish and chips and haddock.” She sets them down in front of us. “Can I get you anything else?”

“No, I think we’re fine, Shannon. Thank you,” Aaron says.

But, before he can pick up a piece of fish, I say, “Nope. We’re trading. You’re eating my haddock, and I’m eating the fish and chips.”

“What?” 

“Drop that fish, Warden. It’s mine.”

“But—”

“Nope.” I shake my head. “Tonight, you’re trying something different.” I hand over my plate. 

Reluctantly, he hands over his.

“And your tarter sauce, please,” I say. 

Aaron smiles, shakes his head, and hands over the tarter sauce. 

I take a bite of the fish. “This …” I pause. “This is really good.”

“I know.” Aaron cuts the haddock into smaller pieces. Looks up at me. Down again.

The words that he used just moments ago—“I really like you”—settle down deep. Slowly, I chew the fish, and it breaks apart against my tongue. “You really like me?” I say after I swallow my first bite. Oh my goodness, this is good.

Aaron sets his fork down before he takes a bite of his haddock. “Yes.” 

He stares me down, and the thoughts that wander into my mind are not innocent. 

I wonder what his jawline would feel like against my thighs.

I wonder what his mouth would feel like against my breasts.

His fingers in places they shouldn’t be and places I want them.

My face grows warm as I shove another bite in my mouth. The ache starts between my legs. The ache I haven’t had since Brett. 

What would it feel like to make love to another man? 

Shannon brings the bill, interrupting my thoughts. 

“The bill,” she whispers and slides it onto the table, but Aaron grabs it only two seconds sooner than me. She leaves. 

“My treat,” he says.

“What’s my portion of it?”

“My treat,” he says again.

“Come on. I took your food from you. Forced you to eat something you hadn’t ordered.”

Aaron’s taking his wallet out as I sit back and watch. My face grows warm again as I watch his big hands and how they handle his wallet. I put my wine to my lips and take a long sip, trying to alleviate the attraction. As if wine will help.

“You’re right,” he says as I set my glass down. It’s hot in here, right?

“You owe me fish and chips.” He smiles, shoving his wallet in his back pocket. “Guess we’ll have to come back.”

“Would that mean a date in addition to your parents’ house, Warden?”

“Quite possibly.”

Let yourself be, Lydia. Go with the flow. Not everything leads to marriage. Not everything leads to bad things. 

I take another sip of water, toy with the ice in my mouth, and stare at the beautiful man across the table from me. 

Shannon returns to retrieve the bill and Aaron’s card. She leaves and comes back a minute later, setting down the card and receipt for Aaron to sign. “Have a nice night, guys,” she says.

As we leave Merryman’s, a crowd of people comes in—out-of-town guests, I suppose, visiting from who knows where.

Aaron gently puts his hand on my hip to help guide me through the sea of people—not that I need help, but I need his hand, and it feels so damn good right there. My head goes hazy, as if I’d drunk too much wine. The ache comes back.

I stop as a man steps in front of me, not on purpose. 

The length of Aaron’s body bumps into the back of me. 

His chest.

His stomach.

His torso.

“Excuse me,” Aaron says to the gentleman in our way.

“Oh, my apologies.” The man moves out of our path. 

But I can’t move, or my body doesn’t want to move. It’s been a long time since my body has felt this way. Sexy. Turned on. I feel all of him on my backside.

“Let’s go, Lydia,” Aaron whispers in my ear.

I can’t, I should say. Explain myself. 

Gently, he takes the other hand and places it on my other hip. He pushes me along until we reach the door. He opens it.

The warm, humid summer air greets us.

His hands don’t move, and all I need is to breathe. 

“Are you all right?” he whispers against my neck.

“No.” I shake my head.

Headlights shine on us for only a second and then quickly disappear. 

Aaron and I move around the corner and lean against the cedar that Merryman’s was built with. It’s dark as my back gently rests on the wall. His lips are not even an inch from my face. Our bodies separated by cloth, I feel his hard chest against mine. My heart slams against his as I try to fight the attraction I feel for Aaron.

“Tell me not to kiss you, and I won’t. Tell me to walk away, and I will,” he whispers as his lips graze mine, searching for every reason to be a gentleman in this situation.

My legs part, so I can feel him better between my legs.

“Tell me to stop,” he says again.

“I-I can’t.”

And Aaron’s lips crash against mine. 

Needy.

Breathy.

His hands slide to my backside.

My legs almost fold. 

My breasts grow hard.

My kiss deepens, giving him more of myself.

Our kiss isn’t gentle or soft. It’s exactly what we both need.

I pull his shirt up, so I can feel his skin against my hands. 

He sighs, breaking the kiss, dropping his head to my shoulder. “Oh my God. I’m losing my mind, Lydia.”

“It’s okay.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “No. This is not okay.” He pulls one hand from my backside and rests it against the wood behind us. 

We collect our thoughts like lost change. Comparing, figuring out what’s collectible and what’s not. 

“I’m not going to do what I want to you in the Merryman’s parking lot, no matter how bad I want to.” He pulls back, dropping both his hands from me. Runs his hand through his short hair.

Feeling vulnerable, exposed, I try to smooth my clothes, not sure what to say, pulling at my sleeves.

His head whips back to me; his eyes glow in the moonlight now. 

The spring peepers call. 

“You deserve to be made love to. Slowly.” He takes a strand of my hair and pushes it behind my ear. His body moves closer to mine again.

I swallow. His fingertips graze my backside again, tighten. He looks down at me. 

“Just once,” I barely say.

“Just once what?” His other hand glides across my jaw, and his lips follow.

“Fuck me.” 

A low growl starts in his throat. 

My heart is beating so hard and so fast; surely, he feels it. 

“I can feel your heart,” he whispers and then kisses the side of my head. 

I swallow hard. Please don’t do that, I beg silently. 

Brett used to do that the morning after. Apologize again for what he’d done to me the night before.

But the difference with Aaron’s kiss is his touch. Gently, he pulls me from the wall, and we slowly wander our way back to my place on Main. 

“You were great with Lilly today,” I say as I put my hand to my lips, remembering his kiss. Holding it there for keeps. Remembering how his lips pressed against mine.

Aaron looks on, our shoulders bump, and then he’s not so gentle. 

We make decisions in a split second. Decisions that are not well thought out. It’s confusing when our heads get involved with our hearts. Our needs that require fulfillment become center stage to what our heads are really trying to tell us. 

How could I have let this go too far? I have a daughter to think about. Her best interest. 

Guilt begins to consume me as I attempt to leave my attraction, my needs, somewhere on Main. 

The fire dies from my body, leaving embers that smolder, clinging to life. I give them a cheap blow.

We’re at my stop. The alley that leads to the door, that leads to the hallway, that leads to the staircase, that leads to my heart, who’s snuggled in her bed. My sole purpose in life. 

“Look, Aaron, we can’t keep doing this.”

“What?” He stops; his hand tightens around mine.

“This.” My hand moves back and forth from his body to my body. “Us.”

His eyes grow narrow. His tone changes. “Why?”

“Let’s not pretend to play the fantasy, okay? I’m attracted to you. That’s it,” I lie with every ounce of me to prove only to myself that I won’t lose focus. That my number one priority is my daughter. I can’t have both. 

“No.” Aaron’s tone is curt as he drops his hand from mine. “That’s bullshit, and you know it, Lydia.” 

The only thing that surrounds us are the sounds of the summer night air kissing the earth with drips of lost water, spring peepers, and the rhythm of our hearts.

I cross my arms. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”


Twelve
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Aaron

The etched stitching that ties her skin together on her wrist becomes barely obvious, but I notice it. 

“What are you running from, Lydia?” I whisper, running out of options.

“Nothing, Aaron. Just because women might fall at your feet and I don’t fall in line with that, all of a sudden, I’m running?” 

I’ve hit a nerve, and she knows it.

“You might not want to see this, Lydia, but every time we get close, you pull away. This time, I’m not letting you go. I’ll see you and Lilly for dinner tomorrow night at Merryman’s.” I pause. Hesitate. “I want Lilly to try the fish and chips.”

Her mouth opens as if she needs to speak. Closes. Opens. But the words don’t come, and she also doesn’t agree to my command. 

“See you tomorrow night at six. I’ll meet you and Lilly at Merryman’s.” I turn and walk down Main toward my house, leaving Lydia where she stands. 

When I get home, the red light blinks from my answering machine. Ethan gives me shit about it. Says my answering machine is like a prehistoric time box. Says the guy who handwrites all his reports and then types them. 

I throw my keys on the counter, take a beer from the fridge, and hit play. 

The machine beeps and then quiet. Nothing. But then I hear only faint breathing. Quiet, calculated breaths. 

The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. 

I grab my house phone and scan through the numbers that have called my house. Only two. One is my mother, and the other is an unknown number. 

“Stay away from Lydia, or things will get painfully real.” The man’s voice is haunting, dark. As if his words are tools. Weapons for intimidation. As if this isn’t his first gig, his first job. A washed-up villain trying to make a comeback.

Playing it again, I listen for the background noises. Anything that might give me any indication of where he’s calling from. I crack my beer open. Take a long swig. Sit down, grab a pencil and paper, and hit play once more. 

Fuck with Lydia and Lilly, asshole, and you’ll get the monster. 

I turn up the machine as loud as it will go. Very faintly, I hear footsteps in the background. Like a nice pair of shoes stepping across a freshly waxed, cleaned floor. A soft echo that follows each step. 

Wears nice shoes, I write down. 

Of course, it could be someone else around him. But there’s something about his steps, the sharpness of his tone that matches his words. He’s walking. 

“Hey.” I hear, and my front door shuts. 

I jump, causing my beer to spill all over the counter. 

“Shit.” I grab the roll of paper towels by the sink.

Ethan stands in the doorway. “Did I interrupt?”

Wiping up the beer, saving my house phone and the answering machine from the alcohol, I shake my head. “Scared the shit out of me.” 

I debate on telling Ethan about this. Really, it’s nothing yet. Besides, I can handle this fucker, whoever he thinks he is. 

The answering machine message plays again.

Shit.

Ethan listens and rests his hands on the counter. 

The message stops.

“Who’s that?” Ethan asks.

“Beer?”

“Sure.”

I grab one from the fridge and hand it to him. He pops it open. Takes a swig and waits for my answer. 

Instead, I grab another beer, open it, take a long drink, and then say, “Not sure.”

He smirks, taking another drink. “You need backup?” 

It’s good to have the newer Ethan back. The one who cracks jokes, smiles. Although we’ll never have the old Ethan back, we have an Ethan back who’s been through hell. Fought hard to be who he is today and found a woman who loves him as fiercely as I do. Though I’d never tell him this.

This guy on the answering machine doesn’t scare me in the least. What scares me is that he knows Lilly and Lydia. 

So, in that respect, I answer, “Maybe.”

“How’d he get your number?”

“No idea.” I lean over to the machine and hit Save. 

“You gonna tell Lydia?” 

“Nah.” I debate on telling him that it’s been hard for us to make it this far and that I don’t want to push her away. Besides, threats are just that. Threats. 

Will I keep a closer eye out? Fuck yes. Will I be extra cautious, extra protective when I’m with the both of them? Absolutely. 

Ethan shrugs. Tucks his beer in the crook of his arm. “Good thing you still have the prehistoric time box.” 

I take another sip of my beer. “What’d you come here for? To give me a rash of shit?”

He shakes his head. “Just felt like you needed me—and to give you shit.”

I let a big breath out. “Have … have you seen the stitches on Lydia’s arm, near her wrist?”

Ethan’s eyes narrow in on mine. He shakes his head. “But I don’t spend any time with her.”

There isn’t a thought that she might have done this to herself or something awful like that. Not a thought that I’ve had though. 

He says, “Do you think there’s a connection with this douche bag?” He nods his head toward the prehistoric time box.

Shit.

Fuck.

Why didn’t I think of that?

My blood becomes fire. My heart rate increases. Hands grow sweaty. “I-I don’t know.” 

Now, this thought drives me crazy. Not only do I need to figure out who this guy is, but I also need to find out why Lydia has the mark on her wrist. Are there others on her body? 

“Play the message again,” Ethan says.

I hit play.

The clicking of footsteps. The slight echo of his words. A hallway. Ethan isn’t listening to his words either. He’s listening to what I’m listening to—everything the man isn’t saying. We’re trained for this. We went to school for this.

“Echo,” he says. “Footsteps. Where’d the call come from?” 

“Unknown number.” 

He nods. “Play it again.”

I do.

“Is he wearing the shoes that are doing the clicking?” 

“It seems like it. Almost like his words fall in line with his step.”

The message stops. 

“Could call Hodges at the troopers’ office. Just see what he knows. Anything suspicious going on here. Or anywhere around us for that matter.” Ethan rests his back on the counter.

I’ll be vigilant. Observant. Watchful. 

“Wouldn’t take it too serious. Could be some sort of keyboard warrior who’s off his rocker a bit.” 

“Where I get caught up is, he knows Lydia and Lilly by name and knows I’ve been spending time with them.”

“And yet, he hasn’t faced you. Approached you like a man, face-to-face. He’d rather call and leave a message on that little box that our current world has a hard time comprehending.”

“And an email. If it’s the same guy.” There’s a pause. “Could get rid of the machine.”

Ethan laughs. “You won’t. You’ll hang on to that fucker until it sells as an antique. Just like our old baseball bats that you have in your garage. And our mitts.”

He’s right. But, one day, we’ll use the bats and mitts, maybe to remind us what it was like for four boys to hit the ball field and be free. Free to roam the town. Not a care in the world. Play baseball like it was life and not just a memory in the making. 

“You good?” Ethan asks.

“Yeah. You off tomorrow?”

“Nope. Duty calls.” He walks to the sink and dumps whatever’s left of his beer. Sets the bottle on the counter. Comes back toward me. “You?”

“Yeah. Two in a row.”

“Keep me posted on this. If anything changes.”

I nod, holding my beer, turning the cap in my hand.

Ethan leaves, shutting the door behind him.


Thirteen
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Lydia

My eyes adjust to the morning light as it peeks through my window. I stare at the ceiling, following the grooves from the paint on the ceiling. The sheer curtains that cover the window are for decor purposes only. I stretch out my arms, and they fall to a lump next to me.

I pull my head up from my pillow, and out from the comforter on the pillow are wisps of blonde hair. I pull the cover gently enough to see my sweet nugget sacked out next to me. Mouth open, on her back. Turning to my side, I watch her as she sleeps. Wonder what she’s dreaming about. Trying to pinpoint the exact time I fell in love with this little girl. It wasn’t when she was born. It was before that, I guess. The first time she kicked a roundhouse to my ribs. I was almost, but not quite, twenty weeks pregnant with her. I knew from that moment on that my little girl was going to be tenacious, stubborn, and steadfast. 

Her long eyelashes rest on her perfectly round cheeks below. The curve of her lips, perfect and pink. She sleeps softly, and I hear her tiny breaths, just like I did when she was a baby. When a woman has a child, becomes a mother, three things happen. 

1. Her heart changes forever where she becomes second and her child becomes first.

2. She knows a love that only a mother knows. 

3. She gains superpowers.

When I first told Brett I was pregnant, he was overjoyed. Ecstatic to be a father, but even more so, I think, happier for me. We’d tried for a while to get pregnant but to no avail. Then, one morning, in the sadness of another negative pregnancy test, I stopped trying. I stopped worrying. I let go. And wouldn’t you know, the next month, I came up pregnant. 

I thought, somehow, the violence would stop. I see it now. That I was in denial. That I lived in some fairy tale because I loved Brett with all my heart. 

He works long days, I used to tell myself. Helps people. Saves lives. 

I defended him. He had no way to de-stress. Every single time he did it, I saw the remorse in his eyes that came soon after. Sometimes, just minutes later. Every time, I took him back. Forgave him. Blamed it on the world. Its problems. His demanding career. 

If he could just get a good night’s sleep, he wouldn’t do this, I’d tell myself. 

But none of this is why I took Lilly and left. The worst was yet to come. 

I try to blink out the memory, not allow the tears to fall that somehow feel like boulders. 

Lilly stirs with a squeal and pushes her arms above her head. Her eyes blink awake. A huge smile spreads across her face when she sees me. She turns inwardly, and I pull her to me. My heart swells. 

“Good morning, Mommy.”

“Good morning, baby girl. Did you sleep well?”

“Not so good. I had a nightmare,” she says.

My heart constricts. Thoughts of Brett brimming my mind. Lilly and I left Brett in Massachusetts when she was just barely a year old. Sometimes, she has nightmares but says she never remembers what they’re about, only that the feeling she gets when her eyes shoot open is that she’s scared and she can’t explain why, except that it’s a fear inside her bones. 

Most children don’t know what real fear is like, and I wonder if Lilly does. Although she was just an infant when we left Brett, there were times when he’d strike me right in front of her while she was lying on the floor on her blanket or in her swing. 

“How about we make blueberry pancakes and then go down to the harbor and feed the seagulls?” I ask.

Lilly’s quiet, more reserved than usual. She plays with a string from my pajama top. 

“Mommy?” 

“Hmm?” I take my fingers and push her silky blonde hair behind her ears. 

“Aaron is really nice. It was nice of him to sit with me all day and help sell lemonade.”

The feeling starts in my stomach. It twists and turns and makes me feel uncomfortable and whole, all at the same time. I push it away, trying to tuck it down beneath my heart. “It was nice of him.”

“He has the kind of eyes that tell the truth. And that don’t hurt my mommy.”

The punch to my gut lands right where it should, and all my air is exhausted, leaving me with questions. 

Does Lilly remember her father? 

Does she remember him hurting me?

Grief and guilt consume me like ill-fitted feelings that I’m not suited for, not ready for, and yet I take them, let them fall over me like waves in an ocean. Waves I can’t control. 

Can’t breathe.

Say something, Lydia. Say some goddamn words right now. Help your daughter. 

“Do you remember your father, Lil?”

She shakes her head. 

I wait on her words like an ice cube waiting its demise in the summer heat. The lump in my throat and the twisted feelings in my gut play on each other like a sick game of two truths and a lie.

“No.”

I exhale.

“But I remember someone hitting you in the face. I can’t see who hit you, but you fell to the ground and lay there and wouldn’t wake up.”

Pulling my daughter to me, I rest her against my heart. My body, not feeling as it should, I hold tight to my world as I kiss the top of her head and put my cheek on her strands of blonde hair. My heart pounds against what is not right, the poor decisions I made that put us in that spot. No child should see what Lilly has seen. 

I’m scared to ask what else she’s seen, but I do it anyway. My daughter needs this. 

“Did you see anything else?” I try to hold my voice steady.

“No.”

I clear my throat. Push away the tears, find strength somewhere between her and me. 

This will not break us. I can live with my decisions that have affected my life, and I must live with the decisions that have affected my daughter’s life.

I should have left sooner. 

“Is this what your nightmare was about?”

Does she really remember these nightmares but is too scared to share them with me?

Slow nod.

I want to ask, Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Why did you hold this in?

But I don’t get to ask these questions because nothing will change the situation at hand. We can’t unsee anything. Life isn’t well paced. It’s planned but not in the order we’d like it to be. Life is in session, and we’re merely pawns. So, all I do is hold my little girl in my arms and pray that I have the ability to clear her troubled heart. 

“You are wise beyond your years, Lilly White. Do you know that?”

“Can we have pancakes now, Mommy?”

“As many as you want.” I give her a big squeeze. “You know that we’re okay now, right, baby girl?” 

She nods, leaving the slumber in her eyes to the birds. “Your hugs and kisses tell me we are.”
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Lilly gives Nana one last hug. I do, too.

“Your father is going nuts without his buttermilk bread. You’d think he could drive his ass to the store and pick some up, but no.” 

I let my arms linger around her neck for just a moment longer. “Thank you for everything, Mom.”

Thank you for getting sober.

Thank you for raising me the way you did. 

Thank you for teaching me to be strong, even when I didn’t think I had it in me.

But I don’t say all this. Besides, I think she knows.

Mom gets in her car, rolls down the passenger window with a push of a button, and waves. “I’ll text you when I get home.”

Lilly and I wave from the curb until Nana’s car disappears down Main Street. 

Our hands fall to our sides. Lilly holds on to my leg. My eyes fall to her. 

“The harbor?”

She grins. “Yeah, the harbor.”

It’s eleven thirty in the morning, and the bookstore is always closed on Sundays. The whole town of Granite Harbor, aside from Granite Harbor Grocery and Oceanside Deli, are closed. We pack two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and a loaf of stale bread that we save for occasions like these.

“Ready?” I ask, looking down at my grinning daughter with her hot-pink sunglasses on, holding our blanket.

“Yep.”

We walk downstairs from our apartment and down the alleyway to Main Street. We cross the street and wave to the Petes, who are leaving Oceanside Deli. 

Lilly is talking about how Maddy Sunday doesn’t like Sundays because Ruby’s mom said Sundays were the day God told all the churchgoers to take a break. “Maddy Sunday has a hard time slowing down, Mommy.”

“I know.” 

“We don’t go to church. Do we need to take a break, too?”

“I suppose everyone needs a day to slow down, no matter what day it is.”

“Ruby’s mom said that if people don’t accept God into our hearts, they’ll go to hell. Is that true?”

I make a mental note to call Penny Sunday and tell her to stop screwing with my kid’s head. I’m quiet for a moment. “I believe that God, whatever he looks like to you, trusts that if we do good, we’ll all get to heaven eventually.” And don’t listen to Penny Sunday. She’s got a screw loose. But I don’t say this.

We’re almost to the harbor as we cross the park. 

“Hey, how would you feel about going to dinner with Aaron tonight?” I bring up the topic as if he’s just a friend. 

A grin starts to spread across her face. “I’d like that a lot.”

“It’s settled then.” 

We throw our blanket down in the grass just above the harbor, which leads to the sand that leads to the water. I’m wearing jean capris and a flowy, long-sleeved black blouse. A black bathing suit underneath. Not that we’ll go swimming, but because I want to stay cool. 

We feed the birds our old, stale bread.

We run in the surf. 

We pretend to be tourists who have British accents. 

We call in fishing boats.

We build palaces made of sand and rock.

We try to forget about our past, what we went through to get here.

We give freely of our minds, forget that the world around us is watching, and live in the moment.

The sun hasn’t budged much. Our sandwiches taste good. We breathe heavily as we take our seats on the blanket. We sit, eat, and watch the sea lions bark, push, and play on the dock just to the east of us. 

“This is the best life, Mommy.” Lilly looks up at me and drops her head to my side. “The best life.”

There was a small time when we lived apart so that I could get treatment. And maybe it had a bigger impact on my Lilly than I thought. 

“You are my best life, Lilly.”

“I know,” she says as she takes another bite of her sandwich. 

A boat is called in from the Atlantic and steered to the dock.

Another sea lion barks.

Everything seems to move like clockwork, a forward motion, and yet here we are, reminiscent and stuck at the same time, collecting up memories as we make them, like an old box of photographs that reminds us of feelings, yesterdays, and lives lived.

“When are we going to dinner with Aaron, Mama?”

“At six o’clock.”

Lilly takes another bite of her sandwich, and with her mouth full, she says, “I’ll wear a dress.”

Lilly hates dresses. Loathes them. For her school Christmas performances and dressy occasions, I buy leggings for her. 

“A dress?”

“Yeah. I think this is important to Aaron.”

“Yeah? Why?”

“Mommy, he likes you a lot.”

I reach for her hand. 

Am I confusing her more? Taking up dinner with a man who’s, yes, attractive and, yes, good to my daughter and all right, yes, very handsome, but if I say my daughter is first in my life, will this change things? This might confuse her. 

Panic builds in my throat. But I can’t back out now. That would most certainly confuse her. Human emotions can be so complex. When I’m with Aaron, alone, I feel as though everything is just as it should be. The bees pollinate, plants grow, and the world spins. Everything in the world has its time and place. As if all the previous moments have led us to this point in our life, and all the pieces are beginning to fall into place. 

But it’s these times, the times with just Lilly and me, when the confusion starts with Aaron. Thoughts begin to build on other thoughts, and my past, our past, seems to creep up into the cracks of my mind and feed on my vulnerabilities, allowing self-doubt and guilt to break free.

“We’re just friends, Lil. Just friends.” And that, I know, is just a flat-out lie. 


Fourteen
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Aaron

I’ve been here since five thirty. Too nervous to order, too nervous to drink, but when I see Lilly’s dress, I know she means business. And then Lydia walks in behind her. Her seamless black dress fits her body in all the right places, yet it’s conservative, as if she’s trying to convince me this is a non-date. But still, she takes my breath away. Suddenly, I don’t know how to breathe, and I don’t notice this until my chest gets tight.

I let a big breath out, stand, and walk to them at the door.

“Hi.” I look at Lydia first. “Thanks for coming.”

“Did you give me a choice?” Lydia smiles.

Lilly grabs my legs. “I wore a dress, Aaron. Do you like it? My mommy wore a dress, too.”

I kneel down. “And you are the most beautiful little girl in here. And”—I motion for her ear—“your mommy is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

Lilly smiles and whispers back, “I know. I tell her that all the time.” 

I stand and take Lilly’s hand. I look at Lydia. “Come sit with me.”

Lydia’s eyes are more cautious than they were last night. You can tell a lot by someone’s eyes. Oftentimes, by looking at someone’s eyes, I can tell the truth about what they’re not saying instead of believing what’s coming out of their mouth. 

Ruthie and Milton are here, and we wave. 

“Mommy, can I go say hi to the Murdocks really quick?”

“Yes, but come right back,” Lydia says to her daughter. 

As Lilly skips to the Murdocks’ table, I pull out Lydia’s chair. “Please, sit.” 

She does, and I sit across from her. 

Lydia takes a sip of the pre-poured water. “How did you get to be so great with kids?”

“Not sure what you mean,” I say, taking my water to my lips.

“You’re a natural, Aaron. How you helped Lilly with her lemonade stand, for one.”

“That was a business venture.” I smile.

And I swear, she blushes. 

Come on, Lydia. Just fall with me.

“You sat with Lilly all day long and sold lemonade to raise money for sick children. How … how are you not married with children yet?” 

This is the most Lydia has talked about personally with me. 

There was one woman. But I’m not ready to go there yet, so I take a sip of my water instead. “I have all of my eggs in one basket.”

Planets move. The earth rotates. But time freezes. 

She almost smiles. Bites her lip, so she doesn’t. “Wouldn’t it just be wiser to fall for a woman who doesn’t have baggage?”

“I’m not sure what you mean by baggage.”

Lydia sighs and folds her hands on the table. “Aaron, there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

I lean on the table, resting my forearms. “Turns out, I’ve got a lot of time to find out.” I stare back at her. “Would you like something to drink?” 

Lydia half-smiles. “A Diet Pepsi, please.”

“And Lilly?” 

“Milk with dinner.”

Lydia looks past me to the Murdocks. Lilly is now sitting on Ruthie’s lap, and they’re talking.

I walk to the bar and give the drink order. 

I walk back, sit down, and tell her this, “The first time I saw you was through the window of the bookstore. You were in the middle of the empty store. You’d been painting, and you had some paint on your face—a white stripe across your nose, to be exact. Your hands were on your hips. And there were tears streaming down your face. You didn’t see me, but I saw you.”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t squirm. She just stares back at me. Listening.

“You covered your mouth like this.” I act out the memory. “It seemed like your tears weren’t because you were sad. It was almost like you were letting go of something.”

Lydia’s hand goes to her mouth. Her eyes move from mine to the red tablecloth to her daughter and then back to me again. They’re brimming with thoughts and memories. 

“Then, you smiled. And laughed. And then I smiled. And I knew I had to see your smile for the rest of my life.”

Her eyes meet mine again; her stare is sharp. Perhaps from a protective outer layer that takes time to break through. “You can’t just fall in love like that, Aaron. Not love at first sight. It doesn’t exist.”

“If love at first sight doesn’t exist, then neither do happily ever afters, or the feeling when your favorite song comes over the radio. Neither do broken hearts or mended hearts. Neither do warm fires or rainy days. Or eating a really shitty tomato that looks great on the outside.”

“But they do. Those all exist, Aaron.” 

“Then, you’ve experienced these?”

“Yes.”

“A tomato?”

She shakes her head. Smiles. “Yes, I’ve experienced eating a really shitty tomato.”

“And the feeling when your favorite song comes over the radio?”

“Yes.” She smiles again. 

“What song is that?”

“‘Livin’ on a Prayer.’”

I pull back. “A Bon Jovi fan, huh?”

And then she does something beautiful. She stops masking her smile and lets it go. Lets it slide across her face, and my heart falls a little further to my feet. 

I try to speak again but pause, fearing my words will interfere with what she’s allowing to break through, which is her smile. 

“Broken hearts exist?” I whisper.

She nods. Her smile slowly fading.

“And mended hearts?” 

“Yes,” she says, as if willing me to see her again in the bookstore window.

“Warm fires and rainy days?”

“Yes.”

“Then, if all of this is true, feelings we’ve experienced in life or things we’ve seen with our own two eyes, why can’t love at first sight be one of those?”

She smiles again and shakes her head. Looks at me as she toys with her fingers. Allows the smile to move across her face again. Maybe she’s embarrassed that she can’t reciprocate the love at first sight with me, but she also didn’t witness me at a very vulnerable time in my life. I knew from that moment on that Lydia White was the heart I was destined to love forever.

Catching us in the moment, Lilly joins us along with the Murdocks, and we make small talk with them before they leave.

Lilly doesn’t try the fish and chips because she doesn’t like eating animals. 

I tried to explain that if we don’t eat fish our streams and oceans would become overburdened. 

But she dug her heels in. “I don’t eat anything with a face on it.”

And right then and there, in Merryman’s, I fall in love with this little girl a little more. It’s as if she speaks love, and she stands by what she says. What she cares about. Do I think kids are born like that? Yes, but I also think her type of heart needs to be nurtured, cared for. Loved. 
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I walk them home. Lilly is up ahead, skipping to the beat of her own drum, singing.

The spring peepers sing, and I slip my hand over Lydia’s. She doesn’t flinch this time. 

She squeezes my fingers with hers. Looks at me. Looks back at her daughter. “I’m not sure how to do this, Aaron.”

“Just fall, Lydia.”

She stares at me and chews on her cheeks. “I have a past, Aaron. A past that I don’t want you to be a part of. A past that gives Lilly and me nightmares.”

The message on my answering machine.

More than anything, I want to ask her who Lilly’s father is. I want to know who is responsible for creating this fear in my girls. 

My girls.

“Mommy!” Lilly screeches. Stops dead in her tracks. “Is that the man from the pictures? Is that Daddy?”

“Where?” Her voice shakes almost immediately.

“In-in that gray car,” Lilly says.

It feels like slow motion as Lydia drops my hand and runs toward her daughter, reaching her. Pulling her back by her shoulders, she almost drags her daughter up into her arms. 

Before either of them can move from this position, I’m running to the gray car that’s parked across the street from us.

The guy isn’t from Granite Harbor, as I’d know. 

It’s dark out, and his dome light is on. He’s got a map out across his dashboard.

“Get out.” I open his car door.

“Why?” the man asks.

“Get out of the fucking car right now.”

The man pushes his map to the side and slowly gets out of his car, his eyes wide. 

“Look across the street at those two people. Do you know them?”

The man slowly turns his head, looking across the street to Lydia and Lilly. “No.”

Lydia shakes her head. 

It’s not him.

I try to straighten the man’s polo shirt. “Sorry for the confusion. Welcome to Granite Harbor.”

The man looks confused. “You can bet your ass I’m never coming back here again,” he says as he gets back in his car and quickly drives away.

Lilly’s head is tucked into her mother’s chest, underneath her chin, and Lydia is pale. Terrified. 

I let a big breath out. Taking Lydia by her shoulder, I lead them both to the bookstore. 

Lydia doesn’t say a word, just grabs her key and hands it to me, her hand shaking.

Two things come to mind. One, she locked her door in Granite Harbor, which no one does, and two, she’s allowing me to unlock it. 

I set her key on the table when we walk inside. She turns back to me before she goes down the hallway to take Lilly to bed because she’s fallen fast asleep that quickly.

“Will you be here when I’m done?”

I lean against the frame of the kitchen, her face full of fear. Days that told her it would be all right. That, if she just stuck it out, things would change, assuming her ex-husband or husband—I’m not sure—is responsible for this. “Yes.”

Lydia nods, holds her daughter’s head to her neck, and takes her to bed.
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The quiet space on the couch allows my mind to spin, thinking of what could have happened to make Lydia so terrified of Lilly’s dad. 

Lydia comes out from her own bedroom, changed into a comfortable long-sleeved T-shirt and sweatpants.

“Tea?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

I hear her fill the teakettle with water. Set it on the stove and turn it on.

She walks into the living room where I’ve turned on the lamp next to the couch. Sits down on the other side of the couch.

Silence sits between us like an old blanket, well worn, soft, and comfortable.

I look down at her hands. Soft. Smooth. Still a slight tremble. The stitches peek through the sleeve of her shirt. I want to tell her how it looks like she’s healing, but I don’t because all I keep thinking about is the look on Lydia’s face when Lilly said Daddy.

“It wasn’t always like this, the fear, I mean,” she whispers in the darkened room to me. Not just anyone. Me. 

Her defenses are up, and her body is facing me, her back resting against the arm of the couch.

I look at her, casual, not wanting anything but her truths. The sad parts. The scary parts and everything in between. 

“If you’re not ready to talk about it yet, we don’t have to,” I say and immediately regret it because I want to know—not because that is logically what comes next, but because I want to experience this with her. I want to save her. Selfish, I know, but I want to be her hero. I want to be the guy who gives her what she needs. Who gives her what she wants, even if her wants aren’t me. I want to pull her back from the dark edges of the abyss and give her a soft place to land. 

“I thought that moving to Granite Harbor would change everything. That Lilly and I could start over here. But the truth is, they’re just old fears disguising themselves as new ones. Brett Lancaster. Dr. Brett Lancaster. When we met, he was the hero, and somehow, over the course of our time together, he became the monster.” As Lydia talks, she keeps her position against the arm of the couch, though her body language loosens a little. Her shoulders come down from their tight position. 

The hot water in the kitchen slowly comes to a whistle. 

Before she gets up to get us some tea, I reach over and put my hand on her arm. She stops moving, and her eyes meet mine. 

“This isn’t your fault. You know that, right?”

“I have our daughter, Aaron. He’ll always think it’s my fault. He went to prison because I was finally brave enough to go to the police.” 

I reluctantly remove my hand, so she can get up.

She stands. Looks down at me. “He’ll be in prison for a while. But the time is running out, and then he’ll want to see his daughter again.”


Fifteen
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Lydia

Tiny fragments of my past that come from my core reach and touch the surface of my skin. Aaron left reluctantly. And, if I’m being honest, if it wasn’t for Lilly, I’d probably have had him sleep on the couch, just to have a little security, I suppose. Lilly and I, aside from living with my parents, have been on our own since we left. But something about this night, something about Lilly thinking she had seen Brett, rekindled the terror. 

What is my plan for when he’s released from prison? Will I be notified? 

I make a note to call the district attorney’s office in the morning to check on Brett’s release date. 

Did I share too much with Aaron?

It’s been so long since I’ve brought up Brett’s name with anyone. Deep within me, it felt good to talk about it. Brought up old fear though. New fear, too—of what will be the norm once he’s released from prison. That’s a whole new set of worries. 

I turn in my bed and feel the sheet slide across my body, my daughter next to me. I watch her as she breathes, wanting nothing more than a normal life for her. One where we’re not in constant battle with the unseen. Where I’m not running or looking over my shoulder. 

Fear takes up permanent residence in my stomach, and I feed it. My mind wandering to different scenarios that create more of the same feeling, and there’s never a good outcome. 

I push Lilly’s hair away from her face. This is my happy place.

And I wish for morning light.
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It’s Monday.

Dr. Phillips’s office is just off Main Street, and Mrs. Stanna Lovelace, in her late fifties, is the schedule-keeper, the appointment-booker, the fish-feeder, the finder of records, the tracker-downer of all things. She’s also really great with kids, and she greets Lilly as we walk in the door. The doctor’s office is a house that’s been converted into a fully functional doctor’s office.

“Well, Lilly, I think you’ve grown since the last time you came in with your mom.”

Lilly smiles. “Good morning, Stanna. I have a joke for you.” Lilly wiggles up into her lap. “Room five, Lydia. Dr. Phillips will be in with you shortly.” She winks.

I smile. “Thanks.” 

I’ve been here several times for the same thing. Sometimes, for other things or when my heart seems to be acting up, which is very unusual. It only happened once, and it wasn’t my heart at all; it was an anxiety attack when we first moved here. And a few times with Lilly for a sickness.

“Good morning, Lydia.” Dr. Phillips comes in, his white coat trailing behind him, almost as if he blew in with a storm. 

I ease up onto the table with a narrow, thin sheet of paper, used to protect the spread of germs. 

Does it really work? I think to myself. 

I always try my best not to wrinkle the white paper on the exam table, but it’s a task I have yet to succeed at.

Dr. Phillips always puts me at ease. Answers all my questions. Never in a hurry. Takes time with his patients. 

He washes his hands, grabs a few paper towels, and then sits on the small swivel stool near the counter. Puts on a set of thin rubber gloves. “Just the stitches today?” he asks.

“Just the stitches.”

He slides his glasses on and rolls closer to me, putting his hands out to take a look at the spot just above the inside of my wrist that needs the removal. “Tender spot. They cleared the margins?” 

I nod. 

“Results yet?”

“Malignant.” 

Dr. Phillips stops and takes his glasses off. “Again?” 

I’m not sure what to say. My due diligence is getting my skin checked twice a year. Take all the necessary precautions. Maybe it’s his way of asking why this keeps happening. Of course, he’s a medical doctor, and maybe the question is completely rhetorical. Or maybe he’s just as dumbfounded as to why this keeps coming back.

Dr. Phillips puts his glasses back on, grabs his tool, and begins to take out the few stitches. When he’s done, the scar is a bright pink and reminds me of crinkled paper. 

Lilly will enjoy that, I think to myself. Probably build a story around it. 

My scars are on my back and never somewhere I can’t cover it up. This is new for me. It’s exposed and out in the open. Surely, I can’t wear long sleeves forever. 

And, out of the blue, I think to myself, Why do you have to cover it up?

“Just keep some antiseptic on it for a day or two, but it looks good, Lydia. You did blood work, right?”

I nod.

“And what about your lymph nodes? Did you get those checked?”

“So far, so good.”

“Good.” Dr. Phillips stands. Takes off his gloves and throws them in the trash. Washes his hands once more. Before he walks out, he turns back to me. He’s deep in thought. “All you can do is stay on top of this, Lydia. I’m not sure why this keeps coming back, but you’re in good hands with Dr. Sumpter in Portland. He’s the best of the best and specializes in this kind of thing.”

“Thank you, Dr. Phillips,” is all I manage to say as I hop down off the exam table. It’s just past nine thirty, in time to get back to the bookstore and open up.

I follow Dr. Phillips out to the small waiting area, and Lilly and Stanna are working on a game of Hangman. 

Lilly hops down from her chair next to Stanna. “Mommy! Can I see?”

I show her my wrist. 

“Wow. You’re the toughest mommy I know. Wait until I tell Maddy Sunday.”

“Thank you, Stanna.”

She nods. “Bye, Lilly.”

“Good-bye, Stanna. Good-bye, Dr. Phillips.”

Lilly skips as I walk. Her hand in mine, she asks, “Did it hurt, Mommy?”

“Not a bit.”

“Where did the string go?”

I want to laugh. “In the trash. Where it belongs.”

Aaron crosses my mind. I want to text him. Thank him for last night. 

“One time, Keith Bradford got stitches in his forehead.”

“Ouch. Did you see him fall?”

“No, but he told us all about it. He was riding his bike down his driveway and hit his head on the pavement. He said blood went everywhere.”

“Yeah, heads bleed a lot.” 

“Did yours bleed a lot?”

“I didn’t watch.”

Lilly grows really quiet. “You’re going to be okay, right, Mommy?” 

I stop. Look down at her and get down on my knees in the middle of town, close to the bookstore. “Lilly White, your mother comes from tough stock. We don’t break easy. And I’m as strong as a bull in Spain.”

Lilly scrunches her nose. “What’s abullinspain?” She takes her hand and runs it the length of my hair.

I laugh. “A bull in Spain.”

I look at my daughter and will her to feel my strength. And also, I realize I probably shouldn’t have used that metaphor. “I’m tougher than Elsa at the end of Frozen.”

Lilly’s eyes grow big. “Whoa. That’s tough, Mommy.” 

I should have used the Elsa metaphor first, I say to myself.

Pulling her in for a hug, I take in her scent and the way she feels against my chest. I hope she does the same. Just in case something goes awry, I want her to remember how brave she is and that she can get through anything—even if it has to be living this life without me. 

“You will always be tougher than Elsa, Lilly. Always,” I whisper, “because you are Lilly White, daughter of Lydia White, granddaughter of Gwen and Lee Harper.”

We make it to the bookstore and unlock the door, and Lilly flips the sign from Closed to Open. She does her duties, and I do mine. Now that Nana is gone, we go back to our routine. 

I count the money in the till and hear Lilly giggle from the corner of the bookstore, back by the children’s books. 

“Lilly?” I call back and smile. “What’s so funny?” 

Again, her giggles.

I put the money back in the till once I’m done and walk to the corner of the store. I lean on a bookshelf, and there she is, curled up with a book. 

“What’s so funny?” I ask, crossing my arms.

Lilly pulls her head up. She looks to her left, to the book, and back up to me. “Shelby thinks this part is funny. And her laugh makes me laugh.”

Tilting my head to the right, I ask, “Who’s Shelby?” 

“The girl sitting next to me. She’s my new friend.”

Lilly has never mentioned a make-believe friend, but I go along with it. “Well, tell Shelby she’s welcome anytime.” I turn and walk away as the bell rings.

I notice his hat before I notice him. Dark gray felt with a single feather stuck between the hat and a leather strap. Then, his milk-chocolate skin. Then, the smile. 

“Well, good morning, Will.” 

“Good morning, Ms. Lydia.” He pulls at his hat to bid me good morning.

“Glad you’re back. What are you looking for today?”

He pulls a folded piece of paper from his pocket and opens it up. “Have you heard of”—he pulls his glasses from his chest pocket and puts them on—“Colleen Hoover?”

“Have I? Yes. Come on. I’ll show you where she’s kept. Well, not her, but her books.” I look back and smile as he folds the piece of paper and puts it back in his pocket.

“Wonderful.” His voice is even more eloquent than how I remember it from a few days ago. 

Will smells like mint gum and aftershave—two things I can’t stand, but with Will, it works, and the smell almost brings on comfort.

“Colleen Hoover. Now, if you want a good romance or just a beautifully told story, Colleen is the queen.”

Will stares at the books. Pulls his piece of paper back out. “Do you have Maybe Someday and It Ends …” He stalls, maybe unable to read his own handwriting. “See, I make these notes, and I can’t read my own handwriting.” He chuckles a slow, easy chuckle. 

“It Ends With Us,” I say, caught off guard. Sadness and grief intertwine somewhere in the middle of my body. Why that book? Why that particular book? “It’s … it’s a fantastic book.” 

I picked it up in the waiting room of all places. His waiting room. Someone had left it behind or donated it. Sometimes, I think life works out exactly the way it’s supposed to be. Other times, I’m not so sure. But I saw that book in that waiting room on that day—the day after the night was hell. A nightmare. He’d begged me to come meet him for lunch, and there I was, waiting to pick up the pieces once again. 

Brett Lancaster wasn’t kind. He wasn’t gentle. His lack of empathy was unnoticed. Maybe I was in love with the idea of him being a doctor, someone who saved lives, so I made excuses for him. I overlooked things, red flags, warning signs to accommodate my budding love that seemed to occupy my mind—the logical side of me anyway.

And the day we went to court and I testified was the day I thought he would surely kill me if he ever got his hands on me again. 

I read It Ends With Us in the end, the end of my marriage, desperately trying to hang on to what Brett and I’d had in the beginning. I was barely clinging to the truth as if it were an old bad habit, making excuses for Brett, for us, for what we used to be.

“Lydia, you all right?” Will asks. 

He seems to always catch these off moments. Off moments that I don’t allow anyone to see, and yet, with Will, it’s just so easy. Just so yesterday. As if we were old friends, picking up where we’d left off. As if he knew me. 

“Yes,” I lie. “I’ll leave you to it. And your chair is available in the corner.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I call behind me as I make my way back to the front of the store.

While Lilly is still in the corner, playing with her “friend” Shelby, I do some inventory and place orders for customers. I’ve got three huge boxes of books that need to be added to the system and shelved. 

My phone chimes from its shelf from under the counter. I try not to allow my insides to flutter at the sight of Aaron’s name popping up on my phone. The flutter is a good thing, but the way I was so vulnerable with him last night makes me wonder if it was worth the leftover feelings today. 

What if Aaron brings up Brett’s name with another warden in simple conversation?

What if that warden asks for his last name?

What if the warden then says that he knows a guy by the name of Brett Lancaster who was wrongly accused of attempted murder and went to prison out in Massachusetts?

That’s his story. That’s what he continues to tell people. That I went crazy. That I put the marks, the scars, on my own body because he’d started up an affair with another woman. 

Someone younger. 

Someone prettier. 

Someone not me. And then some twisted part of me started to think, Is he right? Did I make this up? Some morbid side of me started to believe what Brett had said. Distorting my thoughts.

But a moment of clarity, I remember, washed over me. If Brett were indeed having an affair with another woman, maybe it was my job to protect her, too.


Sixteen
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Aaron

It’s in the early afternoon that I type a text to her and grin.

Lydia shared information with me, and I noticed it made her left eye twitch, made her hands shake, and we just existed. The truth is, I can’t fix any of this even though I want to. Even if I want to kill the guy for doing what he did to Lydia. Killing Brett Lancaster won’t make the situation any better, and then I’d be out of a job. 

Me: I was just thinking about you and wanted to let you know that. 

I hit Send. 

Lydia: Sure do know how to make a woman smile. ;)

Me: So, my mom has family dinner on Monday nights. It’s a new thing she’s started. Would you and Lilly like to come with me tonight?

Lydia: Monday night dinners are Lilly and me, but I’ll ask her and see what she says. Seems to like the owl saver and lemonade stand assistant. 

Me: Take your time.

Lydia: Are you working right now?

Me: Yes. Never a dull moment in the warden service.

Lydia: Be careful.

Me: I will. :)

I put my phone back in its cradle on the dashboard, put the truck in drive, and make my way down to Megunticook Lake to meet my brother. We’re going to take the Maine Warden Service boat.

I pull up next to Ethan’s truck. Roll down the window, and the air-conditioning immediately escapes. 

“You and Bryce going to Mom’s for dinner tonight?”

He nods. “You guys?”

Ethan says you guys as if Lydia and I were a couple. 

“I’ll be there. Not sure about the White girls yet.”

I put the truck in park, get out, pull open the back seat door, and grab my backpack. 

The Maine Warden Service boat is already in the water from two days ago. As we walk down to the boat dock, Ethan’s still grinning.

“What?”

He shakes his head. “You. You’re different.”

“Shut up.” I stop. “Wait. Different how?” 

“Happier. In love, I guess.”

“Shut up.” I shove him. Staring him down, knowing he knows me better than I know myself sometimes, I think about his words. 

Falling in love with Lydia. If falling in love makes your insides feel hollow, like Jell-O, makes your heart beat uncontrollably fast or significantly slow, makes you question everything about what you’ve been doing up until this exact point in your life, makes you feel as though you are also exactly where you are supposed to be, makes you wonder how insurmountably important you feel with the other person—then I’ll take all of it. Maybe, sometimes, love sneaks up on us. Hides behind layers of clothing and big feelings like heartbreaks. Maybe, sometimes, love intervenes when we need it most. If these cases are all true, then, yeah, I suppose I am falling in love with Lydia White, but I’m not ready to share it with anyone yet—including my twin brother.

We load ourselves into the boat and throw on our life vests. Ethan drives. I take my spot right outside the small cabin, and we scan the vast lake. Water-skiers, tubers, jet-skiers, boaters take to all different spots on the lake. 

It’s hard to imagine the frozen tundra this lake turns into at negative eight degrees in the dead of winter.

But, today, it’s warm. On days like these, being a game warden has its perks. The endless blue sky, the sound of the water’s resistance against the boats, and the smell of summer, a mix of freshly cut grass and the moss of spring gathering on the water’s edge, dancing on top of the water as if waving hello.

At the same time, we both notice a group of fishermen near the water’s edge, just about one hundred yards away.

Ethan does a slight turn, nothing too obvious to show that we’re headed in a new direction. 

We see none of the fishermen have life vests on as we approach. 

“Afternoon,” I say, moving to the other side of the boat, closer to the men.

The men mutter, “Afternoon,” keeping their lines in the water.

Ethan and I quickly scan the boat for alcohol and fish.

“Can I see your fishing licenses, please?” 

There are four men total; two of them grab for their wallets while two go for their backpacks. Ethan and I keep a close eye on them.

I lean over our bow to collect the licenses. “Thank you.” I call in each of them to be sure each license is valid. 

The fishermen and Ethan make small talk, joke, laugh a bit.

It takes me several minutes, and I return from the tiny cabin, handing their licenses back.

“I guess you know why we’re here.”

“Life vests?” one says.

“You got it,” I say.

Ethan chimes in, “We aren’t going to write you all a ticket now; we’ll give you a warning this time instead. Do you have life vests on board?”

One man is already digging them out from underneath a seat, handing them to the others. “Got them. Sorry about that, Wardens. We’ll make sure to wear them at all times.”

“All right, you gentlemen have a good day. And good luck with the fish. Heard they’re slinging them up by Henry’s bend.”

“Thank you, Officers,” another one says.

We wave, and Ethan starts the boat and eases on the gas, pushing us in a forward motion.

Everything on the lake seems to be moving in the right way of the law today.

Flags of fallen skiers are up.

Speed limits are met.

Jet-skiers abide by the space rule.

Alcohol seems to be nonexistent.

But it’s too perfect. Things just seem too perfect on a beautiful summer day. As if we’re missing something. 

We hear someone yelling. Faint screams. 

“Do you hear that?” Ethan asks over the boat engine.

I grab my binoculars and scan the lake. “Yeah.” In the binoculars, I see a woman who’s frantic, covering her mouth, staring at the water. “Eleven o’clock,” I say and point with my finger.

Ethan hits the gas.

It’s a patio boat. 

A woman is crying for help. 

Another man is in the water, searching for something.

“My husband!” she screams at us as we approach. “He fell in the lake.” 

I’m already slipping off my boots. 

Ethan is calling in our dive team.

I join one man in the water. I’ve seen brokenness in others’ eyes, right before you deliver the blow they’re waiting for, yet their mind is not quite ready for it. Stuck somewhere between hope, terror, and the unbelievably cruel world. 

“He’s my brother. He … he had too much to drink and just fell in. Whe-when he didn’t resurface, I jumped in.” The man wipes his face with his hand.

“How long has he been under?” My head searches from side to side, as I try to see through the water.

“I-I don’t know. Five minutes maybe?”

Fuck. In this water, it will be hard to find him. Ethan is on the patio boat, calming the woman. She’s sitting down, rocking back and forth.

And I go under.
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The dive team recovers the man. Seventeen minutes after he went under. He’s the color of blue that indicates nothing is right about this situation and that life doesn’t exist in this shade. The woman, in her early twenties, is now being consoled by a group of friends. The boat has been moved to shore. Ethan and I both smelled alcohol on the woman’s breath and the man in the water—Cody’s brother, Caleb. 

We’ve deduced—unofficially, of course—that the group was drinking. Cody had too much. Caught his foot on a corner and fell in. 

“Everything was in slow motion,” the woman said. 

They didn’t notice it at first. But the five minutes that Caleb mentioned were the five minutes they’d been searching, not the point when Cody had fallen in. 

Caleb hangs his head as another male friend consoles him.

The coroner shows up. 

There’s a small existence of time, a pocket ever so brief, when terror turns to grief right before our very eyes. Resilience is what the human body does to protect itself when it doesn’t allow the sadness to settle in, so it stays put somewhere between the seen and the felt experiences. 

Katherine Bernstein shows up; it isn’t a good sign, but nobody knows this, except for the wardens at the scene. I watch as she goes to the wife of the man. I didn’t catch her name or don’t remember it. 

What seemed like a beautiful day has now been mere hours that mark tragedy and will be forever remembered with each passing day for these folks.

Katherine gives me a nod and gently places her hand on the brother’s back first. 

The paramedics load Cody in the back of the ambulance. The blue of his face is covered by a sheet. We won’t call it here. We fight for every last second to make sure we do our due diligence—not to prove we can provide some sort of miracle, but out of respect for the dead, the family. They’ll call it at the hospital. 

The sun doesn’t seem so bright anymore. The day doesn’t seem so light.

When it’s all said and done, Katherine will accompany another warden to the wife’s house. The house that she shared with Cody just a day before. 

That warden will most likely be me. 

I see Katherine talking to the wife. Her name is Lisa … or Larissa. Maybe Lucinda. 

She touches the wife’s shoulder. She tells her in the most delicate way possible to go to the hospital. To wait. That she’ll follow along. She asks her if she has someone to drive her. The woman nods. Katherine touches her back as a friend takes her from there.

Katherine walks to Ethan and me. “Will you wardens accompany them to the hospital?” 

When called to duty, we never say no. We can’t—not because it’s our job, but because we owe it to the family.

Ethan has had to do this far more times than I have. Not with the warden service, but through his military experience. I wonder how this affects him. 
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The Granite Harbor Hospital is at the end of town, and the drive is quick. I ride with Ethan in silence, trying to think of how all of this could have been prevented. 

Mom calls my phone. Ethan hates his cell phone and only carries one for Bryce in case she needs to reach him. I hit Ignore because she’s most likely calling to check on us. She probably heard about the accident. Wants to make sure her boys are all right. 

We meet Katherine outside and follow her lead. 

We find Cody’s wife and his brother, half-clothed with their lake attire, something they probably don’t notice at all because of shock. 

Katherine takes a warden blanket and covers the trembling woman. 

Ethan and I stand, stoic, waiting, on guard for the news that’s coming.

I hold my breath as Dr. Phillips enters the waiting room and starts with, “We did all we could …”

The tape plays.

“Life-saving procedures did not work. He’s gone.”

And, for the life of me, I get up every morning and put on the uniform for just one more day. Hoping for a good outcome.

This job will never be easy.


Seventeen
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Lydia

Will’s been back there for more than an hour. Lilly is at his side, asking a million and one questions. I can tell by Will’s body language that he’d be a wonderful grandfather. I wonder if he is one. I don’t know that I’ve introduced Lilly to Will, but they seem to have taken care of that.

“Why’s your skin so dark?” Lilly asks.

“God thought I could handle it, I suppose,” Will says, turning another page in It Ends With Us.

“Do you like that book?”

“I think so.”

“What’s it about?” 

“A woman. A man. Resiliency, so it seems.”

“What’s that mean?”

Will smiles. “It means to recover quickly from bad situations.”

Lilly stares at the book and then to Will. Will pretends to read, but now, I think he’s trying to figure Lilly out. 

What’s she thinking about? I wonder as I casually look from the counter, putting new books in the system. 

Feeling as though I’m eavesdropping, I hear Lilly’s sneakers against the hardwood floor.

“Mommy, can I run upstairs and get a snack?”

“You may.” Then, I lean down and put my cheek next to her mouth. “But I need a kiss first.”

She smiles and kisses my cheek. She turns back. “Bye, Will. I hope you come back soon.”

Will stands from the chair. Looks at Lilly. “You can count on it, Lilly. It was very nice to meet you.”

Lilly bounds to the back door, and I hear her footsteps all the way up to our apartment. 

Will comes to the counter and lays the books there. “Special girl you’ve got there.”

“Yes,” I say, sliding the two books I recommended to him across the counter so that I can ring him up. “Are the books for you?” I ask.

“My daughter.”

“Oh, where does she live?”

“Chicago.”

“Well, you’ll have to tell me if she enjoys them or not.”

He nods. “I will.” 

I hear Lilly’s footsteps tromp back down the stairs. The door swings open, and she walks in, carrying an apple with a big bite taken from it. 

“Mommy, can Shelby come upstairs?”

Will’s head jerks up. Body stiffens. It’s odd to see this reaction from Will. He’s always been so free. So loose. So welcoming.

“Shelby is Lilly’s new friend,” I say to see if that will ease whatever has just come over him.

Will says, “Is she coming over later?” He scans the store for a little girl.

Lilly smiles. Leans over to Will. “No, silly. She’s right here.”

I smile and look at Will. “It’s her make-believe friend,” I whisper. 

But Will changes to a sheet of white. A man who’s always given off an easygoing persona is now two shades whiter than he was just seconds ago.

“Will? Are you all right?”

But he doesn’t answer because he can’t. Caught off guard would be an understatement. 

“Will, are you okay?” I slide my hand across the counter to touch his.

His head jerks from Lilly’s to mine. 

“Y-yes. I’ll be fine. I’m fine. Thank you for the books, the great company, and the conversation.” And Will hustles out of the store.
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I turn the sign to Closed but notice Aaron on the bench out in front of the store. Immediately, my heart beats at a new pace, and I feel my pulse begin to quicken. If this is what love feels like, I’m not sure that I want it. But my concern for him far outweighs any emotion I might have right now.

“Aaron? I didn’t know you were out here.” I’ve already opened the door and I’m standing out on the sidewalk, looking down at him. “Are you all right?” 

His hands are in his lap, his fingers intertwined. His uniform tightly put together gives off every indication that he’s strong, well built, and always all right. But his face tells me otherwise. When he looks up at me, doubt and sadness live in the lines that spiderweb from his eyes.

“Hey, Lyd.”

Lyd. I like that. 

I sit down next to him and slide my hand into his. “What is it?” I ask, knowing something is really wrong.

Aaron’s quiet for a long moment. As if he’s allowing the evening to settle into the sky, the sounds, the scents of night to find their way in this world as evening pours in like a warm, cozy blanket.

It’s still warm out. About seventy-five degrees. 

His hand is large, fingers long. The veins show glints of purple as I release his hand to my thigh. As if this spot has been his for years. All the years I didn’t know him. All the years I spent leaving my heart in the wrong places. My heart quickens as his fingers tighten around my thigh—not out of want, but need. Aaron needs me here in this exact moment. Me, not anyone else but me. 

“You don’t need to talk about it now,” I say, watching his hand. Blood coursing through my veins. 

He takes his thumb though and barely skims the newly removed stitches. 

I don’t wince, but it’s a constant reminder of my mortality. It’s easy with the scars everywhere else. I don’t have to see them every day. But, this one, I do, and so can others. 

“Can I just hang out with you and Lilly for a little while tonight?”

And, with that, I stand, take his hand, lead him through the door, lock the bookstore door behind us, shut off the lights, and take him upstairs.

“Aaron!” Lilly looks up from the television. “Watch cartoons with me?”

Aaron looks at me. 

“Go,” I say. “I’ll get some dinner ready.”

Before he lets go of my hand, I give his one more squeeze, and if I hear it right, a breath escapes his mouth, but I don’t look because I want to believe that my touch rose that reaction from him. I don’t need to know because it’s just easier that way. It’s easier to prevent heartbreak than it is to get your heart broken; I know this to be true. So, I let go of his hand and walk to the refrigerator. He leaves the kitchen to sit down on the couch with Lilly.

When dinner is done, Aaron refuses to sit down and says he’ll do the dishes. He won’t take no for an answer. 

While I bathe Lilly, he finishes cleaning the kitchen. 

Lilly says good night to Aaron but asks him to read her a story tonight.

It’s usually our thing—I read the story to Lilly—but Aaron needs this tonight. He needs every ounce of escape that his mind can get. 

I pour two glasses of red wine, turn off the light in the kitchen, and sit down on the couch, setting his glass of wine on the coffee table. I take mine and sit back, allowing my head to rest on the back cushion of the couch.

Aaron walks out, still in uniform.

“You must be uncomfortable in that,” I say as he sits down next to me, retrieving his glass of wine.

“I spend long hours in the uniform. It comes with the territory.” He takes a sip from his glass. 

The room is quiet. 

“Thank you for letting me read a story to Lilly. She was tired. Sacked out on the second to last page.”

Our bodies are dangerously close, and I realize this. I haven’t been intimate with a man since Brett. Haven’t felt the urge or the need. But I feel it now. 

“How was your day?” I ask the untimely question.

Aaron takes another sip of his wine. I follow his lead.

“We recovered a man’s body from the lake today.”

I try not to react. But the way I feel for Aaron’s heart makes me want to immediately take away any sorrow he’s had to feel. I don’t give him any words because that’s not what this is about. This isn’t about me trying to make Aaron feel better; it’s about giving him the space to share what’s caused his sadness. So, instead, we wait here, in the dim light of the living room, quiet, as we sip our wine and sit with his grief.

“One thing—” He stops. “One thing I’ve learned about this job is, nothing gets easier. It changes. Your body’s response time. What you go through when you have to do things like this, but it doesn’t get any easier. I think we grow immune. Internally, we do what we have to do to survive, but none of it gets any easier.”

Even though I want to tell him how much I can relate to what he just said, I don’t want to acknowledge it either because saying it out loud might show weakness. I might become the abused, weak wife. The wife who didn’t leave because she did what she had to do to survive. Try to make it work. Not just for us, but also for our daughter. 

“I understand,” is all I say.

Aaron’s eyes cause the heat in my cheeks, the burn in my soul. 

Instead of pressing my lips to his to feel his skin, wanting his mouth in places I probably shouldn’t with my daughter in the next room, I say what my attorney told me when Brett went to prison, “Sometimes, we get second chances. And it’s what we do with those that make us rise to a more whole person than we were the day before.”

Aaron’s head tilts slightly. He tries to read me, but I feel his tension, too. Tension that we both need relief from. I move one leg up so it’s against the back of the couch, and the other is off to the side, so when he puts his hand on my thigh, this time, it’s dangerously close to my center. I also know that Aaron doesn’t mean to put his hand that close to that spot, but neither of us budges. My breath is caught in my throat, and all I want is to breathe again. To find air. 

“Do you want more wine?” My voice sounds rushed. 

I stand, take our glasses, and go to the kitchen. I rest my hands on the sink, staring up at the ceiling, praying that I can seek clarity and not allow my heart to lead the way anymore. 

I feel his body first as he comes up behind me. His hands settle on both sides of the sink so that I’m trapped.

Chills run through my entire body.

I exhale and feel the ache in my breasts, yearning to be touched. Loved. But I don’t dare turn around. 

“I need to touch you, Lydia. I need to touch you right now if it’s the last thing I ever fucking do in my life.” I feel his exhale against the back of my neck. The stifling of his breath when he gently rests the front of his body to my back.

“I wish you had a dress on right now,” he whispers in my ear.

“I-I don’t wear dresses.”

Feeling him harden against my backside makes the ache between my legs worse.

His hands move to my waist, and he buries his head into my back. Aaron trails kisses on what he doesn’t see beneath my top. Scars from stitches. Skin sewn together to protect my life. Ugly scars that remind me that I’m mortal and that death is just around the corner, knocking, waiting. 

But his kisses give me something. 

Hope? Maybe.

His hands move up toward my breasts, and in one quick motion, he unclips my bra and turns me around. I watch him.

Aaron needs this, too. Gently, he lifts my top to look. His breath hitches.

But he doesn’t touch. 

He pushes the fallen hair back behind my ear, touches my cheek, and stares into my abyss. My black hole of sleepless nights, worry-filled days, desperate moments, love, broken faith, and joy. Somewhere in there, he sees my joy. The joy of what Lilly breathes into me. Somehow, in my darkest sorrows, Lilly always gives me joy.

“I am never going to get in the way of you and your daughter.” His hand slides to the back of my neck. 

It’s as if he can read my thoughts. The weight of his body is against mine.

Staring back at him, I reach for his mouth. “Kiss me.”

Slowly and also assuredly, he gently presses his lips to mine, as if his lips were king.

As if his mouth were fire and I were the gasoline.

As if we were old lovers, igniting a passion we’d felt in our teens.

As if our bodies had been designed to fit just for each other.

We break.

I feel this kiss throughout my entire essence—from the needle pricks in my skin to the ache between my legs. I open and slide my tongue into fresh hotness that tastes minty with the wine. My breasts need to be touched. Kissed. 

His tongue returns the favor, and I slide my hands to his backside, tugging at his uniform. He doesn’t dare pull away but pulls his shirt up, so our skin is touching, his chest against my bare breasts. His hands cup my cheeks, and he kisses me with reckless love.

I melt.

Yearn.

Need.

Feeling his hardness against me, I want to take care of him for both our sakes, but before this gets out of hand in my kitchen, we need to move to my bedroom.

With everything I can muster, I pull away, gasping for breath, and grab him by the hand. 

Leading Aaron to my bedroom makes me think of the way Brett used to lead me to do something I didn’t always want to do. 

But, with Aaron, it’s different. 

“Lydia, stop,” he says before we reach my bedroom. His hand tightens around mine, and he takes the power. Pulls me back to him so that our chests are met again by their familiarity. “I won’t do this right here and right now.” He nuzzles my cheek with his nose, his rapid breathing against my neck. He sighs in my ear and then whispers, “The first time I make love to you won’t be in a dark room. It will be light so that I can take in every inch of your body. It won’t be rushed because a woman like you deserves time, kisses, and patience, Lydia. And last, I won’t have sex with you because this isn’t what your heart wants right now. Your beautiful body might be telling you yes, but your heart isn’t fully committed.”

Chills dance across my skin like dominoes fall. First, my neck, then arms, and then legs. I close my eyes and get lost in his words. I rest my head against his neck, burying my nose in his scent. I don’t know if this is me getting lost in the moment, but right now, all I want is him. 

I smile against his neck. “How do you know what I need right now? Because my body says otherwise.” I pull back and look into his eyes.

“You’ll regret it. We will wake up tomorrow, and you’ll regret this. Not us. But the act of satisfying what we think we need. When, really, what we need right now is this.” His arms fall around me. 

We stand here, in the hallway, in front of my bedroom door, and we hold each other and rock to unheard music.

Aaron is right.

Something washes over me. Maybe it’s clarity. Maybe it’s anticipation of a next time. 

“But you’ve got to know that you don’t make it easy for me.”

I smile, feeling his body against mine.

“Know that I’ll take a very cold shower when I get home tonight.”

I notice he speaks when I can’t. When I’m lost in thought or I just can’t find the right words. 

Aaron lifts his head, trying to clear space. Change subjects. Give us room to breathe. “What’s that?” 

I look back to my bedroom. “What?” My body is still coming down from us.

“On your nightstand. That book.”

“Oh. A book I’m reading. Standing Sideways. It’s a writer from Alex’s hometown in Belle’s Hollow.”

“Do you enjoy reading?”

I smirk. “I own a bookstore, Aaron.”

He laughs, and his hand on my lower back tightens. 

I cringe in all the right ways.

“Will you read me some?”

I think about this. He can most certainly read. I know this to be a fact. He wouldn’t be a game warden if he couldn’t read. “You want me to read to you?”

“Yeah, read me a few pages.”

I shrug. “Okay.”

We walk to my bed. He gets on top of the covers on the opposite side of the bed. The place where Lilly sleeps when she’s had a bad dream. 

“It’s better this way. You get under the covers, so I’m less likely to touch you.” He smirks. Side-eyes me. “Is this book romance?” 

“No, not really.” I retreat under my covers, my clothes still on.

Aaron lies on his back, crosses his hands across his chest, and closes his eyes. “I’m ready.”

Grabbing the book from my nightstand, I pull it to me and open it up.

“Wait. What’s the book about?” Aaron asks.

“Tragedy.”

He thinks. “Like Romeo and Juliet tragedy or different?” 

“Different. I think. Livia’s twin brother dies, and we aren’t sure how yet.”

“Oh. Is it sad?”

“Sad how?”

“Have you cried?” He adjusts the pillow, as if it were his own. As if he had a water glass sitting on that side of the bed. A book maybe about Maine’s outdoors. 

I want to tell him that I don’t cry. I want to tell him that crying, for me, is like drops of rain after a long, long, drought. That crying isn’t something I do or do well. Moving forward—I do that really well. Too well. Maybe I just don’t know how to cry. 

“No.”

“So, it’s not a book that makes you cry.”

“No, not yet. But it might make others.”

He doesn’t say anything. It’s quiet in my bedroom. I see through to Lilly’s bedroom. A night-light sits on her nightstand. 

I open to the page that I’m on but think better of it. I’ll start over from the beginning. 

I begin to read.

Twenty minutes have passed.

I look over, and Aaron is fast asleep. On his back, hands across his chest, he sleeps like an innocent angel. I set the book down on my nightstand. Do I wake him? Do I tell him it’s time to go home? His uniform can’t be comfortable. But he’s asleep, so that says something. I get up out of bed, grab the blanket from the foot of the bed, and cover him up. But, before I walk away from him, I watch him sleep. Trace his jawline with my eyes, the stubble that’s gained new life. The innocence of his face as he sleeps. As if the world is content, tucked in for the evening.

Gently, I bend and softly put my lips to his forehead. “Good night, Warden.”

But he doesn’t budge. 

To be safe, I crawl in bed next to my daughter and listen to her tiny breaths. Tuck my head next to hers and fall asleep.


Eighteen
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Aaron

I jump, as if my body were falling. My eyes fly open and stare at a ceiling I’m unfamiliar with. The scents and sounds are different. I look around the semi-lit room. 

This isn’t my place.

This is Lydia’s.

Shit.

She was reading.

I fell asleep.

But she’s gone. 

I’m the only one in bed.

I rub my eyes with the sides of my fists, trying to get a clearer picture of my surroundings.

Still in my uniform, I pull back the blanket that I didn’t have to begin with, and quietly, I walk down the hallway. When I walk past Lilly’s room, I see Lydia curled up with her Lilly. 

Something in my chest aches. A longing maybe. Like something’s been missing, and the feeling that I get in this moment tells me that I’ve found something I didn’t know I was looking for. 

Lydia doesn’t have a blanket, so I tiptoe as best I can back to her bedroom and grab the blanket from the bed. I tiptoe back to Lilly’s bedroom and cover Lydia up. Lilly is tucked in close to her mother.

For the first time in my life, I pretend this is my family. My daughter, my wife. That I’m leaving early for work. Pretend my whole world is wrapped up in these blankets. And then fear takes hold. What would it be like to lose them? What if they lost me? 

This is temporary, Aaron. This isn’t your family. This is Lydia’s family. 

Neither of them budges. Sound asleep. Part of me wants to take credit. That they’re sleeping soundly because I’m here. 

Does Lydia sleep soundly when I’m not around? Does she sleep on edge, waiting for her past with her ex-husband, Lilly’s father, to catch up with her?

I know why Lilly is the way she is. Wise beyond her years. Compassionate. Empathetic. Loving. It has nothing to do with genetics and everything to do with Lydia and the way she raises Lilly. 

Leave. That’s what I need to do. 

Now, it’s getting awkward. I’ve been standing here too long, staring at the White girls. I quietly creep down the hallway, down the stairs, and lock the door on my way out.

It’s 6:57 a.m. I try to be discreet, as if I’m not just leaving the White residence. I see Patricia Crowl walking her dog. She gives me a wave. 

“Morning, Warden.”

I nod, making my way down to my house. The summer sun hasn’t yet risen, the morning fog drawn in like steam. Main Street hasn’t come alive with busyness. Tuesday morning deliveries to local businesses. Tuesday morning mail runs. Bank runs. Early morning trail blazers with expensive hiking shoes. Lake-goers. This thought makes my stomach turn. The thought of Caleb waking up, being hit with the realization that his brother is gone. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost Ethan. Cody’s wife. What she’ll feel or not feel today and the days that follow. Weeks. Months. Years ahead.

A simple decision turned deadly. 

When I get home, I make a pot of coffee and jump in the shower.

Text my lieutenant that I’ll be running late this morning. The thing about wardens is, we’re always on the clock. When we’re not working, we’re on call. When we’re not on call, we’re thinking about work. Decisions we’ve made. Searches we’ve conducted. It’s constant, wondering if you made the right decision for all parties involved. 

I jump out of the shower, tuck a towel around my waist, walk to the kitchen, and pour myself a cup of coffee. I walk back to my bedroom and get dressed in a new uniform. 
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It’s midday when I receive a text from Lydia. I’m typing up a report at headquarters in Augusta in one of the spare offices, complete with a phone and a water cooler that makes a glug-glug noise every seven minutes.

I smile at her name and try not to allow my heart to beat quicker, but it’s no use. The heart will do what the heart will do. 

Lydia: You left early this morning.

Me: Didn’t want to wake you.

Lydia: Thank you for the blanket.

Me: Just returning the favor. ;)

Bubbles appear to show she’s typing. Then, they disappear. Reappear. Disappear again. And then reappear. 

Me: Also, I’m curious about that book Standing Sideways. Is Ned really a dick?

Lydia: I thought you fell asleep. ;)

Me: I did. But I picked up some of the tail end. I’d like to know how the story ends. 

Lydia: Me, too. What time will you be available?

Me: The time you’re willing to give?

Lydia: Tonight. My house. You can come over for dinner again. If you’d like. 6 p.m.?

Me: That’ll be great. What can I bring?

Lydia: Yourself. 

Me: You’re difficult. Anything else?

Lydia: No. ;)

Me: See you then.

Lydia: See you then.

I finish up the report from yesterday, still feeling a piece of the loss for the family. It takes me three more hours to catch up on other reports and paperwork I need to turn in. When I leave Augusta, it’s just after four in the afternoon. The commute time is just under an hour, and in the summertime, it’s a beautiful drive. In the wintertime, wardens usually never make the trip due to shitty weather conditions. 

In the truck is where I can think. Allow my thoughts to wander. Sometimes, it’s just the silence that I listen to. The low hum of the truck tires against the asphalt. Sometimes, it’s the music that splits my thoughts into a million little ones. My cell phone rings, and I glance at the screen to see who it is. 

Unknown number. 

I hit Talk and the speakerphone button. “Warden Casey.”

Nothing. 

“Hello? This is Warden Casey.”

The line is quiet. 

I hit End.

A few seconds pass. The phone rings again. 

I hit Talk. “Warden Casey.”

Silence. But, this time, the silence is different. It cuts through the line like razors as I wait for the voice at the other end of the line. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand.

“Who is this?” Now, I know there’s someone on the other end because, in the background, I hear a little girl’s voice.

Something covers the phone with a muffled pull of a hand or a blanket or something, and then the line goes dead.

The call doesn’t sit well with me. 

I call Lydia.

She answers on the third ring. “Hello, Warden.”

Ease spreads through my body. “Hey. Everything okay with you guys?”

“Yeah. Why?”

I could tell her the truth. Tell Lydia about the message on my home phone and the suspicious calls on my cell phone. But why cause her to worry? 

Instead, I ask, “Have you received any suspicious calls lately?”

The line goes quiet. 

My body starts to react from the lack of words. “Lyd?”

“Sorry, I was listening to Lilly. She has this new friend, Shelby, who no one can see. Um, what was your question?”

“Any suspicious calls?”

“No. Why?”

“Just curious. Police Department has been getting some complaints from citizens receiving mysterious calls.” I’m not lying. I don’t want to put her on edge. Create fear. Besides, if this keeps up, I’ll have to tell her eventually. It could just be nothing, but something tells me it’s not.
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It’s just after six when I walk upstairs to Lydia’s. The bookstore is quiet, dark, except for the light in the windows display. I could get used to this. Although, if I had things my way, we’d have a house just south of town that overlooked the Atlantic and was still close enough to town. 

I knock. 

Lilly swings open the door. “It’s about time, Warden. I was just setting up the game. Come on in.” Her blonde hair flies behind her as she takes off to the living room.

Lydia is looking back from the stove. A long-sleeved dark blue blouse covers her black leggings. And the leggings hug her body in all the right places. 

“Hey,” she says. It’s a soft hello. A hello that I hope she only gives me. 

What I want to do is walk over to her, push her against the counter, hold her against me, and let her feel how excited I am to see her. Which is the wrong thing to do but would feel so right.

“Hi.” I shut the door and walk over to her, stand too close behind her, enough to take in her shampoo and touch my lips to her neck. But I don’t. Instead, I whisper in her ear, “Looks fantastic.” Gently, I put my hand to her hip.

Taking her this way, from behind, I can’t say that I haven’t thought about it. Because I have. Fantasized about it. 

“Take off your boots, Aaron. Stay awhile,” she whispers, and I can see from where I’m standing that her breathing has quickened. 

“Aaron,” Lilly calls from the living room in a singsong voice. “Are you ready to start the game?”

“Coming, kiddo.” I give her a quick kiss on the neck and feel her chills break out underneath my lips.

I don’t say anything more and walk into the living room to join Lilly.

When Lydia comes back to the living room. “Dinner’s ready.” 

“Come on, Lilly. Let’s go wash up.”

The three of us sit down at the table and eat dinner.

“Thank you,” I say to Lydia.

“You’re welcome, Warden.”

“Mommy makes the best spaghetti.” 

When we finish eating, Lydia helps Lilly bathe, and I get the dishes done. 

She tells me to stop, but I say, “You know the drill, White.” I smile.

After the bath, Lilly and I read the same book from last night, and Lilly falls to sleep.

When I walk back into the living room, Lydia asks, “Are you comfortable in your uniform?” 

I’m not sure how many more nights I can sit next to her and not want to be inside her. Moving with her. Loving her. I see Standing Sideways in her hands. That’s a fully loaded question. 

I’d rather the uniform be on the floor next to us, and I’d rather make love to you, but it’s not the right time. 

“I’m fine.” 

Sets the book in her lap. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah.” I cross my hands together so that I won’t reach out and touch her. The wine might have this effect on me. 

She starts to read.

 

“Nice shirt.” He turns me around, pushing my waist-length light-blonde hair to the side. 

A “dancer’s figure” is how Tracy has always referred to my body. Where my breasts just barely fill an A cup and my hips are nothing but bone. I think it was her softer way of saying, Shaped like a boy.

Simon was Jasper’s best friend. 

After Tracy and I returned from Los Angeles, Simon and I ran into each other at Green’s Pharmacy. He didn’t look good, and I know I resembled something of a well-spun piece of blonde cloth with snakes for hair and flames of fire in my eyes, like some sort of Greek goddess though an ugly one—whoever she is. 

Somehow though, I feel closer to Simon than to anyone. Not that he and I are friends. In fact, I’ve loathed him at some points in my life. His sarcasm, I want to smack it right out of his head, and I’m pretty sure I did when we were ten. 

He’s the bad boy who lives disguised under sheets of armor—lanky, simple brown hair, blue eyes, and a few freckles on his nose. Nothing glaringly obvious indicates that his parents are almost nonexistent. That they might or might not work under the table as trimmers for the Steins and that they might or might not be using a white substance that keeps them up for days at a time to get their work done. 

Tracy would have adopted Simon long ago if he had agreed. He’s the boy who is always on the brink of a good decision, but in the last minute, he never pulls through. Like his body should be littered with ink, maybe a teardrop from his eye—though I don’t think he’s ever murdered anyone. No, I take that back. I know he’s never murdered anyone. He’s the boy who should smoke cigarettes behind Bob’s at lunch and on breaks. But he’s never gone that path. 

Simon James is your normal-looking boy with moments of clarity, which, I think, has kept him in a good position not to go to prison. And I think Jasper helped him stay on the right path—until now.

Every time we touch, I feel like he needs this as much as I do. 

First, in the beginning, it was just our tongues that became entangled. It was simple and easy. And comforting. But, for some reason, we just needed more. Then, things progressed quite quickly. 

Fingers pushing. 

Arms squeezing. 

Tongues everywhere. 

And, now, we meet here four times a week to have sex. 

I feel him harden against my stomach, and I look into his eyes. He’s been crying. Since Jasper died, I’ve never seen the evidence that Simon James, resident bad boy/not bad boy, cry, but I’ve seen the aftermath. I don’t ask if he’s all right because I know he isn’t. 

I’d gladly give up my therapy appointment for Simon. I’d give up my therapy appointment with Dr. Elizabeth for him if I knew he would go. If I knew it would help. I’m not even sure his parents have come out of their drug-induced coma long enough to know that Jasper is dead.

His dull blue eyes, plagued with bad memories, prove the bright blue is sitting back, hidden behind the bruises that he carries underneath his clothes. The ones I see. And the dull blue tells a different story than what comes from his mouth. The darker story. The one he pretends Jasper and I don’t know, the one he doesn’t want us to know. 

Simon would have an excuse.

I fell down the stairs.

I burned myself.

I ran into the wall.

Unbeknownst to me, he’s already laid a blanket down. Part of this whole song and dance makes my stomach creep up into my throat. Simon has never done something like this in the two whole weeks we’ve been sleeping together. Like he’s trying to make this a romantic thing. But it isn’t. Not to me. It’s an existential need. And sex seems to be the momentary cure, even at the risk of losing Simon as a friend. Even if it is at the risk of his girlfriend, Whitney Patmore, finding out. Even if it is at the risk of losing my dignity, my self-respect, or anything logical that goes along with casual sex. 

I don’t care. 

I need to be fixed. 

I catch his scent, pheromones launching into the air like arrows and attaching themselves to me. I pull his lips to mine as he lowers me down onto the blanket. 

Not that I can’t see myself with Simon. I guess maybe I can—in a different life. Maybe.

While he puts the condom on, all I can think about is how much better I will feel once we’re in the act. It takes all my thoughts, all my pain, away. But I know the sorrow, the guilt, the fallout from all this will follow. It always does. It will come quick and hard, and I’ll wish I hadn’t done it. I’ll wish I’d made a better decision. I’ll leave Simon with the intentions of never meeting him again. 

But come the morning, the bitter, painful monkey of despair will bite me again, and I’ll feel like I don’t have a choice. 

And the whole sick cycle will begin again. 

 

“Wait. So, Jasper is Livia’s brother. Jasper died, and we still don’t know how. Simon was Jasper’s best friend, and now, they’re having sex?” I ask Lydia just to make sure I’m following accurately. 

“Seems right.” 

Lydia continues to read, and I think it’s the tone of her voice or the feeling she gives me when she’s next to me, as if everything is just how it should be in the world.


Nineteen
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Lydia

The next morning, it rings once.

Twice.

On the third ring, a woman on the other line picks up the phone. “Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections. How may I direct your call?”

“Hello, my name is Lydia White.” But that’s not really my name. I’ve spent too long trying to protect my real name because I know, when Brett gets out of prison, he’ll come looking for me, but I won’t tell this to the twenty-something on the phone, who’ll be looking for her next job in a week or so. “Can you transfer me to”—I take his card in my hand—“I’m looking for Parole Officer Robert Black?”

“One moment, please.”

Mr. Black doesn’t pick up the phone, so I leave a quick message. I leave the important stuff—my fictitious name, the reason for my call, Brett’s name, his prison identification number, and the most important question, his release date.

“It’s hard to convict,” the State of Ohio explained before we went to court. “But, with your testimony,” they explained, using words like great bodily injury and history of abuse, “hopefully, we can get a conviction.” 

The scariest word they used was hopefully. 

I push my phone across the counter. Give myself space. The fear moving down toward the pit of my stomach. I wish, somehow, I could put all my fears in a jar and leave them be.

Lilly ran upstairs with her make-believe friend, Shelby, to grab a snack real quick.

The bell to the bookstore rings.

Looking up, I see his hat first, and I smile. 

Will takes off his hat and holds it over his chest as he makes his way to the counter. He does something between a shuffle and a slow-paced walk. The look on his face isn’t for his own sake. “Lydia, are you all right? You’re white as a ghost.”

“One day.”

“What?”

“One day, I’ll be all right.” I change the subject. “Good to see you back.”

“Yes. That’s why I’m here.” He’s methodical with his words. “I’m real sorry for leaving the way I did the other day.” His eyes bore into mine as if honesty is always at the forefront of his mind. Will seems like that type of man. 

“No apology necessary, Will.” I shake my head, straightening some handouts for a music event later this month. 

Concern—no, it’s not concern. It’s maybe protectiveness. Protectiveness colors the lines that run horizontally from his eyes. An even deeper black in the crow’s-feet. His nimble fingers, clean nails, white nail beds nervously move along the bill of his hat. But Will’s face never gives off nerves. His demeanor is cool, easygoing, like a jazz saxophone player after a great set or a humble man after delivering a well-received keynote address. But, the other day, I did see nerves. I did see something I’d never seen before in him. 

“Will, it’s okay. Really, no apology necessary.”

It’s quiet on Main and even quieter in the bookstore. 

What he wants to say is on the tip of his tongue, and what he needs to say is even closer. I can just tell. But I don’t push him. Ask him. He’ll tell me when he’s ready. 

His eyes move from mine to the counter. Around the store. “Uh, I really enjoyed the Colleen Hoover recommendation. Any more?”

“I’m currently reading this one. Really enjoying it.” It’s a copy of Standing Sideways. I have a few here on the counter, waiting to be inventoried. Push a copy toward him.

I don’t tell Will about Aaron. That we’re reading it together. That I think of Aaron as more than a friend. That I like the way he breathes when he’s sleeping. And the way he plays with Lilly. The way he cares more about others than himself. Because all of this just came out of nowhere. Maybe it’s looking a good man in the eyes, realizing that I, too, might or could have something great with a man I barely know. 

“Let me know what you think.”

“I sure will.” Per usual, Will takes his chair toward the back of the store, turns on the chair side lamp, slides on his glasses that hang around his neck, and opens the book.

Lilly comes down. 

And, before she says anything, I motion for her to come to me, and I crouch down to look her in the eyes. “Listen, let’s not mention anything about Shelby when Will is here.” My eyes lead hers to Will in the chair.

“Oh. But why not, Mommy?” she whispers.

“Because I think it puts Will in an awkward spot.”

“What’s awkward mean?”

“Uncomfortable.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Lilly looks to her side. Giggles. Looks back at me.

“What?” 

Lilly shrugs and whispers, “Shelby says you have a good heart. A really pretty heart.”

Smiling, I reach in and kiss my daughter’s head. “Pass that along to Shelby, would you?”

Lilly giggles. “Yes!” And she runs to her corner of the store.
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It’s been three days since I called the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections, and I haven’t heard a word. My mom is here to pick up Lilly and take her to her house for the week. Lilly’s going to spend some time with Nana and Grandpa. I think my mom also does it because she thinks it gives me a break, but really, I feel more whole when Lilly is with me, and when she’s not, I feel a big hole somewhere in me where the wind blows through. But their relationship isn’t about me or my feelings; it’s about watching their relationship grow.

Still, I haven’t heard from Robert Black. Nothing on his voice mail said anything about vacation time or a leave of absence or anything. 

Aaron’s here at the store with me to say good-bye to Lilly. He made an excuse that he wanted to check on a book. I could have given him the information over the phone or via text, but I think he wanted to see Lilly. I think he’ll miss her, too. 

Lilly runs to me from my mom’s car after they put her suitcase in the back. I pull her into my arms, and she takes both of my cheeks into her hands. 

“Mommy, I love you so much.” She kisses me. “Now, I can feel your kiss every night I go to bed at Nana’s.” 

I hold her tight, allowing her to hear my heartbeat. “My heart always beats for you, Lilly. Always.”

She jerks her head up. “That-that’s what Shelby says. She says, ‘Your mommy’s heart beats for you.’”

A six-year-old make-believe friend said this? This might be getting to be a little too much. 

Lilly looks at Aaron. “Take care of my mommy while I’m at Nana’s, okay?” Lilly pulls our heads together. Her arms holding us. “Love you.”

I give her one last kiss on the cheek and the lips and reluctantly set her down. 

My mom walks to us and gives me a hug and kiss. Then, she looks to Aaron. “Break Lydia’s heart, and I’ll break your face.”

My eyes grow big. Huge. Aaron’s, too. Gwen doesn’t usually talk like that, but she does when she’s trying to get her point across. 

“Understood, Mrs. Harper.” 

“Okay then.” She brings him in for a hug. 

But seeing Aaron’s face when my mom says my name makes the guilt creep up to my throat, and I swallow little pieces of shame.

I need to tell Aaron. The whole truth. Everything.

I need to tell him about Brett. The scars on my body. Everything. Maybe then Aaron will decide that our life—Lilly’s and my life—isn’t for him. And I’ll give him the free pass to move on. I need to tell him before Lilly gets too attached, just in case.

Aaron and I stand in front of the bookstore and wave to Lilly and my mom as they drive away.

He slides an arm around my shoulders like we’re best friends. Pulls me into his chest like we’re lovers. 

We have a week. I’ll tell him tomorrow.

“What should we do now?” 

“Get back to work, Warden.” I laugh, pulling from his embrace, only because it’s too comfortable, too close to my heart, so I can put my invisible shield up. 

Aaron’s uniform, with his broad chest and tight golden arms, isn’t making things any easier. 

“Let’s go down the coast on Thursday. There’s a bed-and-breakfast I want to show you.”

“I’ll ask my boss, Mr. Casey.” I smile coyly, dropping my hand to my side while the other toys with my lip. Really, I’ll see if Alex or Bryce can cover the shop while we’re gone. 

Aaron takes a step closer so that our bodies are an inch apart. Leans down and whispers in my ear, “Will you also ask your boss if you can bring that Golden State Warriors T-shirt that barely covers your thighs? I really like that shirt.”

My heart explodes as I remember that moment. It was just two days prior.

Aaron came out of the bathroom, freshly showered, dressed in his street clothes, and I’d thrown on that damn T-shirt that I’d picked up on clearance. I was just about to put pants on before he walked out.

Aaron never said anything about it, except a few words. Dropped his hands to his sides. If Lilly hadn’t been in the living room, I suppose things would have worked out differently, and I wouldn’t have had the strength to stop any of it. He told me it was an ugly T-shirt and should be burned. 

The thing is, Aaron didn’t say anything about the three scars on my legs. He looked past those. Maybe he didn’t see them, maybe he didn’t care, but I need to tell him what’s going on before things get out of hand. If they haven’t already.

“I burned it.”

He stops. Stares at me. “You did what?” Panic colors his tone. 

“I’m kidding.”

“Thank God.” He gives me a gentle, slow kiss on my cheek, which creates a burn in my chest and an ache in places I don’t speak about. 

He walks around to his truck. “See you at six?” 

I wave. “I’ll be here.”

Aaron drives down Main. 

Since no one is in the store right now, I take advantage of the moment and sit down on the bench in front of the store. Allow the sun to heat my bones. I take in this small moment. A triumph. My daughter is happy and on her way to spend time with her grandparents. My bookstore is doing well. It’s the peak of our selling season. We live in a lovely small town where your neighbors bring cobbler and stew when you’re down and out. I have a few good friends. 

I am no longer the woman he used to say I was. 

I am no longer the battered wife trying to hold the pieces of a marriage strung together on a string.

I am no longer the woman who keeps lies to protect our life. Who makes excuses for who I am. 

Brett would tell me who I was. And I believed every last word.

I am no longer Delana Lancaster. 

And yet, here I am, waiting for the shoe to drop. Waiting for all the cards to fold. Waiting on life to kick my ass again. I’ve spent more time worrying about what’s next than enjoying the present moment. 

Will sits down next to me on the bench.

Neither of us talks. We just sit back and watch the comings and goings of summer. Tourists begin to slowly trickle in and out, going to the next place of beauty. Rick, the town pharmacist, chats with a customer on the sidewalk out front of his pharmacy. We sit and watch like birds on a wire. Feeling the sun on our faces.

“Will,” I whisper, “I’m tired of running.”

Will doesn’t move a muscle, his hands on his lap. Casual, calm, and with patience, as if he’s seen the way the world rights itself and all we need is just a little time, he says, “I used to do a lot of runnin’ myself.” Nods. Watches. “My daughter, Audrey—I suppose she’s a few years older than you—spent a lot of time in her room, waitin’ on her dad. A dad who wasn’t likely to show up because he was too busy runnin’.”

A man in his sixties helps his wife from the passenger side of the car parked across the street. Kisses her on the head when she stands. Takes her by the arm into Oceanside Deli. Another man and woman come down the sidewalk to meet the older man and his wife. They embrace like it’s been some time since they’ve all seen each other. 

I look over at Will. Trace his ash-colored hairline that sits against his pristine black skin like a perfectly drawn semicircle. 

“You ran?”

“Yeah. I ran until I ran out of booze. Drugs. Just … didn’t want to feel. I didn’t want anything. But Elena kept our daughter well. Held down our home, managed to pay the bills, got Audrey to her dance classes and school functions while I worked and drank and didn’t come home until all hours of the night.” Will shakes his head and looks down at his hands. 

“I … I have a hard time seeing you like that, Will.”

Will chuckles and picks at his neatly groomed nail beds. “Well, I suppose that’s what twenty-one years and one hundred forty-seven days of sobriety will do for you.”

I don’t ask if he goes to meetings or if he’s in Alcoholics Anonymous because it isn’t my business, but I have a hunch that he does. If my insides had a mouth, they’d smile. 

“I had to have a heart transplant at six. My mom got sober when I was fifteen.” 

I remember the sting of the needles, multiple needles, the moment they touched my flesh. I remember the tears I’d cry when they checked another machine that was somehow attached to my body. But the one thing I remember most was my mother’s eyes. Her sad, helpless, yet protective eyes. Keeping watch. My father, too, in the background. But it was my mother mostly that I remember. Maybe because she was there during the really bad days and the better days. My mom wasn’t an alcoholic then.

Will looks up from his hands to the street and then to me. Almost smiles. Looks away again.

Usually, when I open up and tell someone I had a heart transplant, it’s followed by a litany of questions.

Will you need a new one eventually? 

No, unless this one stops working. It hasn’t yet.

Does it beat normally? 

As normal as your heart beats.

Do you take medication every day? 

Two pills.

But Will doesn’t ask any of these questions. “Elena and I had two daughters. Something real bad happened.” His voice is hushed like he doesn’t want anyone to hear him, except maybe me. “That’s when my all-night drinkin’ became real bad. Just needed somewhere to hide where my feelings couldn’t find me. I remember this ole bar in downtown Boston. Hole in the wall. Miss it if you blinked. Stuck in a brick alleyway right off the Freedom Trail. We lived in Boston—Elena and me and the girls.” He pauses, cautiously picks his words. “I used to hide in the corner. Told the bartender to serve me doubles until he couldn’t. Somehow, I’d get home. Or not.” He bites his lower lip. “Missed a lot of dance recitals for Audrey.” Will’s words fall behind him as if he’s chasing something he knows he can’t catch. “A lot of false promises made on her birthdays and Christmases.” Will looks on. “I guess the reason I’m telling you this, Lydia, is because maybe you’re not runnin’. The way I see it, you take care of your daughter, you run a great bookstore, and you have the warden, who seems to fall at your feet.” Will chuckles, and I do, too. “You aren’t runnin’, Lydia. You’re doin’ this deal called life. You’re right where God intended you to be.” He shrugs. “Just this old man’s two cents.”

I allow Will’s words to settle in my heart. I sit with them, surrounding myself with them. Swish them around in my head and see how they feel in my bones. It’s one thing to hear someone talk on heavy matters. But it’s something else for their words to resonate in your heart. The heart that you’ve spent years with. Getting to know. Trust. On one hand, maybe I’m not running. Maybe I’m allowing my fear to push me to a place of reaction. I don’t want to move again once Brett is paroled. Which will happen at some point. But am I making the safest decision for Lilly? To stay and wait for him to eventually find us? I’ve taken safety precautions. Changed our names, covered our tracks. But he’s a very smart man. 

And, like his ex-girlfriend told me when she came to the house to warn me, “he will find a way to you.”

What if I feed the fear and allow it to ruin everything I’ve established here in Granite Harbor, only to make another move to start over again? A new city. A new job. I opened this bookstore with faith that everything would work out the way it was supposed to.

“On that note, I have a book I need to go buy. Mind if I go find it?” Will stands slowly and pulls his small steno pad from his dark brown Dockers. On the cover of the steno pad, this time, I see the letter A.

I stand, too. “I’ll go with you. I have reorganizing to do anyway.” But, truth be told, it’s not a lot of organizing, and it’ll be awfully quiet without Lilly. 

I hope Will stays for a while today. 


Twenty
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Aaron

I contemplate looking up Brett Lancaster in our database. Ethically, it’s not right. I don’t have a probable cause to look him up. He didn’t break a law with us, so I have no business looking at his arrest record. I bet it’s short. Maybe it’s not. He was a fucking doctor, for crying out loud. It shouldn’t be long. Seems like an ego-driven asshole though, beating up on women. Holding people’s lives in his hands. As if he’s a god. Maybe I’d find something in his record that would make me snap. Maybe I’m not supposed to see what’s in the database or in evidence in Massachusetts—not that I’d go looking. Maybe I couldn’t handle it. Something inside me tells me it’s not a good idea to look it up, so I don’t even though my fingers are itching to.

My phone rings. 

I answer on the first ring. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hey, honey. So, listen. We won tickets at—what’s the name of that fundraiser we went to, Bill?” 

Why she couldn’t have asked my dad before she made the call is just my mother. It’s as if she wants him to be included in our phone conversations, but when she gets annoyed with him, she simply wants him to shut up.

“Vergamont’s,” my dad calls.

“Oh, that’s right—wait, are you sure it’s Vergamont’s? Because I could have sworn Ruthie said Bergamot’s. Anyway, doesn’t matter. Dad and I won tickets for a two-night stay at the Harbor Inn this weekend, and Cynthia’s sister’s daughter, Louise, invited Ruth and me to a bunco tournament down at Cynthia’s in West Harbor, so thought we’d better go. Do you want them? Maybe you and Lydia can go? I know Ethan and Bryce are busy, getting their house ready for Bryce’s parents, who are coming out when the baby comes.”

A weekend alone with Lydia? 

“I’ll take them,” comes out faster than I meant it to. “I mean, if you’re looking to get rid of them.”

If that isn’t perfect timing.

“We can watch Lilly if you’d like?” 

I scratch my head, trying to wrap my head around how perfect this all is.

“She’s actually with Lydia’s mom, Gwen, for the weekend. You remember Gwen?”

“I do. Tall. A great mix between Anne Lamott and Dolly Parton?” My mom giggles. “She’s a beautiful woman. Bill, be quiet.”

“That’s her.”

“Great. Just pop on by and pick them up before this weekend, or I can take them to Lydia at the bookstore?” 

“No, I’ll come get them tonight before I go meet her for dinner.”

There’s silence on the phone. A good one. A welcome one. Where Mom really wants to ask what’s going on and when she and my dad will get to have a sit-down dinner with Lydia and me. Because that’s just the type of people they are. Breaking bread. 

I sigh. “Dinner soon.”

“Oh, good! That’ll be wonderful.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Talk soon.”

I hit End. 
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Before I knock on the glass part of the door of the bookstore, I watch Lydia work. Her blonde hair is tied up in a loose bun. Strands fall in her face. It’s no wonder how she was taken by a doctor first. Lydia isn’t the type of woman who stays on the market long. She’s not the type of woman who freely gives herself to anyone. She’s the type of woman that you work for. She’s the type of woman that, once you gain all of her, you keep her forever. 

It’s still light outside, so hopefully, I won’t scare her. Barely, I knock against the window, and I watch her jump out of her own skin. Some might laugh, but this doesn’t make me laugh. Instead, it makes me wonder how badly that asshole broke her. Lydia grips her chest and quickly walks to the front door to let me in. Relief is what her face shows now, but just seconds earlier, terror made all the color from her face leave.

“Hey,” she says almost shyly.

I walk through the door and shut it behind me. I possessively take her in my arms. 

Her heart slams against mine as my anger grows hotter and hotter. Wrapping her up in my hug, I feel her hands slide around my waist. 

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” I whisper into her hair. 

I kiss her head and feel her body tense. The last time I kissed her on the forehead, she winced. I come to the conclusion that she doesn’t like that, so I decide to kiss her somewhere else next time.

“I just didn’t expect you to come to the front door.” She pulls back to look into my eyes.

What did he do to you? I want to say.

Still keeping her against me, I notice she’s wearing a top that dips down, exposing her chest—something Lydia never does. 

“Let’s walk down to Merryman’s,” Lydia says.

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

“Let’s go upstairs, so you can change first. Did you bring clothes?” she asks.

“In the truck. I’ll grab them.” I release her but barely. Part of me wants to ask if this is okay, and the other side of me says, Fuck it. 

I want her to be mine. I want to protect her heart from the harm she was exposed to. I want to erase her memory from the terror she had to live through. The manipulation. Because, let’s be honest, any motherfucker willing to hit a woman deserves the wrath of hell. 
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At dinner, I order the fish and chips, and so does Lydia. 

“Listen”—I set my beer down on the table—“my parents gave us tickets to the Harbor Inn for the weekend. Would you want to go?”

Lydia’s cheeks turn a shade of pink, and I’m not sure if it’s from the sip of wine she just took or my words.

Her mouth turns upward. “That sounds really nice. I’d need to get Alex or Bryce to take over the bookstore for the weekend.” She pauses. Wipes her mouth. “But I’d really like that.”

“Come here,” I tell her as I lean in across the table.

“What?” She drops her head to the side.

“Come here,” I say again.

Lydia hesitantly leans in, but nevertheless, she leans in toward my mouth. 

“I need you, Lydia,” I whisper in her mouth before I kiss her. 

She doesn’t move.

She doesn’t hesitate but welcomes my tongue into her mouth. 

I don’t care that I’m kissing her in front of patrons at the restaurant.

I don’t care if the rumor mill starts.

I’m making a statement. 

I love this woman, and I want everyone to know about it.

Let them talk because kissing Lydia is like seeing in vivid color. Like feeling the warm breeze. Like the first taste of a beer on a hot summer day. Like the first time you hear I love you against a lover’s lips. The feeling of being wrapped up in a perfect moment. Where your mind is present and not in yesterday or today but right now.

I pull away but only a little, so I can say, “I’m going to need you to touch my body tonight, Lyd.” I don’t ask if she’s okay with it. Because, looking in her eyes, I know she needs this, too. 
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When we leave the restaurant, instead of walking home, I take her down to the harbor. We both need fresh air because, what I want to do to her right now, she might not be ready for it. And I want our first time together to be our first forever. Something she will remember for the rest of our life together. My hand tightens around hers.

As we approach, we’re welcomed by the song of the sea. The water lapping against the boats. The tiny waves washing against the shore. An occasional sea lion.

There’s a grassy area off to the left and above the shoreline just a little. A few birch trees. It’s dark outside now, but the moon guides us. 

“This is so beautiful,” she says.

“It is. Especially at this time of night.” I pull Lydia to me, tuck her head under my chin, and sling my arm around her neck from behind. I bend down only slightly, and instead of kissing her head, I gently kiss her neck.

Her breath catches. 

God, I need to stop. I came here with her to gain clarity, not a hard-on.

But I do it once more because I can’t help myself. Feel her skin against my mouth. The soft scent of jasmine. My hands slide to her hips as if they’re not my own, and I hold her to me, so she can feel me.

“We need to get back.” She takes a few steps forward to create distance. Takes me by the hand, her look hooded. “I need this, Aaron.” Lydia gasps and covers her mouth, as if she can’t believe what she just said. 

I go to her and take her back in my arms. “What?” 

Lydia looks away and then back to me. “I-I just—Brett … didn’t like that.” She’s on the verge of tears, and I can hear it in her voice.

The anger is right back where it was from just hours ago. Fuming, I try to control it. “I’m not Brett, Lydia, and you deserve so much more than that.”

She doesn’t acknowledge my words. But she looks up at me. Again, she tries to push down her fear. “Come with me.”

It doesn’t take any longer than a minute to get back to her place. We’re upstairs, in her apartment, when I lift her up. She wraps her legs around me, and our mouths collide.

Somehow, I make it back to her bedroom and lay her down on the bed.

Standing above her, panting, her hands now at my waist, I stare down at her. She stares back. 

“Tell me what you need, Lydia.” It’s not a question. My voice isn’t soft. It’s rugged with want for her. Raging with anger from that fucking bastard who beat the hell out of her. 

“I need my pants off.” Her tone is broken, hushed, and excited all at the same time.

Bending down, I unbutton her jeans and unzip the zipper, trying my best to keep my cool. I pull them from her heels, and they slide off, just like how, I’d imagine, they rolled on. There’s no tug, no struggle; they slide.

I drop her jeans on the floor and stare at her bare legs before me. Her panties, black lace, curve around her hip bones. 

“Do you see them? On my legs?”

“See what?” I stare back at her. “All I see is you, Lydia.” My voice is ragged from the ache in my body for hers. 

“The scars.” 

I look down to her legs, and in the yellow light of the bedside lamp, I see them. Like shark bites. Some bigger than others. Some more raised than others. Some pinker. Some brighter. 

Reaching down, I trace my hand over them. “What are they?” 

I sit down on the bed next to her, and she tries to squirm under my touch, but I don’t allow her to. Her body relaxes, and her legs fall open. As my hands touch in places between her legs—on her thighs, down by her ankles—she tells me what they were.

“Malignant melanoma.” She watches my hands as I watch her. “It keeps coming back.”

“Remind me what that is,” I say.

“Skin cancer. The deadly kind. If I’m not careful.”

“And what are these?” I trace my hand over her rippled skin.

“Places where they’ve removed the cancer.” 

I reach up and touch her wrist. “And this?” 

“Same.”

“Recently.”

“Yes.” 

Lydia pushes herself off the bed. When she’s standing in front of me, her back to me, she reaches up and slips off her top and then her bra—not in a sexual way, but to show me the realm of what she’s been dealing with. But I know this isn’t for her own good; it’s mine. 

On her back are the same incisions; these are healed, too, except for the different shapes, different sizes. Colors. Shades. 

I stand, tracing my fingertips over her skin, made by God. “How long have you had this?” 

“A while. The first one spread to one of my lymph nodes, and I did a low dose of chemotherapy. That’s when Lilly and I lived with my parents in New Hampshire.”

“Were you scared?”

Before she answers, I feel her body change from rigid to limp. Maybe because, by sharing some of your worst with someone, it somehow alleviates some of the fear. 

“Scared of leaving Lilly,” she says with her back still to me. 

She’s holding her breath. I place my hands on her shoulders, and I pull her closer to me.

While she’s in my arms, I remove my shirt and pull her to her bed. Underneath the covers, I hold her. I don’t kiss her. I don’t touch her where I want to. I lie with her in bed on top of a shop she’s maintained with her own strength, dignity, love, and courage. I hold her as she finally cries, letting the tears take her apart.

“Nothing might be all right, Lydia, but everything will still be okay.”

Eventually, she falls asleep right where she’s meant to be. In my arms.


Twenty-One
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Lydia

My eyes and mind adjust to the early morning light pouring into my bedroom window. 

I jump awake, and Aaron is gone. He should be gone. Right? I mean, I showed him my body. The scars. Told him my worst fear—leaving Lilly too early. Of course he left.

Shit. 

I pull the sheet up to my breasts, realizing I’m nearly naked. I’m also hit with the realization that we spent a night together and didn’t so much as kiss. My eyes feel puffy, red, dry. 

On the nightstand on the side he slept on is a note propped up on the lamp. Leaning over, I grab it.

Dear Lydia,

I didn’t think it was possible to care about you more than I had the day before, but it is. I’m in this for the long haul because I love you, and I love Lilly. That’s it. I have to stop denying it or hiding it because of the risk of being hurt or you thinking I might be crazy. I’ve already fallen in love with both of you. I’ve spent a long time searching for the right woman. Hell, I didn’t think I needed the right woman. Just needed someone to pass the time with, maybe have a few kids with and grow old with. But then you and Lilly came into my life. And all of those basic needs about love flew out the window. 

The truth is, I need your love. I need your love more than the guys in all those romance books that you read need love. And the marks on your body aren’t scars; those are marks of a warrior who has walked through hell and back for her daughter. I want you to know that I’d do the same for Lilly. 

A lump forms in my throat as I push my fingers to my lips and continue to read.

I don’t write love notes. And I’m not quite sure if this qualifies as one, but whatever our future has for us, I’m in. I’m in forever. 

Call me when you get up. ;)

P.S. I fixed your sink last night. Did you know it was leaking? 

Love, 

Aaron

A smile turns up on the corners of my mouth. A tear falls. 

He fixed the sink. 

While love can be complicated, complex, love with Aaron somehow seems simple. Do we, as humans, make it complicated? 

I think on my time with Brett, the immobilizing fear that he gave me, and yet I stayed. I stayed for the sake of love. Because I’d married a man and made a commitment and because I thought my love for him would save him. I thought his love for me would save us. But it didn’t. I couldn’t. He couldn’t. And we should have known that from the very start. Sometimes, we just hang on too long. 

It’s easy to make Brett out to be the bad guy. It is. But it’s equally as hard to believe he’s not a bad guy. I know, someday, Lilly will need to see her father. I know, at some point, he’ll need to see her. This makes me grow uneasy. Do I think he’d hurt his own daughter? I don’t want to believe he would. But is that the woman who loved him with all her heart talking? 

I made myself vulnerable last night. A place I’m not comfortable with, especially with men, not anymore anyway. I haven’t had any sort of connection with a man since Brett. But with Aaron? He makes me feel whole, and I want to see the same woman he sees. The warrior.

My phone vibrates across my nightstand. It’s a text from my mom with a picture of Lilly making homemade bread with a chef’s hat on her head and flour on her nose and a big smile across her face. And there are words written below the picture.

Mom: Breaking bread. All is good!

I text back.

Me: I love this. Thanks, Mom. Give my girl a big morning kiss for me. 

In the picture, a small strand of Lilly’s hair has fallen in her face. Just like mine does. I want her to know what it takes to be a strong woman. I want her to know that, if she’s ever in a situation like I was, like we were, there’s always a way out. That no woman deserves to be hit. That no woman deserves to live in fear and then be manipulated into taking him back. She deserves someone like Aaron if she so chooses to be with a man. I want my daughter to be happy above all else. To be treated as a woman should. With gentleness. With love. Kindness. I want her to find someone in her life who builds her up, not tears her down. I want Lilly to be proud of who she is and the trail she’s blazed and what she’s overcome to get to where she is in life. 

Another text message comes in, but it isn’t from my mom. It’s from Aaron.

Aaron: Did you know baby giraffes can stand within a half hour of birth? 

Another text from Aaron.

Aaron: Also, did you know sea otters hold paws as they sleep so that they don’t float away from each other?

I think it’s time to take the next step with Aaron. My heart swells as I read these.

Another text from him.

Aaron: Also, penguins use pebbles to propose to their girlfriends. Don’t panic. I don’t have any pebbles with me at the moment. And you’re not my girlfriend. So, don’t worry; you’re in the clear.

I text back.

Me: But you pretty much said you loved me in the love letter you wrote. 

Aaron: I’m pretty sure it wasn’t a love letter. It was an informative note. ;)

Me: Informing me that you loved me. 

Aaron: Damn. Well played. Hey, I’ll be out of service today, but I will call you as soon as I get back. A hiker got lost on the Appalachian Trail. 

Me: Be safe, Warden Casey. :) I’ll see you when I see you next.

Aaron: Are you still naked? Well, aside from your panties.

I blush. Look down at my almost-naked body underneath the sheets.

Me: I am.

Aaron: Have you ever seen a grown man cry? Because I am right now. 

He sends me a GIF of a man crying. 

And a follow-up text.

Aaron: Just so you know and so I feel like I’ve given you enough notice to prepare, I won’t have the willpower to do that again. I’m a good man, but I’m not that good. Consider yourself warned.

I feel the sheet against my body, wishing it were Aaron’s hands instead, touching me in places that make my body shiver. 

Me: I wouldn’t expect you to. Oh, do you need me to call the Harbor Inn to change the reservations to our names?

Aaron: Already done. Counting the hours. 

Me: Be safe.

Aaron: I will. 

Before I jump in the shower, I make another call to Robert Black. This time, my message is sterner, more direct. Direr than it was before. While I’m in the shower, I think I hear a knock at the door. For me to be able to hear someone knocking at the door near the bottom steps of our apartment, it has to be someone knocking really loud. Immediately, I turn off the water and listen. 

Nothing.

The water drips slowly come to a stop as I strain to listen. 

Silence.

I hold my breath.

Fear starts to tickle the back of my throat, pushing my thoughts to spin out of control. I open the shower door, grab my towel, and reach for my phone. I call my mom because my first thought is of Lilly.

“Hi, honey,” my mom answers.

I try to push the fear that’s starting to travel down into my stomach, attempting to hide it from my mom.

“Hey, Mom. Everything okay?”

“Oh, yes. We’re just fine.”

“Great. Okay. Hey, a customer just wandered in the store,” I lie to get her off the phone without causing any worry on her end.

“All right, babe. We’re all good. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” I hit End. 

Quickly, I dry off. Listen. 

Was this just my imagination? 

With the calls to Corrections, everything has my mind whirling, waiting, I guess for the day I’ll have to face Brett again. They gave him seven years. It’s been three. What if they release him on good behavior? He’s good like that. Tricky. Manipulative. 

I hear the knock again.

Inside, everything freezes. I listen.

Brett’s in prison, Lydia. 

What if he was released? 

You would have received a letter.

What if he slipped through the cracks?

I dress in a matter of seconds. I pull my wet hair from my neck and tie it up in a hair tie. 

I tiptoe out to the kitchen and peer down the staircase, but it’s not like I can see anything. Almost silently, I carefully walk down the stairs and look through the peephole. 

Holy fucking shit. I breathe deep, bend over, and allow the fear to go.

I open the door. “Hey, Leonard.” 

It’s our postmaster.

“Hiya, Lydia. Have this big box here. Was headed to meet Eleanor down at Level Grounds and thought I’d drop it by for you.”

“That-that’s really sweet. Thank you, Leonard. I’ll take it,” I say as I try to get my heart and my head on the same wavelength again. 

Leonard stands there. “Are you all right, Lydia? Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Trust me; I’m better now.” I breathe and cover my chest with my hand.

“Well, all right then.” He turns to leave.

“Thanks, Leonard. And tell Eleanor that I got the book in that she requested. Calling her was on my list of things to do today.”

He nods. “Have yourself a good day.”

I quietly shut the door. Set the box down at my feet and lean against the door. Close my eyes.

I can’t keep running. 

My insides now feel hollow. Unattached. Cold. My skin breaks out into chills. 

Leaving the box at the bottom step, assuming it’s for the bookstore, I grab the railing and walk back upstairs like I weigh a million pounds and have nowhere to put it. I drag it upstairs, try not to leave it in my wake, but it’s hard to let go of baggage that I’ve carried for years. 

Still with tinges of jumpiness, I get ready for the day. Blow-dry my hair, occasionally looking over my shoulder in the bathroom mirror. Apply what little makeup I wear. Mascara, face powder, and some lip gloss. 

The day is warm, and I feel it from my front window as I look down onto the street below. I watch the ebb and flow of tourists and locals making their way up and down our busy little Main Street.

Today is going to be a good day, I tell myself. Today, you won’t let your own thoughts tear you apart, Lydia. 
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It’s Friday, and Alex is in the store, ready to take over for me for the rest of today and Saturday. We’re closed on Sundays. 

“I really appreciate you doing this for me, Alex.” 

She rests her hip on the counter and crosses her arms. “It’s no problem, Lydia, really. It gives Brand and Meredith time with the girls, and it gives me a break. A change of pace.” She watches me straighten the counter. “So”—she tiptoes around the subject, as if fragile glass separates us—“are you and Aaron making it official yet?”

I laugh. “What do you mean?” I know what she means. Everyone in town has been giving us the thumbs-up all week. 

“Come on, Lyd. We see you both together, oogly eyes.” She laughs. “Are you officially boyfriend and girlfriend?”

A smile I can’t seem to quit spreads across my face, and I can’t help it. It’s been a great week for Aaron and me. Not that we’ve had bad weeks together. But it’s been nice to spend some alone time together. Not that I don’t miss my daughter because I do. And things just aren’t quite right with my life when she’s not in it. What makes it doable is knowing that she’s having fun with my mom and dad. A blast really. 

“Well, we haven’t yet talked about it really.”

Alex covers her mouth and smiles beneath her fingertips. “You realize you’re blushing, right?”

I put my head in my hands. Smile. Really, what I’m thinking about is where Aaron took me with his mouth. His tongue, his body. Without us making love this week. Returning the favor, I took him in my mouth several times and watched him as he orgasmed, thinking I had the power to watch this man unravel beneath my touch. 

Get your head out of the gutter, Lydia. Christ. These thoughts need to stop. 

“He’s really good to me,” is all I can say.

Alex laughs. “Girl, have fun this weekend.” She reaches in for a hug. “Now, go away. I have work to do.” She pushes me along.

The bell rings, and it’s Aaron. In uniform. And I can’t say this uniform doesn’t make me hot every time I see him in it. And the thought of him rescuing animals, people, just makes taking it off him more enjoyable. 

“Hey.” He walks over to me and kisses me on the neck. “Alex.” He gives her a nod.

“You two have fun.” She shoos us with her hands.

“You have the ke—” I start.

“I have all the instructions, Lydia. Let go. I’ve got this.”

“Okay, okay.”

Aaron looks back to Alex. “Thank you!” He pushes the small of my back, dipping lower than he should. “This skirt looks amazing on you,” he whispers in my ear as we walk outside into the warm summer sun. 

This week, after I showed Aaron the marks the cancer left behind, he’s made me feel sexy and alive when I wear things that show my skin. 

“Do you have panties on?” 

I playfully slap his arm before he opens my door. “No. You told me I wouldn’t be needing them this weekend, so I didn’t pack any.” 

He stares down at me, grins, shakes his head, and then puts his mouth on mine. Every bone in my body wants to give. My knees want to buckle; my arms want to fall to their sides. My entire body gives in to him. My mouth has been well kissed this week with slow and hard kisses that I could get lost in for the rest of my life. 

Aaron’s hand discreetly slides to my backside. His eyes close. “Get your ass in the truck, Lydia.” He smiles. 

I do.


Twenty-Two
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Aaron

The suite is a corner room that overlooks the Atlantic on the ground floor. While I’ve never stayed at the Harbor Inn, I’ve been to several occasions here. Eli and Alex’s wedding. Mom and Dad’s thirtieth wedding anniversary party. A bar mitzvah. No, make that two. 

“This is beautiful,” Lydia says as she looks out the wall of windows in our room.

The king-size bed is in the middle of the suite with a small kitchenette off to the side. The Harbor Inn was built in the mid-1900s, and it’s renovated every twenty years, it seems. So, while the structure is completely sound because of how things were built back then, the style is unique and constantly changing. The decor, this time, is oceanic. 

“Look at that lighthouse off to the left. I’ve never noticed that from the harbor,” Lydia says.

Sand covers our back porch and leads to the big, shiny, dark, wet boulders that lead to the ocean.

We’ve toyed on third base all week. I just haven’t been able to bring myself to make our first time feel rushed or take a chance that we’d be interrupted. I want to show her what love feels like. I want to show her my representation of what love feels like. 

Lydia turns to me as I walk to her and slip my arms around her waist. The fabric of her top against her skirt is soft and thin. 

“This whole thing is beautiful.” 

I bend down to kiss her lips—not because I want to be inside her, but because I want to know what her lips feel like at ten thirty in the morning. I want to know what her mouth feels like when it’s wet and hot. 

Lydia puts her lips to mine, and I softly moan. It surprises me, too. 

Her hands go to my back, but she pulls away, and I’m lost. “You need to go change out of this uniform, Warden Casey. Put something more comfortable on.” 

I take a few steps backward to my overnight bag, which is on the bed. “I’ve dreamed of keeping you here in our room until Sunday, but I suppose you’ll need food at some point.” I smile as I slide my work pants off. 

She watches, folding her arms together against her stomach. “I’ll need food, yes. And so will you.”

I slide my work shirt off and then my undershirt, so I’m almost naked in front of her. 

Lydia doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t move. But I notice her cheeks turning pink.

“I’ll get you all the food you need,” I say to her as I grab a pair of jeans and slide them on. 

Lydia lets out a mouthful of air. 

I look up. “Are you all right?”

She’s turned away now, staring at the ocean again. “I will be when you get some clothes on.”

Smiling, I grab a T-shirt and walk to her, and before I put it on, I put her backside to my chest and slip my hands around her waist.

A sigh escapes her mouth, and her head falls to my chest. “You know, you should come with a warning label.” 

“How so?” I smirk.

“Because, on the outside, you don’t look like you have bumps and ripples on your body, but then you take off your damn shirt, and it’s like, Surprise!” Lydia turns to me, facing me. “Why are you waiting?”

“Waiting for what?” I whisper as I bend down to kiss her because I can’t not.

“To make love to me.”

“I promise, this wait will be worth it.” I trail kisses down her neck. 

“Well, then, Warden, you’d best put something on those muscles. Like a shirt.”
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We walk down to the lighthouse. We slowly make our way up the small, windy staircase to the top of the lighthouse. I’m behind her, just in case she gets dizzy. But the view is all worth it. It’s a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree picture of the ocean and Granite Harbor, a view I’ve seen many times before with my job, but watching Lydia’s reaction is like seeing it for the first time, in vibrant colors. 

“This … this is like the feeling I got when we first pulled into Granite Harbor. Nervous, my stomach in knots, but also excited for what the future held, you know? And, also, it feels like when they first bring out the tacos at Gallagher’s in New Hampshire on Taco Tuesday.”

I bend a little and point just off the coast. My head next to hers. “Did you see that?”

“No. Where?” 

“Hang on. Wait for it.”

Another blowhole explodes with air. Then, another one. And another one.

Lydia gasps. “Oh my goodness.” 

Another whale comes up out of the water and shows its fin. 

“Wow.” She shakes her head. Laughs. “Lilly would love this.” 

Lydia has forgotten that she’s almost forty-five feet off the ground as she presses her fingertips to the glass. Another whale comes up out of the water and lands with a massive splash.

“Their migrating season is April to October. But the best time to see them is probably mid-June to mid-August. They come here for food and leave mid-October for warmer seas.”

For the first time, I see pieces of Lilly in Lydia. As if her guard is down, and she isn’t the protector, but a spectator, just along for the ride. 

“I’ve never seen this before, Aaron, and it’s the most magnificent thing I’ve ever witnessed,” she says against the glass. 

The pod makes their way past us—not close by any means, but close enough for us to witness the grandeur.

Afterward, we climb the cliff.

Sit in a large tree swing.

Hike to the ocean.

Feed the birds.

Put our toes in the ocean.

Laugh.

Kiss.

Then, we head back to the Harbor Inn.

We eat a late lunch at the Harbor Inn in the great dining hall that overlooks the Atlantic. I watch Lydia as she watches people, the view, soaking up our surroundings like a child. 

“What?” she asks as I watch her taking another piece of salami from the antipasto tray we ordered.

My fingers are at my temple while my elbow rests on the chair. “I love to watch your curiosity. How you take the world in. Did you ever think you’d be here, in Granite Harbor, Maine, of all places?”

“No.” She laughs, taking a cracker. 

My phone rings, and I slide it from my pocket. Look at the screen. Hit Ignore. 

“Who was that?” she asks.

“I don’t know. Unknown number.” I shove my phone back in my pocket.

“I wanted to be a mother.” She bites her lip. Stares across the table at me. Watching me, she continues, “I’ve always been intrigued with people. Their stories. Books. I wanted to end up being in business for myself because, if I ever became a mother, I wanted to make my own schedule. And being a stay-at-home mom scared me.”

“Did you picture your life alone with a child?”

Lydia shakes her head. “No. Also, I didn’t expect to be someone who let a man dictate how I thought of myself.” She looks down at her plate. But looks back at me. “I didn’t expect to be the battered wife.”

I push her because I know she can handle it—not because I need to know about her past, but because she needs to talk about it. An intimate conversation that revolves around a vulnerable and personal subject. 

“What made you see that you didn’t want that for yourself and Lilly?”

Lydia smiles. “Lilly. I realized that, if I wanted my daughter to be a strong, confident woman, I had to be that strong, confident woman. If I wanted the best for her, how could I subject myself to Brett and allow her to watch?”

“Did she ever see Brett hurt you?” The words that roll off my tongue make my fists clench. My jaw goes tight.

She slides the sweat across the cold glass with her finger. “Once. I didn’t know about it. She told me just recently.” Shame meets her eyes. 

“But the most important part is, she saw you leave. Sees you now as an independent woman.” I take a drink of water to cool me down. The anger gnaws on my insides. “The strongest women aren’t strong because of what they’ve achieved. The strongest women are strong because of what they’ve had to go through to get to where they are.”

I see the most recent scar from the skin cancer poking out of the sleeve of her top. The scar from her last removal is obvious on such a beautiful level. To me, it’s especially pretty. I reach across the table, pull her wrist to me, and kiss her latest scar.

She shakes her head, smiles, puts her other hand over her mouth. “You are crazy, Aaron.”

“That reminds me.” I pull back. “Do you want to be my girlfriend? Go steady?” 

Lydia drops her head back and laughs. And it’s the most courageous sound I’ve ever heard. 

She laughs in spite of what she’s been through.

She laughs in spite of where she came from.

She laughs in spite of herself.

Pulling her head back down to look at me, she says, “Yeah, I’d like that.” 

“Fantastic. Because, if you’d said no, I didn’t have a backup plan.”

This time, Lydia reaches across the table and gets ahold of my hand. 


Twenty-Three
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Lydia

It’s just after seven in the evening when Aaron and I are on the back porch of our room, lying in the lounge chair together. Our hands intertwined. My head to his chest.

“My name isn’t Lydia White. I mean, my real name isn’t Lydia White,” I whisper against his chest to see what my words feel like when they bounce back. 

Aaron doesn’t budge. He doesn’t say anything, waiting for me to continue. 

“It’s Delana Harper. I changed my name when Brett went to prison. I changed Lilly’s name, too.”

“Delana is a beautiful name. It’s sexy. Little dark.” He doesn’t ask what I think he’s going to ask, such as, Are you all right? What do you need? I don’t see the fear for me that my mother and father have in their eyes every time we talk about Brett. Maybe that’s because Aaron knows I’ve got this. Maybe he has complete faith in my ability to protect myself and do what’s right for my daughter. Not that my parents don’t, but I’m also their little girl, and I’ll always be their child, no matter how old I get. 

I do, however, feel his body grow rigid at the mention of Brett’s name. 

I playfully hit his arm, and his laugh stays low. 

He pulls me tighter to him. “What was Lilly’s name before?”

Trust him. Trust Aaron. He’s safe. 

“Tabitha Lancaster.”

“And she didn’t have a problem with you changing it?”

“She was only one year old at the time, so I slowly introduced the name. Now, she doesn’t remember Tabitha.”

“Why the name Lilly?” he asks, gently detangling my strands of blonde hair. 

I smile. “I remember the lily fields I ran through eleven months after my heart transplant. I was a month shy of seven years old. How I remember this, I have no idea. But I remember my mom couldn’t stop drinking, and I couldn’t understand why. My dad took care of me while her drinking got real bad. I remember I’d sit under the kitchen table, cover my ears with my hands, and quietly sing ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ to myself as my parents fought.” I pause to take in what this memory does to my body.

My stomach grows uneasy.

My arms begin to ache.

My throat feels raw.

It’s just a memory, Lydia, I tell myself. 

I continue, “But, on this particular warm summer day, I ran through the lily fields as my father spoke with the owner of the farm. Why we were there, I don’t remember, but I remember the scent—light, delicate, citrus—wafting through my nose. And, in a weird way, I felt free. Free of my own pain, free of my mother’s pain, free of everything. I ran through the field, lilies dancing past me like a kaleidoscope of color. It was then that the lily became my favorite flower, I guess, because of the feelings I associate with that moment.” 

I pause, now toying with his hands, and suddenly, I’m aware of how close our bodies are. My leg over his. The front of my body to his side. My breasts firmly tucked into him, as if they were meant for him the whole time and all God was doing was waiting for us to find each other. 

“If I ever had a daughter, I wanted to name her Lilly. Two Ls instead of one. Two Ls because one just didn’t seem to justify the beauty of a child. But Brett didn’t like the name Lilly. He wanted Tabitha. So, that’s what we went with.”

The sun has left its wake with traces of light in the sky, and we wait for the jeweled night sky to appear, as if it were the go-ahead sign that it’d be all right for our bodies, our skin to touch. 

“I can’t think of a more perfect name than Lilly.” 

We’re quiet and hear the spring peepers make their debut. For a moment, we just exist together, as if the universe quietly laid out our destiny and God told the world to be patient, that we’d find each other eventually. 

He asks, “Are you hungry?”

“Yeah.” I touch the spot between his torso and his heart. 

Aaron won’t have the same scar I do. He won’t have the same morning routine as I do—taking two pills from the containers that sit on the countertop, waiting for my fingers to hold them. To put them in my mouth. The same two pills that have been with me since I was six.

“Come on. Let’s get you fed. We have a long night ahead of us.” He moves his arms around my body and lifts me up off the chair to a standing position. 

I blush when his hand brushes against my breast on accident. 

Our eyes meet.

He doesn’t apologize for the hand.

I don’t want him to. 

“Where are we going for dinner?” I ask.

“The dining room.”

“Can I change?”

“You can.” He nods.

“I’ll be right back.” 

I hear the breath escape through his teeth as I take my bag and go into our shared bathroom. 

Before I shut the door, he says, “Lydia, please don’t change into anything sexier because, if you do, you won’t get fed.”

I turn back and look at him. “Yes, I will.” I smile. Because, although he finds me sexy and as much as I’d rather give both of us what we need, he won’t allow it. He’s that type of guy. Takes care of others before himself. 

“Go change,” he says.

I quietly shut the door behind me, rummage through my bag, and find the wrinkle-free, simple black dress that I haven’t worn in years. It was stuffed in the back of my closet. Separated and pushed to the back via the “before” skin cancer days. I threw it in the bag because Alex had told me to. I’m glad I did. 

Removing my breathable, long-sleeved top, I shimmy out of my skirt and let it fall to the floor. I decided on the color red for my bra, as panties weren’t an option, per Aaron. 

The soft material is a good mix between silk and spandex, though I’m fairly certain I purchased this dress from a street vendor in Costa Rica. It feels cool against my skin. Breathable. Like a glove worn as a second layer of protection. 

That reminds me; Aaron and I haven’t had the condom discussion yet. God. Will that make things awkward? I’m not on any type of birth control. I stopped taking my birth control long before Brett and I split—not out of good reason, but because I didn’t want to be intimate with him. The more he hurt me, the more I shut down. On occasion, he’d force me to do it. Some might call it rape. I didn’t. And, looking back on it, I’m not sure why I didn’t call it that ugly four-letter word. Maybe that was my body’s way of preserving itself. Maybe the feelings that went along with it the morning after, days after, weeks after, months after made me feel somehow more empowered if I didn’t use it. More in control of myself. More than what the quiet voices whispered in my head—weak, timid, broken, less than. Because those are the words that Brett used when he was in a manic mood. 

This is different, Lydia. You are not what he thinks. You are better. You were made for good. You are strong. Courageous. A fighter.

The little black dress fits me snug in all the right places. But I see the scars. The scars on my legs, my back, some on my shoulders. The big scar that runs from my collarbone to the middle of my chest, the length of my sternum, is courageous. One six-year-old would give her heart to another six-year-old, the end of one little life, to continue another little life. These marks that I’ve allowed to define me for so long are somehow giving me power, choice, and control. 

I put on a little more mascara, a little bronzer, a few sprays of perfume. I throw my shoulders back and believe, just for the evening, that I am who I’m becoming. Not what Aaron thinks of me. Not what Brett thought of me. Not what Lilly thinks of me or my mom and dad. I have to be with myself for as long as I live. I have to believe that the person staring back at me in the mirror is the same person who fought so hard to be here. And that this step is the most crucial one. 

Aaron might have given me the courage to be strong, brave, but I’m the one who has to believe it. 

I take a deep breath, turn from the mirror, and open the door.

Aaron is standing by the windows, looking out. He turns to me. 

Everything is still. Existing and quiet.

Time passes but only through a very small window that’s hard to see through. 

We’re given one gift in life, and that’s to exist. Everything else is just temporary situations. Defining moments along the way. This is one for me.

I don’t know the look Aaron is giving me because I’m blinded by his love. It’s the kind of love that makes lilies grow in outdoor fields. The kind of love found written in books, in fairytales.

“Delana,” he whispers softly. 

I don’t wince even though that’s how Brett used to start an apology. Another broken promise. The word Aaron just said wasn’t spoken out of regret, guilt, or shame; it was spoken from the softest place of his heart and breathed so beautifully. 

“You look like all the times I didn’t run out of fear.” He takes a few steps closer. “When running would have been easier. Like every time I received a call from overseas, praying it wasn’t the military calling on behalf of my dead brother.” 

He’s close enough to touch me. Takes his thumb and slides it the length of my scar on my chest. I think he does this to remind me that this is where I’ve been, how I’ve come through it, and how I’ll live to tell Lilly that she can do the same. Tears get caught in my throat as he hits the end of the scar. 

“You can’t be defined, Delana. Nobody can define you, except you.” 

With tears dying to fall, I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to push them back. 

But one escapes. 

Then, another.

He takes the same thumb and pushes them away. “Why are you crying?”

I try to speak but can’t because I don’t want this to come out unclear or broken, as if, somehow, I’m weakened or scared, showing weakness. 

“I … will always be stronger than my circumstances. Lilly will always be stronger than her circumstances.”

“That’s my girl.”


Twenty-Four
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Aaron

The dining room is packed with quiet chatter. The hostess seats us near the window, tucked away in a back corner. When I made the reservation, I requested somewhere private, secluded. 

The hostess pulls Lyd—Delana’s chair out, and I grow a little jealous. I wanted to do that.

“Thank you,” she says to the woman.

“You’re welcome. Your server will be with you shortly. Would you like wine?” she asks as she places a menu in front of each of us and sets the wine list in the middle of the small, intimate table.

“Yes,” Delana says.

The hostess looks to me. 

“Please.”

She turns over our wineglasses that were already neatly placed on the table and promptly leaves.

A small candle, protected by a glass jar, flickers.

“What would you like me to call you?”

“Lydia for now.” She peers back at me. “You look very handsome tonight, Warden.” She pauses. Looks around the room. “I think every woman in this restaurant has her eyes on you right now.” 

I stare at only Lydia. “On the contrary, Lyd. Those women are staring at you and how perfect that black dress fits you.”

“Ah.” She laughs. Picks up the wine list. Scans it. 

I tried to talk her out of the insert that she put into her dress to hide the scar down her chest. 

She said, “It’s not what others think, Aaron; it’s the way they look at me after they see it. Pity doesn’t sit well with a woman of my variety.”

“I think I’m going to try the house red. Do you want to try it, too?” 

Her green eyes have turned darker in the dining room and yet more alive than I’ve ever seen them. 

“Do you know your eyes change shades of green?” I ask before I take a sip of water.

“I’ve heard that before.” She sets down the wine list. Stares back at me. “The wine?”

“Oh, yes, red sounds good.”

Our server comes over. “Welcome to the Harbor Inn, Warden Casey, Lydia. Good to see you both here.”

“Zach, it’s good to see you, man.” 

Zach is attending the local community college and will be starting the Warden Academy in the fall. 

“Good to see you, Zach,” Lydia says. 

“Can I get you something to drink? Have you looked at our wine list?”

“We’ll have a bottle of the house red,” I say. I look over at Lydia, whose eyes are as big as the bottom of a coffee mug. 

A bottle? she mimes the words. Smiles. Shakes her head. 

“I will be right back with that.” Zach walks away.

“Are you trying to get me drunk?” Lydia laughs. Drops her head to the side.

“I will never get you drunk before I make love to you, Lydia.” I see her arms break out in chills. “Just want extra in case we want it for later.”

Lydia’s mouth is open only slightly. She closes it. 

Zach returns with the wine and pours it in each of our glasses. “Have we decided on dinner?”

Without missing a beat, Lydia and I both say in unison, “Fish and chips, please.” 

And then we both laugh, leaving Zach with an awkward moment on his hands. 

“I don’t get it, but two fish and chips on the way.”
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The bottle is halfway gone, and the food was good. Not quite Merryman’s fish and chips, but a real good fish and chips. I pay the bill even though Lydia tries to pay for it. 

“Listen,” I whisper in her ear as we stand in front of the table, “I know you’re an independent woman, a successful businesswoman, and you have the means to do so, but let me always get the bill—not because you can’t, but because I want to.”

We begin to walk. 

“Why do you have to make things sound so sexy all the time, Aaron?” she whispers back.

We make it back to our room, which is part of the addition Harbor Inn added in one of their many remodels. 

My hand rests on the small of her back, and before I grab the key from my pocket, I slowly turn her to me. Look into her eyes. I lean in and put my mouth on hers as her back gently falls to the door. A moan escapes her mouth as she reaches up and pulls me to her. I taste the grapes on her tongue and feel the softness of her mouth. Her body comes alive.

She pulls away, resting her head on the door. “I need you to unlock this door and take me inside right now, Aaron.”

I release my right hand, pull the key from my pocket, and unlock the door. She spins and takes a deep breath, pushing a few strands of fallen hair behind her ear. I set the bottle of wine and the room key on the small table next to the door. That’s when she notices the rose petals and the candles.

It’s semi-dark in the room. 

“Oh, Aaron. Someone made a mess in our room.” She bends down to pick up the rose petals. 

I see her ass in the black dress, and I can’t help but want to touch it. Slow it down.

“Those are for you, Lydia.” 

She stands and falls back to me. 

“For me?” She looks around our room, which is covered in rose petals. Our bed included. “Who did this?” Lydia turns to me. Her body against mine. 

“The staff.”

She puts her lips to mine, and my grip tightens around her waist. 

“You … you are full of surprises. I’m going to change into something more comfortable,” she says as she pulls away from me, pulling her blonde hair from its spot tied neatly on her head. Her strands fall down past her shoulders as she saunters to the bathroom.

The moonlight shines through the windows and reflects off the ocean. 

I don’t get into anything more comfortable because I didn’t bring anything more comfortable. I didn’t bring pajamas because I don’t sleep in pajamas. 

As I’m pulling off my shirt, I hear the bathroom door open and turn to see the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life. 

Lydia slowly walks toward me. Her light-blue nightie barely covers her thighs. Her nipples have grown hard. Her blonde hair waits patiently to be pulled. I toss my shirt on the floor. I try to act casual, but I don’t think I can. My heart begins to slam against my chest as she gets closer, and somehow, my feet meet her in the middle of the room. 

My hands slide to her backside as I feel myself grow against her. 

She’s felt me here before. We’ve gotten this far before, but I’ve always waited. I want our first time to be special, and I know Lydia does, too. 

With my hands gripping her, she somehow shimmies out of my grasp to undo my jeans, belt, letting them fall to the floor. 

Lydia is at my waist. I feel her hands slide down my thighs as she grabs for my boxers and pushes those down, too. 

And she kisses me there. 

“Please, Lydia, not yet. This will be over in two seconds if you touch me there right now.”

I feel her smile against me, and she slowly makes her way up to my mouth, leaving a trail of kisses in her wake.

My hands move to her backside again, and I hoist her up, her legs wrapping around mine. She whimpers when her middle touches mine. Bites her lip as she stares into my eyes while I walk her over to the bed, push her against the pillows. I gently fall between her legs. I lift the nightie to expose her body, pulling it up over her head. I look down at her beautiful body.

“What do you need from me, Lydia?” I ask.

Want and need hangs heavy in her eyes.

She takes her hand and cups my cheek, sliding it into my hair. “All of you. Every single last part of you. Even the broken parts, the ones you keep hidden from everyone else. I want those, too. The times you deliver unbearable news to families, I want you to come home to me, so I can help you mend.”

I drop my head to her chest, resisting the urge to cry. She sees those times? I rest my cheek against her scar. “You see those times?” 

“I’ve seen your heartbreak, Aaron. As much as you try to hide it from everyone, I see it,” she whispers. Her hands in my hair, she holds me to her—not in a sexual way, but in a way that makes me want to show her this side of me. 

“I see the way you look at your brother. Worry about him. Knowing he’ll never be the same after what he experienced at war. Watching his every move.”

How can I feel so high and so sad at the same time? This woman sees right through me, exposing my vulnerabilities that nobody’s ever seen. 

After a moment and after my heart slows down, I push my lips to her scar between her breasts and kiss the entire length. Our naked bodies intertwine as if we’d spent the last twenty years lying in bed together. 

I get up on all fours and stare down at my future below me. She doesn’t know it yet, but I want to spend the next twenty years intertwining our bodies, adjusting, growing, moving, connecting. 

“You are so beautiful, Lydia.” I reach down and caress her nipples, giving them a tug, watching her as her eyes close and her body moves as if she needs me inside her. Leaning down, I put my mouth around her breast and toy with her nipple, using my tongue. 

She gives a throaty laugh and sucks in her bottom lip with her teeth. She watches, and I watch her as I move to her other breast. I trail kisses down her scar and reach her navel, then her pelvis, and then her thighs, and I go to the center of her body and pull her apart. 

I dip my tongue against her middle and hear her sigh. Then, again. And, again, I hear her cry out. Her legs are limp at her sides. 

“Aaron Casey, if you want to make love to me, you’d better stop right now,” she pants, grabbing my shoulders. 

I smile against her and give her one last touch with my tongue.

I pull my head up to her mouth and kiss her with everything I have. “Are you ready?” I ask.

“Yes.”

Centering myself above her on all fours, I push into her, and she cries out. 

“Yes,” she hisses. Her eyes fall to me. 

Again, I push into her. 

Wanting to imprint this memory into my head forever, I don’t dare close my eyes.

Stars appear as spots at first. I call out and stop moving because I’m about to explode, “I can’t—I can’t—we need to slow down, Lyd. I’m about to let you down.” I pull out only for a moment. “I just need a minute.” Breathless, I leave my mouth on hers. Kiss her. “I’m sorry.” 

Lydia jerks her head back to look into my eyes. “Sorry? Don’t be sorry, Aaron. Don’t you dare be sorry.”

Nodding, I slowly enter her again. 

She whimpers as I flip her around, and she sits on top. I pull her tightly on top of me as she rocks.

We both come together.

Stars are seen.

Black spots trail the ceiling.

Bodies shudder.

Sweat seeps from our pores.

In a matter of minutes, we lie here, sweaty, tangled in the sheets, panting, both having climaxed.

“That was quick,” I say.

She laughs. “Again.” She takes me in her hands and puts her lips to mine.

I need to tell Lydia about Sarah soon. Tell her about how I fell in love once before and how it all ended.


Twenty-Five
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Lydia

It’s Saturday morning, and the soft breeze blows through the open window in a timely manner, as if it were prearranged. We’ve just made love again, and Aaron’s arm is curved around my side, down across my chest, holding my breast as if our bodies were built for only one another. 

The salty breeze from the ocean blows over my skin. If I opened my mouth, I’m sure I’d be able to taste the salt that drips from the air. He’s behind me, his body touching mine.

Standing Sideways sits on the nightstand. 

“Read me a few pages from the book?” Aaron asks, his voice full of love, content, hushed, and broken at the same time.

Slowly, I reach to the nightstand, take the book, and open it up. We read some last week. Now, we’re at the part where Liv is telling her love interest, Daniel, about the staging center where her family was awaiting news because we still don’t know how Jasper, Livia’s brother, died. 

 

Daniel takes his napkin and wipes his mouth as I finish my sandwich. “Your brother was great?” 

I, too, wipe my mouth. His knee pushes into mine in the softest way possible. I nod, justifying what will come out next but feeling the desperation inside to share it with someone else. 

“When we got the call, one of the surgeons donated his pilot and his jet to us to take down to LA.” Feelings pile into my chest like mounds of bricks. “My dad and an FBI agent were there to pick us up at the airport and drove us to the staging center.” 

Daniel doesn’t look at me, but his knee presses harder into mine. He gently cups his hands around his water glass. Crowded, the butterflies push on my insides, and my chest grows with an ache, making more room for the butterflies and the bricks. 

“It was at the fairgrounds in one of the halls where they held the exhibits. The art exhibits. The craft shows. There were cots. And families. And sadness.” I nod, as if trying to convince myself that it doesn’t hurt that bad. That the sadness and despair don’t come flooding back. But they do. 

Reality: the world or the state of things as they actually exist, as opposed to an idealistic or notional idea of them. 

The place I’m in right now, at this very moment, is hard to exist in and even harder to breathe in. 

“Some people were inconsolably crying. A mother sat on the floor, uncontrollably sobbing.” I stop. “We sat and waited on a cot—my mom, dad, and me.” 

Daniel’s leg pushes harder into mine. 

“A woman, who I assume was an FBI agent, was dressed in business casual—and I remember this because it was a humid day in LA, and the hall was hot. She was in a sports coat, and I noticed the sweat rings under her arms. She got on a loud speaker. She said that the first bus of survivors was coming in. We hadn’t heard from Jasper since it all went down, so we didn’t know much at this point.” I spread my fingers out and place them on the cool granite. “We watched a sea of people move like a body of water. Or a flock of birds swarming across the sky, following the leader. They quickly moved together. My mom, dad, and I followed suit.” I swallow my grief when I hear it come out in my tone. 

But Daniel doesn’t ask any questions. He lets me continue. 

Have you ever felt like you can’t catch your breath? Or hope the breath you breathe will be your last? I want to ask Daniel.

I didn’t feel this way after my dad left.

I didn’t feel this way after Poppy died.

And I especially didn’t feel this way when I lost my virginity to Simon James.

But I feel this way now. Like some massive feeling is blocking my airway, and I can’t breathe past it. I look at Daniel. He’s staring at his water glass, and his leg is pushed up against mine, urging me on, saying, Continue, without words.

“We followed the sadness out the front doors of the hall where the bus was pulling up. It was a bright orange school bus. But, this time, it wasn’t full of kids after a long day of school; it was full of post-traumatic stress disorder, probably years of therapy, and awful sadness that only those who have survived know what it feels like. The doors opened like an accordion.” I laugh to myself. “My therapist has asked for this story over and over. I’m not sure why it’s so easy to talk to you, but I never told her or anyone anything.”

Daniel still stares at his water glass. He’s biting his lower lip. He doesn’t look up, as if he’s afraid—not for himself, but for me. “Survivors began to pour out. Reunited with family. Lots of tears. Kissing. And hugging. I’ve never wished for something in my life so fucking much, Daniel. I’ve never prayed so hard in my life.” I shake my head, ashamed of what I say next. “Why couldn’t just one of those families have been us?”

I take in a deep breath because I know the last part of this story is heartbreaking. “The sea of sadness gravitated back inside the hall—some with their loved ones, many without. Many, many without. And, in a weird way, I was grateful. I know that’s selfish to say, but I was grateful other families were hurting just as bad as we were.” I stop and push back the tears, only for a few seconds. “My mom, dad, and I sat on a cot, closest to the front door this time.” I pause. “In that moment, at the staging center, my mom should have been yelling at my dad. They couldn’t stand to be in the same room together. In that moment, I should have been worrying about my application to Harvey College. Jasper should have been sitting next to me. But he wasn’t. And the world keeps turning, and I can’t understand why.” My last words fall apart into a whisper.

His knee moves even closer, as if there’s room to move, pushing into my leg with intensity.

“We sat there in silence; the hall was eerily quiet. Families waited. Nerves high. The FBI agent called over the loud speaker that the next survivor bus would be coming in one minute. So, the wave of people moved outside again, just like cattle. And, just like the time before, as the bus pulled up, the accordion door opened again—this time, a different bus. And survivors poured out again. Some of the families we’d walked back into the hall with last time now had their loved ones—their brother, their sister, their cousin, father, or mother. They were a family again.”

My chest begins to ache, and I feel short of breath. I need a pill right now.

Daniel turns to me with purpose, and his eyes burrow deep inside mine. “You don’t have to continue if you don’t want to, Liv.” He takes a strand of my hair and pushes it behind my ear.

“I don’t want to.” I pause. “I need to.” Now, my legs are between his, as if this was how it should have always been. “I felt like I was losing my mind. Like reality was slipping away, just out of my grasp, and I couldn’t stop it. And I couldn’t believe it either. Like my brain was making excuses for Jasper. Why he wasn’t on the last two buses.” I pause as I allow my fingers to fidget.

“We went and sat back down, but not thirty seconds later, the agent came over the loud speaker for the last and final time. Uneasily, slowly, we went outside, terrified of who wasn’t on the bus. I counted the families as we huddled together in the suffocating night sky. About twenty families were left. The odds were good, right?” My voice quivers with hope and sadness. Like maybe, if I retell it, it will end differently. “Sometimes, I still think it’s all a bad dream and that Jasper will stagger out of his room before school, complain about the time, rub his right eye, and say, What are you staring at?”

I cover my mouth because the heartbreak of truth is almost too much to bear; he’s not coming back.

“The last bus pulled up.” I try to take a deep breath, but it gets caught somewhere in my chest, only allowing me to take a half- breath. But I take what I can get. “Three buses full of survivors. Three buses.”

His thighs squeeze tighter around mine.

“Six survivors. Only six survivors came off the last bus. And Jasper wasn’t one of them. You start to try to deny the fact, right? He’s at a hospital somewhere. They’ve overlooked him. He’s safe; we just need to find him.”

I don’t tell Daniel this part because it makes me feel crazy. I begged the bus driver to give me my brother. And she cried as I begged. I screamed at her. Told her she didn’t bring my brother home like she was supposed to. I used words I’d never used with anyone. But she took it. She cried, and she took it. I told her to turn on the lights. I checked each individual seat, each seat, for my brother as Tracy collapsed outside on the ground, my dad by her side. I got to the last seat, and Jasper wasn’t there.

I tell Daniel the ending I want him to hear, “I checked seat after seat, Daniel. Twice. He wasn’t there. I yelled from the back of the bus to the driver, ‘You forgot my brother. He’s at the college. Can you go get him, please?’”

 

It’s the end of the chapter. I pause, listening to the ocean against the rocks. Thinking about Livia and what her family must have gone through. 

“Is this a true story?” Aaron asks.

I set the book between us and turn on my side to stare at him. “Alex said it was based on true events, but I think the author disguised it as fiction.”

“I can’t imagine what she went through. Shit. This book is sad.”

Livia and Jasper were twins. I’m certain that Aaron will take away something different than I will. A different perspective. Being a twin is different than having a sister or a brother, in my opinion. 

“It’s eye-opening. What we do for love. What loves does for us. What grief does to us. And, think about it, there’re all different types of grief and loss. Maybe it’s the loss of a relationship.” 

It’s Aaron, I think. His brother went to war and came back different and the same. But still, there’s a loss to the relationship before the war. Life changes. Nothing seems to be consistent forever, right? 

Me, I think to myself, with the loss of Brett. Even though our relationship was toxic and twisted and full of hurt, it’s still a loss when the relationship dissolves to nothing. 

“What debts are we willing to pay for our losses?” I ask. 

But it’s not for him to answer. It’s more rhetorical. Put out into the universe in hopes that we’ll get our answers when the time is right.

Aaron mulls this over in his head. He, too, turns on his side to look at me. Takes his thumb and gently glides it over my cheek. “I need to tell you about Sarah.”


Twenty-Six
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Aaron

We lie here, staring at each other. Our naked, tired bodies at rest. Relaxed. 

“Sarah?” Lydia asks, interested, attentive as if she knows how this will end. And she does. 

I reach out and run my fingertips along her arm, just because I need to. “She was the type of girl who didn’t take no for an answer. Stuck by her gun and you even if both were wrong. Loyal. Genuine. We were just kids when we met. Maybe twelve years old. Her parents ran the old mercantile store in Hope.” 

“We’d met while camping on Megunticook Lake with our families. She had seven siblings. And, the first day I met her, she packed a small child on her hip, and another one tagged along behind her. I’d been fishing with Ethan on the lake, and I was walking back because my line had broken. He’d stayed behind. I walked farther down. 

“‘You catch anything worth eatin’?’ she asked.

“When I told her no and explained my line had broken, she set down the small child and asked to borrow my pole. She fixed the line and took it down by the water. Caught two largemouth bass in a matter of just twenty minutes while I watched. 

“‘The trick to good fishing,’ she explained, ‘is patience.’ She handed me the rod back. She took the fish, grabbed the two-year-old up on her hip, and told Charlotte—the one who toddled behind her—to come along. And they walked away.” 

I slide my thumb across Lydia’s wrist now. I know she’s wondering where I’m going with this story. 

“We met at Megunticook Lake every summer for the next six summers after that.” I pause. “We lost our virginity together on a summer night when the moon was extremely bright. And I decided that night that Sarah was the one. She was the one I was going to marry and be with for the rest of my life. Eli and I were headed to college while Ryan was off to the Warden Academy, and Ethan was off to the military. But the college was local enough that Sarah and I could find a place together where she wouldn’t have to leave her family. She, being the oldest …” I pause with my memories. “That night, as I fumbled through the darkness and through the awkward stages of first-time sex, I gave Sarah a gold band and asked her to wait for me. Since I hadn’t asked her father yet, I wanted to be sure the time was right.” I wait, not sure how to proceed with a story I’ve never told out loud. A story I’ve never told anyone. 

“But Sarah didn’t come back the next day or the next day or the next day. I assumed she’d gotten cold feet even though it wasn’t like her. Even though I knew she loved me. It’s funny what the mind and heart do to preserve themselves.” 

It’s quiet, except for the seagulls awaiting their turn to fish. 

“I didn’t search for her at the lake because I just assumed she wasn’t ready and couldn’t tell me. That maybe falling in love had scared her, so I gave her some space but vowed to myself to convince her that I was the one. 

“I went to Hope. To the mercantile after we got back to Granite Harbor that summer, but the mercantile was closed with a sign on the door that said, Death in the family. Will return in the fall.

“Obviously, social media and smartphones didn’t exist at the time. And the only thing I clung to until fall was the address of her parents’ store in Hope.”

This time, Lydia reaches for my arm. 

I continue, “When her parents came back to the store in the fall, I was waiting. I was ready to see Sarah. They didn’t know me. I didn’t know them. But grief can’t be disguised with a smile or more lipstick. A bigger sweater. As they approached the store, I went to them, knowing intuitively that something really bad had happened to Sarah. 

“The only thing I thought to say, was ‘Where’s Sarah?’

“Her parents stopped. Her father grabbed his wife’s hand, and he asked who I was.

“‘A friend,’ I said.

“They looked at each other. 

“‘Not here,’ her mother whispered. 

“‘Where can I find her?’

“‘Augusta,’ her father answered. 

“Relief washed over me. 

“After a few seconds, I asked, ‘Who died?’

“‘Our Charlotte,’” Sarah’s father said.

“Charlotte had been the four-year-old in tow. Always following behind Sarah but causing a lot of worry for Sarah with her vast ability to act on her curiosity.” 

Right then and there, I knew what had happened. Not because I knew Charlotte or her parents, but because I knew Sarah. Charlotte had always been the daring one. The one who pushed the limits with Sarah. 

She’d always say, ‘Charlotte will die of her own curiosity.’

Another seagull flies by the open window and a long-drawn-out my-my-my. 

“It was a river that had taken Charlotte’s life. Sarah had tried to help, tried to save her sister’s life—or so I read in the newspaper. I didn’t ask Sarah’s parents or Sarah when I went to visit her every Sunday in Augusta. Sarah didn’t speak. Stopped talking altogether. It was as if the lights had gone out on the day her sister died. I know she felt responsible. But that’s who Sarah was—or is, I suppose, somewhere inside.” 

“Do you still go and visit her?”

“Once a month. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about her sooner.”

“No, no.” Lydia shakes her head. “Why are you sorry?”

“Because I loved her. I was in love with her. I felt like I was keeping something from you. Maybe I didn’t want to revisit the grief. I know I didn’t want to mess things up between us.” I reach up and put my thumb to her cheek again.

“Don’t be sorry. Love isn’t a destination; it’s meant to be a shared experience. It’s one that changes, evolves, marches forward—or doesn’t. But don’t apologize for your heart.”

Again, we lie here, lost in the silence that the moment provides, memories and feelings pouring into each passing second.

“You never got married,” Lydia says. 

“No. I asked Sarah about it, told her I’d marry her in a heartbeat even though we were young. Even though she suffered greatly.” But my words fell among the silence that began to separate us. 

“But still, you go back.”

“I do.”

A smile creeps into the corners of her mouth. “Your ability to love—the capacity that you can love and care for others, their feelings—is like a bottomless tank.”

I smile again. “What we do with tragedy, our response to it, is the miracle in itself, right? It proves our will to want to live. Whether we live in quiet suffering or not. I’ve thought over the years about how Sarah handled the situation with Charlotte. Her body’s response was to shut down to preserve itself. Protect itself from its own feelings. And then I think about you, how you lived in terror for years. What you did, the decision you had to make to protect your daughter. How people move forward.”

“Do you think people make a conscious choice to do what Sarah did?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Maybe, I suppose. Or maybe it’s just an instant response to tragedy, and then, somehow, life becomes a little more bearable. I’m not sure.”

“I bet she misses you. I bet she looks forward to your visits. I bet she wants to tell you how much she loves you and how much she wants you to be happy.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you loved her.”

How can a simple answer as honest as this one reach so far down into my heart and bring me to my knees.
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We’ve spent the day in our room, making love, making memories, reaching climaxes, touching each other, and sleeping. 

I’m lying on my stomach when I feel Lydia’s hand slide over my back. 

“Hey,” she says, and her soft whisper reaches below the belt. 

I look up, and my eyes meet hers. But it’s the tears in her eyes that catch me off guard. 

“Lyd?” I immediately sit up and want to pull her to me. The sheet rests just above my pelvis. “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

She’s quiet for a moment, maybe trying to compose herself. “I … I need to tell you everything about Brett. I need you to know what he did to me so that you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

I pull her head to my chest. “Come here.”

She rests her head there only momentarily before she pulls back. “I need to look you in the eyes when I tell you this.”

With this look I give her, I wait to see if she’ll find the love I already have in my heart for her. That I’ll wait for her as long as it takes for her to be all right with herself. At peace. 

“There came a point when I thought he’d kill me, and yet I couldn’t run,” she whispers. “It wasn’t that I couldn’t physically run; it’s because my heart wouldn’t let me. It will be different next time, I would tell myself. He’d apologize over and over for what he did to me. And I’d stay every time, praying it would get better. 

“It’s a conundrum—when our heads and our hearts are at war. My head knew it was an awful situation, but my heart kept chanting, One more chance.” She clears her throat. “I’d forget about the bruises or the pain that I felt in my heart and in my body when he landed another punch. I’d believe his words so deeply that I’d allow my heart to convince my head that one more chance meant he’d get it right the next time. But that never happened.” Lydia pauses. Touches her fingers to her mouth. Thinks. Looks down at her hands. 

“I’d pretend his anger meant less than his love. I’d pretend, on the nights that were the worst, that when he was in a blind rage, it was all just a dream, that my fear and terror didn’t matter, and that, really, I was the monster who made him do this.”

Somewhere in me, I lose my breath, or it becomes hard to breathe—I’m not sure. But the air I reach out for is limited. I want to tell her that she wasn’t the monster. I want to say that he did this to her and that he manipulated her into believing who she thought he was. But I don’t. Instead, I wait for her to continue. 

I’ve spent a lot of time watching my brother. Watching others tell my brother who and what he was after he came home from war. Labels slapped on him like a blessing and a curse. Watched him grapple with these ideas, the psychological stigma that one doctor deemed appropriate. 

I, for one, am not going to tell Lydia what and who she is, but instead, I’ll watch this beautiful person before me collect herself in the dark abyss, find the pieces of who she is, nurture them, and slowly begin to put herself back together. I listen. Even when it’s hard.

“The same night, he’d convince me it was my fault. I’d believe it. And then, the next morning, when the reality of the bruises hit his eyes, shame of the previous night before would meet him on my back, my inner thighs, my breasts—all places I could cover up. He knew he couldn’t hide the fact that he had done this, so the apologies would start. Just like a scene from a play. On cue, on time, and never late. But his words from the night would stay in my mind like a spider’s sticky web, warping my rational thought; those words, I’d cling to, maybe out of justification. That this was my fault and that I had power, choice, and control to change it.”

“You didn’t,” comes out of my mouth before I know it.

Lydia barely smiles. “I’m learning that. Which leads me to you. You have the ability to make me see that love is tender and patient and kind. Love is not sex or putting on a show for others. Love is not trying to pick up the pieces of the ones we love most but instead allowing their hearts to break, remain broken, and walking through it with them. Being there for them every step of the way. Love is soft. Love is showing up for life, even when we don’t want to. And love is the way you look at me, seeing all my baggage, taking my hand, and loving me through it.”

I take her hand from her mouth and hold it against my heart, my bare chest, willing her to believe that it beats for her. In all the years I didn’t know her yet, someone knew, and someone put us in Granite Harbor at exactly the right time. I don’t have to say anything because there aren’t any words that could fulfill the feelings in this moment. 

“Lie with me, Lydia.”


Twenty-Seven
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Lydia

It’s Sunday, and we’ve just arrived back in Granite Harbor. 

Lilly is home, and everything is right as it should be. She and I are cuddling on the couch, and she’s telling a story about her play date with Maddy Sunday. 

“She’s changed, Mom. She’s more into dolls than she ever was. She thinks boys are cute now. And her mom lets her wear lipstick.” Her lips pout outright. “Crazy, right?”

“You’re kidding me. Maddy gets to wear lipstick now?” I try to act surprised, pulling her blonde hair back from her eyes.

“Yep. And it’s bright pink.”

“That is crazy,” I say. 

“Mommy, I missed you so much. I had fun with Nana and Grandpa, but I really missed you.”

“Oh, baby girl, I missed you so much.” I kiss her forehead. 

“Have you seen Shelby?”

“Who?”

“Shelby, my friend from the bookstore.”

“Oh! Shelby, your invisible friend. No, no, I haven’t. Guess she knew you had gone to Nana’s.”

“Before I left, she said that she’d be in your heart and told me not to worry.”

“Worry? Baby, why would you worry about me? I’m just fine.” And why on earth would Shelby be in my heart? But I don’t say this out loud.

Lilly shrugs. “I dunno. My tummy didn’t feel good on Saturday about you.”

Oh my goodness. Could she have felt my heartache when I talked with Aaron about Brett? 

Lilly’s always been a very perceptive kid. We’ve always had a bond that I can’t explain in words but only feel. It isn’t the bond that I had with my mom, although our bond is strong. Lilly is able to feel my feelings when I feel them. Even if we are a state away. 

“I am just fine, baby; don’t worry about me.”

“Okay, Mommy.” She toys with the drawstrings on my shirt. “Will I get to see Aaron tonight? I got him something.”

“You did? When did you do that?”

“When Nana and I went to the beach.”

“Well”—I hand her our cordless house phone—“you can call him and see if he’s available.”

“Really?” Her eyes brighten.

I help her with the phone number as my cell phone begins to buzz across the coffee table. While Lilly waits for Aaron to pick up, I pick up my phone. On the caller ID, it reads, Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections. 

Fear paralyzes my finger from hitting the gigantic target on my phone to answer. 

But, as my eyes reach Lilly laughing into the phone, I know why I need to pick up. Fear can be sneaky. It can disguise itself throughout many facets of our lives, but I won’t let fear of people keep me from doing right by my daughter. 

“Hello?” My tone is cold. Tough, I think.

“Hello, Lydia. Robert Black from the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections.”

“Hello, Mr. Black.”

“I’m so sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. I-I was on vacation and forgot to change my voice mail message. I can give you my cell phone number in case you need to reach me and can’t get ahold of me at the office. I’m always here, but sometimes, I’m not.”

Clearly, I want to say but hold my tongue. Instead, I take down the number.

“Listen”—he pushes it out, as if it’s forced—“I-I really don’t know how to begin this, nor do I know what to say, where the mistake was made …” He sighs.

“Out with it, Mr. Black,” I say as terror knocks me on my back like an old friend. Anxiousness builds in my organs, starting in my heart, making me breathe faster, making my head spin.

“I … I’m not sure where the miscommunication happened—and don’t worry; I’m working on that—but Brett Lancaster was released two weeks ago.”

A letter, I think. I was supposed to receive a letter or some sort of communication, notifying me of his release. 

But I didn’t. 

I don’t say anything. I can’t find the right words. 

“Lydia, are you still there?”

I try to speak, but I can’t. Try to get my mind to put a sentence together, but the words fall short. Or my brain falls short because of the information just collected.

“I—when did you say?”

The low buzz in the phone takes hold of my focus, which has now become an incessant buzzing sound. But it’s nothing. 

It’s fear, Lydia. 

“I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“Two weeks ago—June 15. Did his parole officer not call you yet?” 

I walk to the calendar. It’s July 1. That’s a lot of days he could have done a lot of things. He could have done research to find us. He could be ten steps ahead of me. He could be on his way here now because maybe, just maybe, he tracked us down. 

I pull back the stiff white curtains and look down on Main Street. The quiet of nightfall descends. I let the curtains fall back to their rightful place.

“I don’t know,” I whisper to myself, now pacing in my living room. 

“Lydia?” I hear. 

But I’m not sure if it’s Mr. Black or not, but it sounds like Aaron. I look back toward the kitchen, and Aaron is holding Lilly just the way Brett used to. Casually, I let the phone fall from my ear. My eyes fall to my daughter cradled in Aaron’s arms. If Lilly feels my fear between miles apart, she feels it now. 

“Mommy, what’s wrong?”

Aaron sets Lilly down. “Hey, why don’t we get you in the bath real quick, and Mom and I will start dinner?”

Mom and I. Not your mom and I. Mom and I.

Lilly is hesitant, and I see this. 

“It’s okay, baby. Come on,” I say, more on instinct. 

“I got it,” Aaron says, reaching for my hand. “Stay here.”

So, I do. 

He starts Lilly’s bath as Lilly goes to her room and shuts the door. 

She comes out in a robe and plods down to the bathroom but not before turning and giving me a look. Her lip out. “Love you, Mommy.”

“Love you. I’m right here.”

And Lilly disappears around the wall to the bathtub. 

Aaron takes me by the hand and leads me to the dining room table. “What’s going on?” His voice isn’t soft or full of love, as it usually is. It’s hard and authoritative. Like his work voice. 

But I don’t need soft and gentle right now. 

“Brett was released from prison.”

“What?”

“They released him two weeks ago—June 15.” 

“And nobody called you? No communication? No letter?” he asks.

I shake my head. Bite my cheek. Stare at him. “Not … not that I know of. Oh, God, Aaron. Did I miss it somehow? You know Leonard sometimes screws up the mail.” Panic rises in my voice.

“Don’t worry, Lyd. You and Lilly will be safe, okay? Don’t you worry.” Aaron reaches across the table and takes my hands in his. “I will keep you both safe. Maybe … maybe he’s moved on. Maybe he learned what he had done was wrong.”

I nod my head, willing myself to believe this. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.” Hope and despair display their vulnerability out for me to see. “Right? That happens. People learn their lessons, right? Start to do good after that?”

Lilly calls out, “Mommy, can you wash my hair?” 

I stand. “On my way,” I call back to her. 

“This will all be okay, Lyd. I’ll run downstairs and grab something to go from Oceanside Deli. You get Lilly out of the bath. Don’t worry; we’re going to figure this out.”

I nod from the hallway. For the first time in a long time, I believe what Aaron is telling me. 

Everything will be okay. Right?

I wash Lilly’s hair and get her out of the bath. She gets dressed in her pajamas, and Aaron comes back up with sandwiches. 

“I didn’t know what Lilly liked, so I bought seven sandwiches just in case.”

Relief with his return has me almost laughing. “Eight?” I walk to the counter and scan through the black titles scribbled across the white parchment paper that the sandwiches sit in. “Turkey. Salami. Crab. Veggie. Nutella and jelly? I didn’t know they had that.” I look at Aaron.

“Another vegetarian option.” 

“Huh. Ham. Tuna.”

“Can I have the veggie?” I hear Lilly call out from the living room.

Aaron looks to me, and his lip pulls up. “Over Nutella and jelly?”

“She read somewhere that certain jellies were given to mice first. Something about the sugar levels. Since then, she won’t eat it,” I say.

“Fascinating.” 

“Thank you.” I grab Lilly’s sandwich, kiss him on the cheek, and put the sandwich on a plate. I look up at him. “This was really sweet of you.” 

Aaron takes the plate from me, walks it into the living room, and gives it to Lilly. 

“Thanks, Aaron.” I hear Lilly say. 

I stare down at the dated countertop. 

“Look, Lydia. I’m in this for the long haul. I won’t let him hurt you or Lilly ever again,” Aaron whispers when he comes back into the kitchen. 

I feel his hands slide over my shoulders, feel his lips against my neck—not in a sexual way, but in a way that reminds me of when I was a child. When Mom cooked dinner and Dad watched the evening news and everything had a piece of time and space in the world. Before my heart surgery, before my mother’s alcoholism, before I knew what heartbreak felt like. 

“I know,” I say. “But that’s not my worst fear,” I whisper, listening to Lilly laugh on the couch at the television. “My worst fear isn’t getting hurt; my worst fear is not being able to protect my daughter from him. That’s her father.” And the words get caught in my throat, creating a lump that lies sideways.

“You think he’ll fight for custody?” Aaron asks.

“Brett’s a smart man. If he wants to see his daughter again, he will.”

“He’s also never messed with a Casey brother before.” His hands rest on either side of the counter. With my back to him, he kisses my shoulder now. 

“Mom, Aaron, you have to come see this little dog on TV. He’s so cute!” Lilly says. 

Aaron removes his hands, kisses my shoulder for a third time, grabs a sandwich and a paper plate, and heads to the living room. I follow suit, and before I sit down, I watch Aaron next to Lilly. I watch Lilly as she rests her head on Aaron’s shoulder. 

“Know what, Aaron?” she asks as they both stare at the television.

“What?” 

“I’m really glad my mommy likes you. One time, I heard her talking in her sleep and heard her say your name.” She plays with a button on Aaron’s shirt. “That’s when I knew Mommy loved you.”

I want to intervene due to my wee bit of embarrassment, but I don’t, and tears want to spill over as I watch her interact with him. 

He leans back. Looks at her. “When was that?” 

“When we first moved here.”

Aaron looks over at me. Taps the spot next to him. “Want to know a secret?” he asks Lilly as she watches the television.

“Yeah,” Lilly says, looking at me now.

“I loved her then, too.”


Twenty-Eight

[image: ]

Aaron

One Week Later

“I’m nervous,” Lydia whispers to me as we walk down my parents’ walkway that leads to their house, moving the small plant into the crook of her arm, which she insisted on bringing for my mother. 

“You never go empty-handed to the house of someone who’s invited you for dinner,” she told me yesterday.

“Why can’t we all be like Lilly?” she asks as we watch her skip down the walkway, singing to herself. 

“There’s no need to be nervous, Lyd.” 

She looks at me. Her hand in mine. 

“Besides, it’s just dinner.”

“Dinner as … you know …” She extends her hand in hopes that I’ll finish the sentence, but really, I just want to hear her say it. 

“As what?” I bait and smirk, pulling her to my chest.

Lydia rolls her eyes and smiles. “As boyfriend and girlfriend, okay?” 

I laugh.

She laughs. 

And my mother, Helen, answers the door, giving Lilly a big hug. “There she is!” she says. “I’ve got cookies inside with your name on them, Lilly.” 

Lilly looks back at Lydia. “Can I, Mom? Before dinner?”

Nobody in the history of cookie-eaters in Granite Harbor has ever turned down a Casey cookie made by Helen. Regardless of dinner timelines or not. If you’re offered one, you take it. Lydia knows this.

“Of course,” Lydia starts to say, but Lilly is inside quicker than Lydia’s words. 

Lydia hands the plant to my mother. 

“Oh, honey, you shouldn’t have. But it sure is beautiful. So good to see you guys,” my mom says as she pulls Lydia in for a hug.

I give my mother a hug and kiss on the cheek, as if she lived a thousand miles away when, really, it’s just a block, but I don’t get over here as often as I should anymore. 

“Ethan and Bryce are on their way. Bryce said she’s about ready to deliver this baby herself. Come on in.” My mom leads the way inside.

My dad is in the kitchen with Lilly. “A cookie a day keeps the doctor away,” he says to Lilly. 

She giggles, taking another bite of her cookie.

Dad stands to hug both of us. “So good to see you, Lydia.” 

“You as well, Bill.”

My dad hugs me. “Son, you look younger. Thinner?” He chuckles.

The front door opens, and Ethan comes in first. “Sorry we’re late.” 

Ethan’s hand is attached to Bryce’s as she lumbers behind him, pregnant as can be. She hugs Lilly first and then the rest of us.

Lilly says, “I can’t wait to meet him.”

Bryce looks down at Lilly. “So, you think he’s a boy, huh?” 

They haven’t found out the gender. They say they’re waiting. 

“I know it’s a boy. Shelby told me. Said the big pregnant lady is having a boy, but shh …” She motions her index finger to her lips. 

Lydia leans in and whispers, “Shelby is Lilly’s make-believe friend from the bookstore.”

“Ah,” Helen says. “One of the boys had the same thing. I can’t remember which. Hell, I had a hard time telling them apart when they were babies. Even though they’re not identical. Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Go wash up, Lil,” Lydia says to Lilly. 

“Come on. I’ll go with you, Lilly.” Bryce reaches out for her hand, and Lilly takes it. “Aunt Skittle Pants, why are your cheeks so puffy?”

Bryce laughs out loud, and it takes her a minute to recover from the laughter.

I lean over to Lydia. “Aunt Skittle Pants?” 

Lydia laughs, and I see the joy in her eyes as she watches her daughter with Aunt Skittle Pants.

“Yeah, she started calling her that a few days before she went to my mom’s house for the weekend. Bryce brought in a bag of Skittles for Lilly, and Lilly, being Lilly, started calling her that.” 

We both laugh and realize that Bryce has become really quiet.

“Ooh … oh, boy. Ouch. Ouch. Ouch,” Bryce says.

“Aunt Skittle Pants?” Lilly asks, looking at Bryce. “Are you all right?” 

“I think—I think we have a baby coming.”

Ethan jumps into action. 

“Help me get her into the car,” Ethan says to me as we walk over to Bryce.

“For the love of God, you guys, I’m having a baby. I can walk, for Christ’s sake,” Bryce says as she turns around, bracing herself with the doorway.

Mom and Dad are frozen, and Lilly is back at the table, eating her cookie. “So, how does all this work?” Lilly asks. “Does the baby come shooting out of her belly or what?” She takes another bite of cookie. 

My eyebrows rise as I look to Lydia. 

She shrugs. “Yep, babe. That’s exactly what happens.”

Ethan opens the door as Lydia and I help Bryce out to the truck. 

But Bryce stops at the front doorway and bends over. “Ouch. Ouch! Ouch!” 

“Mom, call Dr. Phillips at the hospital,” Ethan says, but she’s already on the phone. 

“Dr. Phillips, we’re on our way. Bryce is ready to deliver.” She covers the phone and says to Lydia, “How far apart are the contractions?”

“So far, about five minutes apart,” Lydia says.

“I’ll take Lilly with us,” my mom says.

“Thanks, Helen,” Lydia says as she and I get Bryce into Ethan’s truck. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Good luck, Aunt Skittle Pants!” Lilly calls out. 

In this moment, I realize how resilient children are. How watching someone in pain or losing someone isn’t as traumatic as we might think it is. I remember how Fiona and Finn were sad about their dad but not traumatized. I think they knew, even if they weren’t told directly when Katherine and I were there. But maybe that comes later.

“Baby, our world is about to change. I mean, you’re ready, right?” I hear Bryce say to Ethan. 

“Oh, I’m ready.” He kisses her on the forehead and then once more on the cheek. “Meet you there?” Ethan says to us as we walk to my truck. 

“We’ll see you there.” 
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Parker Aaron Casey was born at 11:47 p.m. Weighing nine pounds, fourteen ounces. 

It’s late. Just past twelve thirty a.m.

Lilly is asleep on my lap while my mom, Lydia, Alex, and Merit are in the room with Bryce. My dad went home just about twenty minutes ago. 

Ethan comes down the hallway. I stand and pull Lilly to my shoulder.

“You’re a natural at this, Aaron,” Ethan says, covering his face with his hands. “What … what if I’m not? What if I fail?”

I smirk. “There are only two things you’ve ever failed at growing up. One, beating me in Battleship. And two, walking away from a challenge. Even if the challenge almost killed you.” I reach out and punch Ethan in the arm, Lilly dead asleep on my shoulder. “You sure as hell didn’t walk away from war. In fact, you went back twice. I don’t know much about raising kids, but I do know that Dad and Mom did a pretty damn good job with us. So, when in doubt, call Dad.”

Ethan grins with his bloodshot eyes. “Thanks for being here.”

“Thanks for making me an uncle. Poker lessons start Monday for Parker.” 

He laughs and walks to the door of the hospital room where his new family is along with the rest of our family and friends.

“You get a call from Eli?” I ask before he opens the door.

“Yeah, still searching for the hiker.”

“He’ll be by as soon as he can,” I say.

“I know.” 

“Send the women out, would you? They can get their baby fixes tomorrow.”
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Lilly is tucked into bed. 

Lydia is in the bedroom, taking off her top.

Fuck.

She turns to me as I watch her from the doorway, resting my shoulder on the doorframe. 

She unzips her jeans and wiggles out of them, tossing them in her hamper. “I’m ready for bed, Aaron,” she whispers and walks to her side of the bed where she slips off her bra and tosses it at me.

Grinning, I say, “There’s no way in hell that I’m leaving you in bed like that, underneath the blankets, without me with you. Before I make love to you, I’m going downstairs to double-check all the doors.”

“Thank you.”

It’s really hard to walk away from her right now, but I have to because I made a promise that I’d keep her and Lilly safe. 

I walk past Lilly’s room and pull her door shut. I walk downstairs, double-check the doors, and walk back up. Shut the door to the stairs and lock it.

Before I reach Lydia’s room, I slip my shirt over my head.

But, when I reach her room and walk to Lydia’s side of the bed, she’s fast asleep, so I click off the light, gently kiss her on her neck, and walk back to the other side of the bed. I pull off my jeans and climb into bed next to her, pulling her to me, holding her as close as I can. 

Lydia is out like a light. 

“Good night, Lyd. I love you,” I whisper in her ear as I drift off to sleep.
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It’s Monday. It’s early. But I’ve got to get to work. Kissing them both on their heads while they sleep, I leave two notes. One for Lilly on her nightstand and one for Lydia by the coffeepot. Almost identical but uniquely different.

LILLY, 

TELL SHELBY HELLO FOR ME. 

HAVE A GREAT DAY.

LOVE,

AARON

 

LYDIA,

I SHOULD BE HOME AT FIVE TONIGHT. 

HAVE A GREAT DAY.

LOVE,

AARON

After grabbing my travel mug of coffee, I slip out the door, lock it behind me, go downstairs, lock the downstairs door, and walk out onto the street after the short stretch of alleyway. I look at my watch, and it’s just past seven a.m. I survey our quiet downtown street, making sure there isn’t anything out of the ordinary. For some reason, a sickening feeling enters my gut. Maybe it’s because I’m tired or because this asshole who hurt my girls is out of prison. Different scenarios drum against my rational thought. 

Fucking stop, Aaron. That’s not reality. It’s your imagination hyped up with fear. 

I jump in the truck and drive to Augusta.

What comes with the job of a game warden is a lot of driving and a lot of thinking. I have begun to think that driving and thinking are synonymous. It’s about time I go visit Sarah. I’ve mentioned Lydia and Lilly to Sarah. I know Sarah would like Lilly. In some ways, she reminds me of a younger Sarah. Maybe a little of Charlotte. Maybe it’s the same independence Charlotte had. The same I can do it myself attitude, the same curiosity. 

I think about the ring I bought for Lydia. Bought one for Lilly, too. When Ethan went with me, we searched high and low for the perfect ring for both girls. It wasn’t until the last shop when I found Lydia’s. I have a pretty good idea of how I’ll propose, too, just got to wait for the right time. I asked her father and mother. Drove to New Hampshire and asked for their daughter’s hand in marriage. I worried how they’d take the information. I’d met Gwen, spent some time with her, but never met her dad, Lee. Set in his ways, quiet, but he had been there for his daughter when Gwen couldn’t be. Gwen cried, a happy cry. Lee sat back and watched his wife as tears rolled down her cheeks, which made Lee shed a few, too. 

“If my wife, daughter, and granddaughter are happy, I’m happy. And we give you our blessing,” he said. “But don’t fuck it up, Warden. Understand?”

“Understood, sir,” I said.

Now, I just have to find the right time between my work schedule, Lydia running the bookstore, and life.

I pull into Augusta, and my phone vibrates from its holder. It’s Lydia.

Lydia: Thank you for the note. It is Lilly.

In the headquarters parking lot, I text back.

Me: I love you, Lilly. I hope that it’s okay to say that to you. Will you tell your mom I love her also?

She texts back.

Lydia: Yes, I will tell her. I love you.

I smile, feeling warm inside. Whole. A feeling I’ve become more accustomed to since I’ve had time to spend with Lydia and Lilly. 

I’m walking inside when I see a woman carrying a bag of groceries. Her hair is dark, and she’s at a distance, but I could swear … 

I freeze. Can’t move. I stare at the woman who’s carrying the small bag of groceries. It isn’t until she notices me that she stops. Stares. Drops her groceries on the cement. I want to walk to her. Help her pick them up, but I can’t move. It isn’t until after a long moment that she bends over, realizing what slipped from her grasp, and I walk to her and lean over. 

“Sarah?”


Twenty-Nine
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Lydia

Will’s in the bookstore, and Lilly is back to her routine, helping me open, greeting customers as they come in. But, for some reason, she steers clear of Will when he reads in his chair. It’s as if she’s giving him space to read, to do what he came here to do. A job. Shelby has made a few appearances, according to Lilly, but it’s been few and far between. This time, Will is reading One True Loves by Taylor Jenkins Reid. A book I finished months ago and loved.

The sun is shining, and for the first time in a long time, I feel myself smile with my heart. I start to believe that Aaron is right about Brett. That he’s been out for almost a month, and he hasn’t tried to call or make contact. Maybe he’s learned better. How to treat women. But still, the thought of him sends chills down my spine. 

People can change. People can find recovery, just like my mom, right?

The note Aaron wrote me sits by my register to remind me that true love can happen among brokenness. Among pieces. And a person can slowly be put back together; it comes with patience and time. 

Will shuffles up to the register, and I’ve noticed he’s been doing a bit of shuffling since last week. I don’t ask him about it. 

“Well?” I ask as he sets the book on the counter. 

“I really like this one, Lydia. You’ve outdone yourself on this one.”

“I knew you’d like it. Have you met Jesse yet?”

“The younger version of Jesse, yes.”

I ring up his book and give him the total. He hands me the cash.

All of a sudden, Lilly comes out of nowhere and crushes herself against Will, almost taking him to the floor. 

“Lilly!” I cover my mouth.

Will smiles and puts his hand on her back. “Well, that was quite the hug, Lilly.”

Lilly pulls back. Smiles. “That wasn’t from me. That was from Shelby. She said to give you the biggest hug I could. And, when I asked her why, she said, ‘Because my daddy needs it.’”

Will doesn’t move. By the look on his face, he’s having trouble breathing. 

“Will? Are you all right?” 

I walk from behind the counter and reach out to touch his shoulder, but he’s having trouble speaking. I’m confused. Very confused. And I’m not sure how my daughter’s make-believe friend is calling William daddy. 

And then Will lets out the biggest, gut-wrenching cry, which turns to laughter, which turns to silent tears. He covers his mouth with his fist as he stares at Lilly and then to the invisible spot next to Lilly. 

“You tell Shelby,” he chokes out, “that I have missed her every day of my life.” His voice shudders with emotion. He nods at my Lilly, trying to control his tears, his emotions.

“She can hear you, Will. Tell her yourself,” Lilly whispers.

Pain, sorrow, and love reach his face again just as relief settles in his eyes, his shoulders, his neck. It’s as if he’s been given good news, and all that’s left is the relief that will trickle out in the days, weeks, months that follow. 

Confused but wrapped up in the beauty of this moment, I’m not able to ask questions; I just embrace what this moment is offering.

The bell rings. A customer enters the bookstore.

Lilly does her job. 

Will leaves.

And I’m left standing in front of the register. 

Will doesn’t make it very far out the door before he collapses.

“Lilly!” I scream. “Call 911!” 
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“Cancer?” I whisper in the hallway to Dr. Phillips. 

“He denied treatment. And it’s gotten the better of him. I’ve never seen someone endure the kind of pain that this man has.”

I think about the emotional pain that Will’s experienced in his lifetime. The things he’s shared with me. 

“How long—how long do you give him?”

Dr. Phillips shakes his head. “Honestly, Lydia, I don’t see him making it out of here alive. The cancer is in his bones, in his blood.”

Think, Lydia. Think. 

I nod. Trying to wrap my head around what just transpired in the last three hours. I called Aaron, and it went to voice mail, which means he’s probably busy with work.

“I’ll be by in an hour or so to check in with him.”

“Thanks.” I grab both my elbows and walk back into Will’s hospital room.

To my surprise, he’s awake. His big white smile covers his tired, weary eyes. “Come on, Lydia. We can’t all live forever. You know that.”

I sit down in the chair next to his bed. “You’ve known about this and not told anyone?”

“It won’t change the outcome, Lydia.” His voice is hoarse, raspy, as if his vocal cords have been rubbed against sandpaper. 

“But at least you wouldn’t have had to go through all of this alone.”

His brown eyes peer back at me. “You’re right. But how fair would that have been to Audrey?”

He’s right. I sigh, drop my head, and stare at the small flicks of gold in the all-too-white floor. 

“Lydia, I want you to go to my house and get something.”

I pick up my head. 

“In the drawer next to the phone in the kitchen is a manila envelope. It has two letters. One for you and one for Audrey. Will you get them?”

“Yes. Where do you live?” 

“At 162 Magnolia Road. The door will be unlocked.”

“Okay. Okay.” I stand. “Do you need anything else?” I almost feel callous for asking. As if to say, I know you’re dying but any last-minute items?

“No, just the envelopes.”

“I’ll be right back. And … please don’t die.” I know this is the wrong thing to say. I know it. But I can’t help it. I just need a few more minutes with Will.

“Go on.” He shoos me out the door.

Helen came to get Lilly from the hospital for me, so I text Helen on the way to Will’s house and give her a quick update. 

The sun is beginning to set, and before I know it’s his house, I see a beautiful garden and assume it’s his. The house number reads 162. In his yard, there’s not a weed in sight. The orange lilies, the pink magnolias, the purple violets, and the red peonies absorb the sun’s rays. 

I open the door to his house and immediately feel as though I’m invading his privacy. The house smells of freshly cut roses and coffee. And there’s a certain tranquility in the air that I can’t quite articulate. I walk into the kitchen and see the drawer next to the phone. I pull it open, and inside is the manila envelope. 

On top of it is a picture of his family. Put together. Arms around each other. Loving. Smiling. Peaceful. Before his daughter’s death. Before his alcoholism was set in motion, before his daughter Audrey made herself scarce among his drunken stupors. And before Elena passed away.

I grab the picture, too—not because I have to, but because I feel an overwhelming sense that I need to.

Quickly, I take the big manila envelope and the picture. I walk to the front door and leave. 

Back at the hospital, I walk to Will’s room. My stomach is in knots as he lies there. Eyes closed. 

“Oh my goodness.” I run to his bedside. “Will?” I whisper. 

Nothing.

“Will?” I whisper louder.

Nothing. 

“Oh, God. William?” 

His eyes shoot open. “I’m not dead, Lydia. I must have dozed off.” He turns his head to me.

I cover my heart and collapse into the chair. Hand him the envelope. Weakly, he opens it up. 

I slide the picture across the bed to him. “Saw this on top of the envelope. Thought you might want it, too.”

Will stares at the photograph and takes it between his fingers. Smiles. Again, relief meets his eyes. “This was a good day.” His voice is still hoarse. As if the cancer moved, quickly swallowing him up into nothing but a shell of a human. But he fights. 

From the envelope, he slides out a letter addressed to me. “This is for you.”

The other envelope is addressed to Audrey. 

“Will you give this to Audrey for me?”

“Do you have a number for your daughter? I can call her.”

“No, no. She’ll be here,” he whispers, shakes his head, and stares at me dead in the eyes. 

The nurse comes in. “Well, hello there, William.” She nods to me. “This is to help with the pain.”

I want to ask Will if he’s in pain.

She gives him a shot with a needle through the IV.

Within seconds, Will is relieved. His body relaxes, and his eyelids struggle to stay open. 

I reach over and touch his hand. Feel his long, measured breaths as the medicine does its job. 

Once he’s asleep, I pull out my letter and read it.


Thirty
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Lydia

Dearest Lydia,

I wondered what the moment would be like for most of my adult life. The moment I saw you. The moment I listened to your words. Would your hand gestures be different? Would your mannerisms be the same? Would the heart have changed you? 

Sometimes, in life, we don’t get to see our second chances come to fruition. Sometimes, we don’t get to see how there’s beauty in death. Beauty among insurmountable pain. Loss cannot be explained. Or defined. It cannot be calculated or compared. Every single one of us is different.

When my daughter died, so did I. I sold my soul and ran from the pain because it was easier. I left my wife and my other daughter because I just couldn’t deal with life. I missed moments because I was so wrapped up in myself. I allowed my grief and fear to run over me like raging waves blown by the wind. 

I’m not proud of what I did that day at the hospital. Back then they didn’t have the security that they have now with documents. I took records I know I shouldn’t have. I took your name down along with your mother’s and father’s names because I knew, one day, I’d have to know. Grief colors our thoughts, our actions. Like seeing things through stained glass, images of our reality somehow become distorted. And by no means am I making excuses for myself or for what I did. 

I’ve never been more grateful than I am today as I write this letter to you.

When I walked into the bookstore that day, I knew you were Delana Harper. I knew you were the one who had my Shelby’s heart.

Chills ripple across my skin. A sob is stuck somewhere in my chest. I cover my mouth as tears start to spill upon the handwritten note.

I just had to see for myself how my daughter’s heart had fared. Had to see what you looked like. Had to see what you’d done through the years. 

Were you worthy of my daughter’s heart?

Were you capable of a love so pure?

Then, I watched as Lilly came to you. I watched you hold her. Watched your heart wrap around hers. 

I watched you as you worked while I pretended to read the books. Watched you as you worried. Watched how your face lit up every time Aaron walked into the bookstore. I watched you be brave. 

I believe God has a plan for all of us. I do. I also believe people make choices that affect the lives of others. We make errors. We’re human. But it’s what we do with those mistakes. It isn’t the mistake itself; it’s what we do afterward.

Delana Harper, you are an amazing young woman, and I feel so blessed to have seen my daughter’s heart in action. To have seen how her beauty shines through you. You have given me the ultimate gift in showing me how you demonstrate love and sacrifice with not only Lilly, but with Aaron, too. How you take a chance on love. Take a chance on life. 

We’re only given one life to live after all.

I know you’ll make it your best.

All my love,

Will

I weep.
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A loud bang in the hospital startles me awake. The sun has set, and the hospital room has grown dark.

“I was so angry with him for such a long time.” I hear the whisper before I see the woman sitting in the corner of Will’s room.

My eyes adjust to the darkness, and a woman’s silhouette comes into view. I see the features of her father, the beautiful tone of her skin. Her high cheekbones, strong jawline. I see her mother’s features, too, from the picture.

“You made it.”

She nods.

“And you must be Delana Harper.” 

She smiles, and I see the white of her teeth. The letter sits on her lap. Not my letter, but her letter. 

Audrey is quiet for a moment. I notice a stack of books sitting at her feet. 

All the books that Will purchased from the bookstore.

“He … he sent me a book every week.” She toys with the button on her blouse. “He used to write me letters once a week for years. Drone on and on about the flowers, about Granite Harbor, about his life. The mundane activities he did.” She laughs. “When I didn’t respond after years of the weekly letters that I’d begun to look forward to, they stopped. Then, the books started. But I missed the letters, too. 

“I remember his voice from when I was a child. I remember the way he’d cup my chin after I took a tumble on my bicycle as a kid. I remember all of it.” She pauses. Sits. Places her hands on the last letter he wrote her. “And, every time I received a letter or a book in the mail sent to my post office box, that anger would subside a little at a time.”

Emotions swell in my chest and rage like the sea. 

“Thanks for leaving the message for me.”

After Will fell asleep and I finished reading his letter to me, Audrey had to know, so I called the number that Dr. Phillips had found. 

“You’re his daughter, Audrey.”

Audrey hesitantly stands. She walks from the dark corner into the light, and she’s more beautiful than I imagined. Slender. Hair slicked back and tied tight to her head. Green eyes. The same skin tone as Will’s. 

“He’s gone, Delana.”

I know. Something told me when I tried to keep my eyes open amid my tears that he wouldn’t be with us when I awoke. So, I held his hand and read my letter aloud to him. Something also told me that he’d hung on this long to say what he needed to say, and now that he did and the end was near, it was his time to join his wife and Shelby.

“Go on; get home to your daughter.”

I jerk my head up. “How … how do you know I have a daughter?”

Audrey looks down at me. “Let’s just say that I have a job that allows me to see things on a bigger scale.”

“I’m not following,” I whisper. 

“I work for a company that allows me access to information that most people don’t have access to.” She smiles, bends down, and sits next to her father’s body. 

“Oh.” My mind attempts to wrap around this information. I don’t ask questions but stand instead, feeling more like I’m invading her privacy, their moment together. 

I gather my letter and shove my phone in my pocket. “Thank you for leading your father to me.” I know in this exact moment that Will never asked his daughter for anything. But I think she knew what he needed and somehow gave him my address. Maybe an anonymous note. 

Audrey smiles just like her father but doesn’t answer. I bet they would have had a beautiful relationship.

It’s interesting how we handle addiction with loved ones. Some avoid the problem altogether, like Audrey shutting out Will from her life. But I think she knew in the end that Will was a really good guy who’d had a problem. Just like my mom. I just chose to see it differently and sooner. I’m really glad I did.
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Helen texts me and says she’d love to keep Lilly for the night. After all, it’s nine thirty p.m. I’ll call her later to explain that Will died.

Emotionally and mentally, I’m exhausted. When I reach the door in the alleyway that leads to the upstairs, I notice the door is unlocked. 

Aaron. I feel relief.

I quietly shut the door behind me and tiptoe upstairs, just in case he’s asleep. It has probably been a long day for him, too. The apartment is dark, except for the dim light from the moon outside the front window that overlooks Main Street.

Take off my shoes and socks. My phone still in my back pocket.

But I notice something’s off. Something isn’t quite right. Aaron’s boots aren’t in the hallway by the front door. His wallet isn’t on the counter where he usually leaves it.

My heart starts to slam against my chest.

Something is wrong.

Something is very wrong.

He’s here. 

In the apartment.

I smell his cologne. 

“You’ve always had an uncanny ability with timing, Delana. Always.” Brett’s voice, slithery, prideful, unwelcome. 

He sits at the kitchen table in the dark. 

Out of old habit, I feel my body want to retreat to the old me, clawing, twisting, turning into the poor young woman I don’t want to go back to. 

“I’m only here for my daughter,” he says.

Then, something that comes from my mouth surprises me. “Over my dead body.” Rage gnaws on my insides. “You won’t touch my daughter. You’ll have to kill me first.”

He’s sitting comfortably, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. His confidence and ego bore witness to all the times he struck me and hid the evidence. The only things different this time are the five o’clock shadow and the weight loss and the bitterness in his tone.

He’s furious.

People don’t change. 

Not people like Brett Lancaster.

“You will never find her.” The new me comes out.

Brett laughs loudly, a bone-chilling cackle. One I don’t miss. One that starts to send the old me back into retreat mode. 

Fight, Delana.

Slowly, he unfolds, and he stands from the chair. I remind myself to burn the chair when I make it out of this alive. 

“If you kill me, you’re never going to find her.” The strength in my voice proves my fight.

He takes a step closer, grabbing the gun, and allows it to linger in his hand as if it were a tool and not a death trap.

“Where’s my fucking daughter?” he asks. Taking another step toward me. 

“Not here. Why do you think I’d go to great lengths to hide her, to hide us, and then keep her with me? You’re out of your mind,” I lie.

Without any warning, he takes the barrel of the gun, and the cold steel meets my face. I stumble backward.

I shouldn’t be taken off guard. I should know how this goes. I feel the warm sensation start to ooze down my cheek, and the throb begins. 

“He’ll-he’ll come looking for me. My boyfriend. If you want to see your daughter again, we’d better go.” Think smart. Think like a killer.

“Oh, the game warden. You know, I tried to warn him. Tried to tell him to stay away. But he didn’t listen. So, I had to teach him a lesson.”

Keep fighting. 

He grabs me by my hair and yanks me downstairs and onto the street. Then, he whispers, “I’m going to let you stand. Walk like the woman you aren’t. And, if you so much as say a peep, I will kill you when we get in the car. Do you understand?”

I don’t answer.

He yanks my hair again and holds his lips to my ear. I feel his anger against my face. 

“Do you understand?” he spits.

For Lilly’s sake, I nod. 

Brett opens the truck door, and I get in. He shuts the door but stands there, staring hard through the window. He opens the door back up. “Scoot over,” he says. “You’re driving.”

Reluctantly, I do, trying to think up scenarios that will keep me on this earth with my daughter.

He quietly shuts the door to the truck as Milton Murdock walks by and waves. He gives a peculiar look, and I pray he sees something isn’t quite right. Brett waves and flashes his doctor smile, and Milton relaxes.

NO.

NO.

NO.

I want to scream.

My cheek throbs.

But, as Milton makes his way past the truck and to the post office, which is odd because it’s much later than usual, I glance in the rearview mirror as he looks back at the truck. I want to scream, Help me, but I know it won’t make a difference because Brett Lancaster has no conscience, and he’s just looking for the first reason to kill me.

“I can’t believe you renamed our daughter Lilly. What a fucked up name,” he says casually, the gun sitting on the seat, aimed at me. 

Again, rage seethes inside me. Lilly is a beautiful name.

“Take me to my daughter, bitch.”

“She’s one hundred fifty miles south, with my parents.”

“Figures. Drive.” He nods.


Thirty-One
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Aaron

Earlier in the Same Day

“Aaron,” Sarah says, pushing her long, dark hair behind her ears as she attempts to pick up her groceries.

“Here, allow me.” I pick the bag up and hand it to her, caught up by her face full of life. Her rosy cheeks. Her deep green eyes. “You-you remember me, Sarah?”

She nods, breaking eye contact. “How could I not?”

“I’m-I’m sorry, but I’m completely caught off guard right now. Um”—we stand together—“it’s just that you haven’t … well, spoken to anyone since we were seventeen. Almost eighteen.”

Sarah searches everywhere but my eyes. She’s more timid than I remember. More reserved. I guess that’s what happens when your body spends years trying to redefine itself. Make right of your mind. 

“Do your mom and dad know?”

“Of course.” 

“Right.” I nod. “As they should. Listen, I have to type up some reports. Maybe we can grab some coffee when I’m done?”

“The uniform. I remember it. Sometimes, you’d wear it when you came to visit me.” Sarah speaks slower than I remember. As if she needs to reacquaint herself with her own words, her own voice. Her thought process. 

“Yeah, after college.” It’s weird to talk to someone you’ve known more than half your life, one you’ve visited once a month for years, spent countless hours with, felt part of in a lot of ways, and the conversation has now dwindled down to a uniform. 

Uncomfortable with the answer I gave her, she rolls her shoulders back. Her eyes grow shifty. “I missed all that, I guess.”

I want to ask her how long she’s been back. Speaking. Not just staring blankly out the window. I want to ask her why. I want to ask her so many questions about what happened with Charlotte, if she’s all right, and if she remembers that we were going to be married. Irritation starts to build in my stomach, but I keep it at bay because I don’t know the full story. She hasn’t spoken a word to anyone until recently. 

Besides, my life has changed. I have Lydia and Lilly. 

“I’m in a relationship, Sarah.” I break the news, not sure if it will affect her the way I think it might. Not sure of anything right now.

She’s silent for a moment and then speaks, “I remember you visiting. It’s a blur, these past years, but I remember you. My mother remembers you. One day, after you left, I remember my mother wiping my tears. I don’t remember what you said while you visited, but I remember what it felt like. So, yes, I can imagine you’re taken now. I can imagine it was hard to wait for me.”

“I did wait. For years, Sarah, I waited.”

Sarah’s eyes grow shifty once again. She’s uncomfortable with where the conversation is headed. “I’m not telling you this because I want you to feel guilty; I’m telling you this because I understand. That I noticed your dedication. I felt your love. That’s all.”

The confidence she once had is gone. The sparkling quality in her eyes has disappeared. And I wonder what her heart feels like. Is it still in pieces? 

Love. It can be an unconditional word yet a conditional word. But the purest love has no parameters. No set boundaries. And no guarantees. And yet, love can also have its own limits, right? 

“Look, I have to get to work, but I’d really like it if we could have coffee after I get off work. Can we meet somewhere?”

“Where?”

I forget that she might not see the world anymore the way I see it. As if she’s fifteen years behind the curve. 

“How about Lifehouse, the diner on the corner down here?” I point down the street. “About five p.m.?” 

She looks, shielding her eyes from the sunlight. “Okay.”

“Okay then. Will you be all right, taking your groceries from here?”

“Yes.” 

“Okay. See you a little later.”

“Okay,” Sarah says. She turns with her groceries and walks away, looking back only once.

I watch her until I can’t see her anymore with the distance she’s creating, the ground she’s gaining. 

Once she’s disappeared, I pull out my phone and try to call Lydia to tell her about what the hell just happened, but her phone goes straight to voice mail. 

Then, I walk into headquarters.
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It’s just past five when I arrive at Lifehouse. Feeling something is off though, I try to call Lydia again. Still, it goes straight to voice mail. 

She’s fine. 

Maybe she forgot to turn her phone off Do Not Disturb, or maybe she left her phone upstairs in the apartment. 

Sarah is already sitting in a booth when I walk in. She’s by the back corner next to the window.

“Hey,” I say as I slide into the booth. 

She sits with a mug of coffee. 

“You never used to like coffee.”

“It’s tea,” she says.

I smile. “Should have known. Do you want anything else?” 

She shakes her head. Her long, slender, thin fingers are wrapped around her mug. 

I walk to the counter and order a black coffee and walk back to the table. Set my phone on the table. My phone illuminates, and the screensaver is a picture of Lydia and Lilly together at the bookstore.

Sarah stares. “Who are they?”

“This is Lydia and Lilly.” I look back at Sarah.

She smiles. “They’re beautiful, Aaron. They really are.”

I smile, too, and stare at my phone screen until it grows dark.

“I’m not too sure about these smartphones,” she says. “Seems too connected.”

This is something the old Sarah would say. 

It also dawns on me that this all happened before smartphones, before technology became a thing. I smile. The waitress drops off my coffee at the table. 

“Do you have one yet? A smartphone?”

“My father gave me one.” She reaches back and pulls an iPhone from her back pocket. Sets it on the table. “I just know that the ringer is way too loud, and the texting thing takes me way too long.”

I laugh. “Here.” I take her phone from the table and show her the volume buttons on the side. “You can use these to turn the phone down, and you can actually put the phone on silent if you want by flipping this button.” I show her with my thumbnail. 

“Any advice with the texting?” Sarah takes a sip of her tea and smiles behind her cup.

“Practice.” I laugh. I take a drink of my coffee. 

Our togetherness grows silent. 

“How’re your mom and dad?”

“Happy, thrilled. I think … I think they felt like they’d lost two daughters on the day Charlotte died, you know?” She stares out the window.

“Has-has anyone talked to you about all this?” 

“No, I think they’re all just glad I’m back among the living, so to speak.” 

Maybe Sarah’s heart just couldn’t deal with the responsibility that she shouldn’t have owned in the first place.

“Tell me about the world, Aaron.”

Leaning back, I think about it. “Remember all the pictures we used to take?”

The corners of her mouth turn up. “I do.”

“Remember when we’d take the roll of film to Sprouts Ritz and wait a week for them to develop the film, only to enjoy maybe two pictures from the whole roll?”

She laughs, dropping her head back. “Yeah.” And, coming from her mouth, it’s the most honest yeah I’ve ever heard in all the yeahs in the world.

My tension eases. “Well, now, you can take a picture with your phone in a matter of seconds and see it. And print it if you’d like.”

Sarah slides the phone into her hands. “This thing?”

I take another gulp of my coffee. Nod.

Quietness fills the space around us.

My tone grows softer when I say this, trying to tread lightly on the topic because I’m not sure how she feels about it, “How are you dealing with everything? I mean, your parents, have you talked to them?”

Sarah shakes her head. “They try to tiptoe around everything. Maybe they’re afraid they’ll lose another daughter, I suppose. Like, I’ll up and kill myself or something.” Her tone is as sharp as her words, and I realize she doesn’t mean this. Not in the way she said it. “I’m sorry. I said that wrong. I didn’t mean for it to come out so up-front. They ask how I’m feeling, if I need anything, what they can do to help. They don’t talk about the big purple elephant in the room, the one I can’t answer.”

“Why you stopped everything?”

She nods. Looking out the window. “The last thing I remember is Charlotte’s service. Everything else after that is all a haze.” Her stare is piercing, but her tone is as soft as the clouds blowing in from the north. 

“The body does funny things when we’re in shock, Sarah. It does things to protect ourself. Keep our heads safe from the realities of the world. I think you feel a need to explain because of who you are when, really, all we need to know is that you’re okay today.” I pause. Look down at my empty coffee mug and then across the table to Sarah. “The important part is that you’re back.”

Her eyes meet mine. “She is beautiful, Aaron. And you deserve everything that is good in life.” 

She is. 

“Do you mind? I’m going to go try Lydia one more time. I haven’t been able to get ahold of her. It’s just not like her not to pick up.” 

Sarah motions with her hand and shrugs. “Fine by me.”

I push out of the booth and walk outside. Try Lydia again. Still, nothing. 

Don’t panic, Aaron, Christ. Don’t be some agro boyfriend. She’s fine. She’ll call you back when she gets a minute.

Uneasiness settles in my gut, but I can’t tell if it’s me being irrational, overprotective, or if there’s something valid under the uneasiness. 

I walk back into Lifehouse, and Sarah and I talk for a few more hours. I give her milestone updates on what social media is. That we can do everything from our phones, our computers. That dial-up internet no longer exists. Order groceries to be delivered with a click of a button. That cash is virtually unneeded. That there’re hoverboards and cars that run on electricity. That email was a thing, and now, it’s not really a thing. Texting and instant messenger have replaced that. That terrorist attacks and school shootings have become part of our collective history. That Robin Williams died. He had been her favorite actor. We talk about sports and the world and the differences between centuries. 

Time passes.

Knowing it’s getting late, I check my phone again and still have heard nothing from Lydia. “Listen, I need to get going, Sarah.” It’s after nine thirty p.m. “I’m sorry, but it’s not like Lydia not to call. I’m starting to get a little worried.” 

“She’s lucky to have you, Aaron.” 

Sarah slides out from the booth. I do the same. 

We walk out together, and I get the door for her.

Outside, I ask if she needs a ride somewhere. 

She tells me no, that I need to go get Lydia. Sarah says it in a kind, sincere way. 

Night has fallen, and I debate with myself about asking her to text me when she makes it home. “Please let me give you a ride.”

“Really, Aaron, it’s just down the block. I’m fine. Thank you.” Sarah nods and starts to walk in the path she knows. 

Standing at my truck, I let her walk away. From far away, Sarah turns and waves. 

I wave back, get in my truck, and head back to Granite Harbor.

The drive is just under an hour, and when I take the highway, my phone rings. It’s my mom.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hey, Aaron. So, listen, Lilly is here with me and texted her mom a while ago and I haven’t heard back. It’s not like her. Have you heard from her?”

Fear ripples against my insides, and my stomach drops. “What? Why is Lilly with you?”

Silence drips across the line, as if waiting for power. “Well, William collapsed in front of the bookstore, and Lydia went with him to the hospital. I-I thought you knew all this?”

I think a, “No,” comes out, but I’m not sure. My heart slams against my chest cavity. I feel all the color drain from my face.

You fucking idiot.

You fucking idiot.

There you were, having coffee with Sarah. Catching up. Taking your time.

“Where is she?”

“Last I heard, the hospital. But … it’s been a while, Aaron, and I have to say, I’m getting worried.”

“Where’s Lilly?”

“With Dad, doing a puzzle.”

“Okay. Keep her safe. I’ll keep you updated.”

“Aaron, something isn’t right.”

“I know.” I hang up and slam on the gas pedal.


Thirty-Two
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Lydia

We’ve been driving for a half hour. The dull ache of my cheek hasn’t faded, but I guess it might feel worse if my adrenaline wasn’t coursing through my veins.

“I should have killed you. All those times I had the opportunity, I should have killed you,” Brett says as he taps the barrel of his gun to his forehead, almost talking to himself but talking to me.

I drive. My knuckles white from my grip. I take Brett as far away as I can from Lilly. I think about my favorite times with Lilly. Waking her up in the morning before school. The faces she makes amid her slumber as she slowly comes to life. Her hands taking my face while she tells me how much she loves me. The moment I saw Aaron sitting with Lilly at her lemonade stand. That’s the moment I knew Aaron was the one for us.

“Stupid cunt,” Brett says.

Drive, Lydia. Pay no mind. 

His truck. I have no idea if it’s a rental truck. If it’s stolen. 

“Lost my license to practice medicine.” He goes on, “Lived in a hellhole for-fucking-ever it felt like. Do you know what it’s like to be in prison?”

I don’t answer, so he nudges me hard in the ribs with the gun. 

It hurts.

My face hurts. 

If the gun goes off where he just pushed me, I know my life won’t last long. 

You need to fight, Lydia. You need to go home to your daughter. She needs you. 

The road is smooth. With the power I have under my fingertips, I think of all the ways I can take him out. But the problem is, I’d most likely go with him.

I’ve driven this highway a million times, and yet, now, it seems darker, more desolate, and somehow, less familiar. I try to look for landmarks, try to see through the darkness as Brett rambles on about God knows what.

I realize the only way out of this alive is to take him out first.

Survival of the fittest. 

Brett stares blankly out the windshield now. I wonder how I ever found a man who could do this to someone. Hurt another human being the way he hurt me. 

But, now, I start to think like him. All the ways I can hurt him. Get under his skin. Manipulate him.

“Remember—” My voice starts out hoarse, as if I’d lost it between Granite Harbor and wherever we are. “Remember the first time Lilly said Dada? You were at the hospital, doing rounds, and we FaceTimed.”

Brett listens. The words and the memory have reached him. He doesn’t say anything.

“Remember how you started to cry?”

Brett shakes his head, smiling, grimacing, then smiling again. 

I try to keep my eyes on the road. The darkness that surrounds us, the woods of Maine, what awaits us outside is less sinister than what waits for us inside the truck.

The barrel of the gun is still on the seat next to me, his hand wrapped around the handle. 

He could end my life quickly, and I think he would if he knew where Lilly was.

Before the pain really registers in his heart, I feed him another memory. “Remember when she took her first steps? I’d been at the store. I came home, and you were so proud of Lilly; you showed me the video.” 

What I don’t tell him is, she’d already taken her first steps the night before but that he didn’t remember because of his blind rage. Dinner wasn’t cooked to his liking.

He twists uncomfortably in the bench-style seat. His grip on the gun loosens. He smiles and nods. Pushes his greasy hair back with his free hand. 

Keep talking, I tell myself. Play this out. 

Some people we have hope for, that they’ll, in the end, turn out to be all right people. But not Dr. Brett Lancaster. One day, he’ll eventually snap with Lilly like all the times he snapped with me, even with a strong commitment to do better. It might not be when she’s young, but ultimately, it will happen. 

I can’t allow this to happen, so I feed him another memory, luring him to a happier place. “Remember when we took Lilly to the pumpkin patch? Remember the picture I took of the two of you as you kissed her on the cheek and held her?”

It’s now that I realize my insides are shaking, that my reality on the outside is moving inward and gaining momentum.

I cling to the steering wheel as my hands begin to shake, afraid to let go to show him any sign that I’m scared. 

He loved me once. 

I was his wife once. 

We brought Lilly into this world together.

Surely, this should account for something, right?

I change course. “Brett, I need you to drive. I don’t feel well.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” Something changes in his tone. Perhaps he’s changing course, too. 

“I-I don’t know,” I lie. “I just don’t feel well.”

“Pull over,” he tells me as the darkness slowly begins to drag behind us. The headlights providing just enough light for twenty feet ahead. 

It’s up on the bend that I notice the pull-off.

I glide into the pull-off, and the truck comes to a stop. I put the truck in park and idle.

“Get out,” he says.

Releasing my hands from the wheel, I open the truck door. I’m greeted with the familiar East Coast humidity.

From here, I could run into the woods. 

But he’d follow me.

I might escape his wrath.

But I might not.

He could give up. Stop chasing me. But that means he might find Lilly first before I can find my way back to her. 

I shut the truck door as I hear his open with a loud creak. This creak tells me this isn’t a rental. The creak is old. Well worn. The truck could be borrowed. Stolen perhaps. 

Taking the humidity into my lungs, I realize what I need to do. 

I can’t run anymore. 

It’s either him or me. 

I put one foot in front of the other as I come around the bed of the truck. The odd thing is, Brett doesn’t have the gun pointed at me, as if he’s giving me free will to do with as I please—maybe knowing the gun has me at his mercy. In a sick and twisted way, I know it, too. 

“Get in the truck,” he says from the driver’s door, already there, ready to drive.

I could run. I could. But that would only prolong the inevitable. Because Brett Lancaster always finds what he’s looking for, and I guess, deep down, I always knew he would. I knew this would all come down one day, and I’d have to make a decision between my life and my daughter. 

I will always choose her.

Looking over to the woods, I watch freedom slip away, and I get in the truck.

Brett pulls the truck out of park and sets the gun next to him, just out of my reach.

We make our way down the winding road, and my phone begins to vibrate against my back pocket.

Aaron has just figured out I’ve gone missing, or we’ve just gotten back into service. Thank God Brett can’t hear it. 

The smooth road underneath us, the darkness surrounds us still and provides just enough distraction where he can’t notice my phone.

“How much longer?” Brett grumbles, though the jaunt down memory lane has calmed his soul. 

I don’t know. Because I have no idea where I’m taking us. I pretend to know. “About an hour and a half.”

Brett sighs and leans on the driver’s door almost bored. As if we’re in a fight. As if we’ve taken the wrong turn somewhere and we’re trying to find our way back, whether in marriage or car route. His eyebrows furrow. I know he’s thinking. He taps his long, lean fingers on his leg. Brett’s nails are always so clean. His hands were always the most attractive part of him to me. 

“I always liked your hands.” Not when they hit my body, but when they lay against the covers after we made love or like now, as they rest on his jeans as he taps. 

I need a different angle.

“I told you I’d do better, Delana. I told you. But you still went to the police. You still put me in prison.” I hear the anger in his voice. The craze. 

My cheek, because of the swelling, is taking up more space than I’m used to, pulling on my lips, my eye as it grows. This used to be familiar, though the face was always off-limits. He’d never hit there because of his stature, his rank. He had an image to protect. 

But, now, what has he become? A doctor without a license. A label of woman-beater. I wonder how this sat with the other prisoners. 

Did they hurt him the way he hurt me?

“I didn’t put you in prison, Brett. You put yourself there.” I watch as his anger builds, as he firmly pushes his lips together, plays with something in his mouth, most likely his rage. “You made a lot of promises, Brett. A lot of fucking promises you didn’t keep, and you continued to hurt me.” This pours from my mouth without remorse or control. Words I’ve never breathed to anyone else. “You hurt me in ways that were sneaky and underhanded. Threatened me that, if I didn’t lie to the police, you’d do worse.” 

“If you hadn’t done things that upset me, it wouldn’t have come down to that.” His voice is somehow calmer now. 

Aaron has taught me how a real woman should be treated. 

“You’re sick, Brett.”

And these three words set his anger on fire. 

With one swift move, he takes the barrel of the gun and cracks it hard against the same spot he already hit earlier. 

I feel the warm trickle of blood begin to run down my cheek, and the pain begins to flow. I want to fold into myself. Curl into a ball to protect what I have left. I cover my face as he grabs a small thing of tissues from the glove box and throws them at me. 

“Clean your shit up. And that guy you’ve been seeing, who the fuck is he?”

“A better man than you’ll ever be,” I choke out as I hold back the tears. I won’t allow him to see me cry.

I open up the package of tissues as the warm ooze squeezes between my fingers, droplets falling on my pants. The red stains hit and explode, expand, long legs of blood crawling away from the spot, as if trying to escape.

“All I want is my fucking kid, Delana.”

“You’ll never find her. I win, Brett. I win!” Because the rage takes over me as I quickly lean back against the door, I take my shoe and kick him in the face as hard as I can.

The truck swerves.

Tires squeal.

We tip to two wheels.

I’ve surrendered to the idea that we might have to die together. That I might not make it back for Lilly. I suppose my mom will follow the will in the freezer I drafted at Mr. Baker’s office, the one my mother convinced me was a good idea. My mom knows. 

Lilly, I’m fighting for you.


Thirty-Three
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Aaron

I walk upstairs. The door to Lydia’s apartment is unlocked. My stomach grows uneasy, uncomfortable, as I think that, if I’d only been here when I said I would be here, this wouldn’t have been the situation.

I search the apartment for clues, anything that will lead me to her.

It has to be him. This is unlikely behavior for Lydia. She’d never leave Lilly. Ever.

But knowing her as well as I do also means that, whatever Lydia had to decide, it was to protect Lilly. 

That means, they probably left town.

He took her and left town.

I call my mom and start to speak before she can, “Take Lilly to Boston. I have a friend at the Boston Park Plaza. Take her now, Mom. As fast as you can. Do you hear me?”

“But, Aaron—”

“Mom, don’t ask questions. I’ll call you with further instructions as soon as I know what the hell is going on.”

“Okay.”

I hang up. Slam my fist through the wall. “Fuck!” I call out, looking at the wall. “How could you have been so stupid, Aaron, so selfish?” 

Still, I search for anything. Panic setting in. Making itself comfortable. 

Was he waiting here for her? 

Did he come in after her?

I tried to convince her she’d be okay and not to worry, that maybe he’d changed himself.

But she knew. She fucking knew. 

You idiot, Aaron. 

After I can’t find a fucking thing to track, to see which way they went, I remember that we turned on her Find My iPhone feature on her phone when we found out Brett had been released, just in case.

“Bingo. They’re headed south,” I say. 

Scowling, I watch the red light flash, moving across my phone screen. I know what she’s doing. She’s dragging Brett as far away from Lilly as she can.

I put in a call to Hodges at the troopers’ office, explain the situation, and try to keep calm. Hodges looks up Lancaster in their system. He says he’ll call Robert Black, his parole officer.

Before I leave the apartment, I lock the door behind me, just in case I’ve missed something and I don’t want anyone destroying evidence on purpose or on accident. 

I have a sickening feeling that Brett doesn’t give a shit about his future. I have a sickening feeling that he’s probably operating in some sort of a manic state because he doesn’t give a shit anymore. Not thinking correctly. Why else would he have done something so stupid like kidnap Lydia? Rational thinking isn’t where he’s at. 

That gives the good guys a leg up.

I’m in my truck now, and it’s dark on Main, except for the lampposts that provide light. I make a call to Ryan, our superior warden, and explain what’s going on. The CliffsNotes. 

Within minutes, I’m at my brother’s house.

“I’m driving,” he says and makes me get out of the truck and get in the passenger seat. “How far ahead are they from us?” he asks as he slides into the driver’s side.

“About an hour.” My hands are fumbling with my phone due to nerves.

We pull away from the curb, and Ryan calls me back. 

“Looks like they’re headed south on the coast, toward Portsmouth, New Hampshire,” I say into the phone.

“Who lives there?” Ryan asks.

“I don’t think Portsmouth is a destination. I think Lydia is leading Brett as far away from her daughter as possible.”

Ryan says, “Okay, we’re almost to you now.”

We hang up.

Two things are on our side. It’s nighttime, so summer traffic is nonexistent, and the other thing is, Brett doesn’t know shit about our ways of life.

It was a while ago, but I still remember pulling my brother, Ethan, away from Bryce, so emergency staff could attend to her injuries. Ethan was in bad shape emotionally. Eli and I had shown up on scene right before Luke O’Connor, the California politician’s son, almost killed her. I believe that, if Ethan hadn’t found her when he did, shit wouldn’t be how it is today. 

These guys showed up for me tonight. That’s what we do for each other. It’s been a wild ride in Granite Harbor. We’ve seen more action these past few years than we have in the last twenty. 

“All right,” Ethan says as Ryan and Eli pull up behind us in Ryan’s truck, “let’s go catch this fucking asshole.”


Thirty-Four
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Lydia

I can’t breathe.

Pain in my chest sits. Festers. The tightness doesn’t allow for a lot of air.

All I can see is darkness, and the smell of gasoline infiltrates my nostrils. 

Breathe, Lydia. 

The pain in my face from the gun doesn’t hold a candle to the pain in my body right now. 

I make my best attempt to look to my left. Brett is slumped over the steering wheel, his eyes closed. Through the darkness, I see blood seeping from his forehead like some sort of leaking valve. 

My eyes slowly begin to adjust to my new surroundings. 

My best attempt at moving, I try to open the truck door by pulling on the lever that leads to freedom.

But my fingers on my right hand don’t want to move. 

Brett moans.

What did we hit?

It’s so dark out.

I try to pull for my phone in my back pocket with my left hand. It moves but not well, but I can’t reach it.

We hit something that caused this. I remember the impact when we hit. 

It hurt like something I’d never felt before. Not even after my heart transplant. It feels like I have broken bones. Even the little bones, the ones that make some small difference in our bodies, are broken, too. 

I silently call out as I try to use my left hand to reach for my phone once more. My seat belt is so tight across my chest.

Brett moans again and tries to move his head, but his eyes stay closed.

I’m alive. 

Where’s the gun? 

The gas stench gets more intrusive.

I try to unbuckle my seat belt by pushing on the button. When I do, I fall forward, slamming my head against the dashboard. 

That’s when I realize we aren’t on level ground.

When I try to move myself back, that’s when the truck begins to roll forward.

At first, it’s slow and then faster and faster, and the trees are flying past us now. 

The gasoline stench disappears because, now, all I smell is my own fear. 

I have no seat belt on and no control of how this will play out.

Powerless. 

Brett finally picks up his head and tries to calculate what’s going on. His eyes are wide with fear as he tries to wrap his head around it. Blood still seeps from his head.

The headlights aren’t shining in the right direction, and they’re not bright. 

Bumps beneath the tires begin to toss my body around like a rag doll.

Brett is still buckled in, still confused.

That’s when everything becomes silent and still.

And I realize that the tires are no longer on solid ground. 

We’re airborne.

Waiting for what’s below us.

We’re still falling.

Dear God, let Lilly know that I love her. That, no matter what, I’ll always be with her.

Suddenly, we hit something hard.

And, when I realize it’s water, that’s when I panic.


Thirty-Five
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Aaron

Shit. Where’d her phone go? 

“Shit.”

“What?” Ethan asks.

“Her phone. It just … it just disappeared. It says, Cannot Detect.”

A lump of fear explodes inside me. 

“At the rate we’re going, Aaron, don’t worry; we’ll catch up to them.”

“If he doesn’t kill—” I can’t even say it. I won’t say it because that would imply that I know how this will play out. 

I call Lydia. But it goes straight to voice mail. As I hear her words, I drop my head, and my eyes begin to sting. 

Fuck you, Aaron. Don’t cry. You haven’t cried since you were eight years old. Now is not the time. 

Her words whisper in my ear. “Leave a message.”

I don’t leave a message.

I send her a text.

Me: Stay put. I love you. We’re coming. 

It doesn’t say deliverable. It doesn’t say anything. Lydia doesn’t need a man to save her. I know this. But hope is running free. I try not to let the bad shit get stuck in my head. I try not to play out scenarios that are only created from the imagination of the twisted mind warped with fear. 

But these words come to my mind, and I’m not sure where they came from: Stay on this road.


Thirty-Six
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Lydia

The truck fills with water and continues to sink.

Is this the Atlantic? Or another body of water? The ocean that we watch for miles as we take US Route 1, traveling the coast.

The temperature of the water burrows itself in my bones. 

Is this what dying is like?

We continue to sink. It smells of salt and seaweed, and my heart dies a little. The ocean is a scary place to be at night when no one sees you.

The water line reaches to my chin, and there’s no way to move. The roof of the truck above me is within an inch or two.

Brett fights it. Fights the water. He thrashes. Screams. Calls out. As if what he did earlier on the road wasn’t his intent. Not so much to take his own life, but his intent to take my life.

The water level reaches my lips, and that’s when panic sets in for me.

I, too, begin to thrash. Revolt against the decreasing air around me.

The ocean seems darker at night. Bigger. 

The water level reaches my nose. I go under, and I try to hold my breath.

Bubbles come from Brett’s mouth as we sink further and further down.

The truth is, Brett thought he’d survive. Thought so highly of himself. Thought he could outsmart death. The man with nine lives who hurts women. But, instead, he’s killed us both. 

Are we dead? 

Is this all a nightmare? Like the hellish nightmares I awoke from after Brett’s hands hurt my body. The hellish ones that I woke up from, but now, I’m really living it. 

The water has covered my face. And my air is none. Holding my breath will not last long.

Darkness falls against us as we sink deeper and deeper. 

Brett has disappeared.

And all I can see is nothing. I’m cold. 

My eyes close as the truck sinks deeper.

But something grabs my arm. Tugs on me. 

Am I dreaming?

My eyes flutter open. Still underwater, but there’s a face. A hand that pulls me up. 

The face barely comes into focus, as the water creates a ripple effect.

It’s William. 

No, no. It can’t be. He’s dead, I tell myself.

William isn’t here anymore.

It’s Shelby’s face that scares me. 

The terror in her eyes. 

Is she a reflection of me? 

But then I come to realize that they’re here to take me home. That I’ve died, too.


Thirty-Seven
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Aaron

“Hold on,” I say. “Is that … is that a man standing there on the side of the road with a young girl?”

Ethan pumps the brakes a few times to signify to Ryan that we’re coming to a quick stop. “Where?”

“That … that’s William,” I say.

“Who?”

“Fucking long story. Pull over.” I jump out of the truck. “William, where is she?” 

William points toward the ocean. He doesn’t say anything, but they’re both soaking wet. 

I bend toward the little girl next to him. “Honey, let’s get you in the truck.”

Ethan’s behind me. 

I walk them over to our truck. Put them in there with blankets.

Eli and Ryan meet us. 

I call it in. “Troopers and paramedics are on their way,” I say to Ryan. 

Ethan and Eli are looking down the embankment, confused.

I open the driver’s door and tell William and the little girl that we’ll be right back. 

William nods, holding his little girl, who’s curled up in his lap.

“Aaron, are you okay?” Ethan says as the four of us trek down to the ocean. 

“We had to get them in the truck, Ethan. For fuck’s sake, they were cold.”

“Who are you talking about?” Ethan follows behind me.

But I ignore him.

The hill is awfully steep, but I don’t give a shit. This is the only way down, and I need to get to her. 

We follow the broken trail of what looks to be a truck that’s gone this way. Over boulders, over steep terrain. It feels like forever. 

But, when the trees part, I don’t see anything. 

I see a cliff that leads to the ocean. 

In the darkness, frantic, I search with a flashlight on the cliff’s side.

Aaron, Ethan, and Eli search, too. 

Panic and terror sit in my chest, my throat. My insides vibrate as if they were catching fire. 

But, back near a tree and still close to the cliff’s edge, I see a flash of color. Red maybe. A jacket? It leads to a heap, a pile of clothes. 

“Oh my God,” I say somewhere from my throat. “There she is.”

The guys are calling behind me. I scream to call for the medics down here. 

When I reach Lydia’s body, I drop to my knees. She’s on her side. 

“Baby,” I cry. “I’m here.”

She doesn’t respond. Her face is almost unrecognizable. I’m not sure where she’s hurt, but it looks like it’s all over. 

“What happened to you?” 

When I left her this morning, she was beautiful and breathtaking and in love. 

The blood and the bruising make her face look broken. 

The guys reach me as I whisper in her ear, “Stay with me, baby. Help is coming.” I kiss the bruises, the burgundy that covers her face. Her arms. Bruises in places I didn’t know could bruise.

“Come on, brother. The medics are here.” I hear Ethan say as someone gently tugs on my arm. 

But I don’t budge. I just hover over her like a protective layer of skin. 

I move back only because Ethan has my arm, and I let the medics do their job. 

“How-how are William and the little girl?” I turn to the guys, nervously cross my arms, almost in a manic state, still watching the medics work on Lydia.

“Who?” Ethan says.

Ryan and Eli look at each other.

“William and the little girl. Up top.” How can they not fucking remember?

Ethan steps to me. “Aaron, there’s nobody up top.”

How could he do this at a time like this? 

“Ethan, stop with the shit. I put them in the truck.”

Ethan shakes his head. “Brother, you walked to the side of the road and walked back to the truck. Grabbed blankets. But there was nobody in sight.”

I saw them. William and the little girl, just like I see Ethan, Ryan, and Eli right now. Clear as day. 

The medics get the stretcher underneath Lydia. She whimpers, and I rush to her. 

“A helicopter is coming for her,” a medic says.
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It’s been four days. 

Gwen and Lee came from their place just east of Portsmouth. 

My mom has Lilly. I’m sure she’s worried. Scared. I’ve traveled home twice to see her in the past four days. I needed to make sure Lilly was okay. She asked to come see her mom, but I know Lydia wouldn’t want her daughter to see her like this, so I told Lilly that because her mom was still asleep—even though it’s not fully the truth—the doctors want Lydia to wake up before she comes to see her. Lilly didn’t buy it, but she also didn’t say anything else.

I sleep here, at the hospital, next to Lydia’s bedside. 

She’ll survive. Lots of bruising. Six broken ribs, a broken right arm, a broken leg, but she’ll be all right. And, after all this, her heart stayed intact and undamaged. 

“Hey,” Lydia whispers brokenly.

I jump up and walk to her bedside. “Hey, baby.” I reach down and gently kiss her neck. 

We haven’t talked much because I want her to sleep. 

“What … what day is it?”

“Tuesday,” I whisper, wanting to touch her but not wanting to hurt her.

I’ve been wanting to talk to her about William. Ask her if she remembers anything from that night, but I don’t want to trigger any bad memories, so I keep my questions quiet. 

“When do I get to leave?” she asks.

Just as she asks this, her doctor walks in. 

“Well, good morning, Lydia. Aaron. Lydia, how are you feeling today?” 

She tries to laugh but winces. “Like the truck keeps running me over.”

Dr. Kilgore laughs. “Well, that’s normal. If everything goes all right today, we’ll release you and allow you to go home to Granite Harbor tomorrow.”

I smile down at Lydia, who tries to smile back.

“Sound good?” Dr. Kilgore looks from Lydia to me and back to Lydia.

“Yeah, that sounds real good.”

After a few more questions, Dr. Kilgore leaves.

“Where’s my baby?” she asks. “Where’s my Lilly?” She doesn’t wait for an answer. “What happened to Brett?” Lydia asks as my heart sinks.

“Found his body and the truck.”

Lydia looks down at her nails. The dried blood still a strong reflection of her trauma. 

I don’t ask her if she’s all right. I know this is going to take time. Instead, I sit down next to her on the bed.

She slowly nods. “I need to see Lilly.”

Lydia hasn’t seen herself in the mirror yet. 

“I know you do. But I’d say, give it a few more days.”

“You keep saying that. Why?” 

I kiss her neck again.

“Aaron, why?” She tries to pull away. 

I search for a polite answer.

“How bad is it?” She suddenly realizes it’s her face, as if she remembers. “Give me a mirror.” 

I stand and walk to the counter. In a drawer is a mirror. I grab it and walk it back over to Lydia. 

“Before you look in the mirror, Lyd, I need you to know what a fighter you are. How you came out on top because of your love for your daughter. This reflection that you’re about to see is the face of a fighter who wouldn’t give up.” And, with that, I hand her the mirror. 

Lydia takes the mirror and looks into it. 

She doesn’t move.

She doesn’t breathe.

She stares back at the warrior I see. 

I see two women.

The Before Lydia and the After Lydia.

With her free hand, she gently runs her fingers over her cheeks, her fingertips brushing over her tender purple skin. 

I know Lydia sees this as something she had to do. Something she’ll minimize as a task. Something she’ll most likely shove back into her mind and add to the trauma she suffered for years. But maybe she won’t. 

“Lydia,” I say, “you need to talk to someone about this.”

Her eyes don’t leave the mirror. “I know,” she whispers. “I know.” Slowly, she sets the mirror down. “I need to see Lilly.”

“Okay. I’ll go make a call.”

Gwen peeks in the door. “There’s my girl.”

As I walk past, I tell Gwen that I’m going to call my mom and have her bring Lilly.

Gwen bites her lip, just as her daughter used to do. “Sure that’s a good idea?” she whispers back.

“Yes, Mother. I can hear you guys, you know. I’ve been able to hear you every time you guys whisper in this godforsaken room,” Lydia says. 

Gwen and I laugh. Look back at Lydia. 

“Actually, it’s not funny. A catheter discussion between my boyfriend of barely a few months and my mother isn’t a conversation a woman wants to hear.”

Now, we really laugh.

Even Lydia, who grabs at her ribs, laughs, too. Her face is sore, so she barely smiles, but her laugh is genuine. 

I make the call and have my mom bring Lilly in. It’ll take them about two hours of travel time to get here. 

Sleeping isn’t something we’ve been able to do well, so when I hear my phone ring and see it’s my mother, I know they’re here. 
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On the other side of the bed, Gwen knits, and Lee reads the paper. 

“Yeah, hey,” I answer. “You here?”

“Yes, out in the hallway. Dad and me and Lilly,” my mom says.

I go out of the hospital room and walk to Lilly. I try not to allow her tears to creep into my mind, but here this little girl is, staring at me, tears streaming down her face. I wrap my arms around her.

She whispers, “I’m ready to see my mommy.”

“Okay.” My voice is broken from my own heart. “Okay, sweetheart. Let’s go see Mommy.”


Thirty-Eight
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Lydia

When I first see her face, her tears break my heart. My mother and father have left, so it’s just Lilly and me.

Lilly’s steps aren’t careful or calculated. As the tears stream down her face, she runs to me and throws herself into my good side. The side without the broken ribs. Lilly burrows her head under my chin and begins to weep, and I do, too.

“It’s all over, baby. It’s all over.”

“Mommy,” she tries to speak through her sobs. “Please, Mommy. What happened?” Lilly pulls her head from me and stares at my badly bruised face. My swollen eyes. The burgundy color of my skin, remnants of a life not just lived for, but fought for. 

Inwardly, I scream at myself that I must subject my daughter to this. But I know two things are true. One, keeping Lilly from me was only hiding her from the truth. Two, our bond, no matter the circumstances, will never be shattered. 

I hold my little girl as tightly as I can and fight off the world. Tell her that I’m okay, that we are okay. 

Once her heart slows down and her tears match the pace, I explain to her, in a six-year-old’s realm of understanding, the story of a man and woman who fell in love. A man and woman whose love wasn’t made of all things good. An unfixable man who tried as best he could to be a good father and a husband. And a beaten woman who tried so hard to fix him, to fix herself, to be the seam that held the family together. 

As I tell the story to Lilly, I realize that it was my own trauma that kept me there with Brett. It was my own abandonment from my mother that I didn’t want to revisit. The times she left to drink instead of making my music recitals or school functions after I got better. The nights I stayed awake, for fear my mother would leave one more time. I tried to fix her. I tried to make her better by being a good girl, complying with her requests, keeping my room clean, helping make dinner, doing the laundry, trying to hold the pieces of us in place. And here I was, all these years later, trying to do the same thing. But here, right now, I can be the difference for my daughter. I can show her, not tell her, how she can be the change. 

“Many times in your life, you’ll find yourself at a crossroads, Lil.”

“What are crossroads?” Lilly’s hand gently rests against the scar on my chest where one life was lost and another gained. 

“Crossroads are those decisions in life that we have to make, to see all situations for what they are, and hopefully, you’ll make the right choice.”

“And you didn’t?”

I try to smile, my face screaming at me to hold still. “I made a wrong decision that led to a lot of little bad decisions. The problem is, they felt right in my heart, but my head didn’t agree.”

Lilly jerks her head back. “Your heart talked to your head?” Her lip curls inwardly as she thinks.

I gently laugh, holding Lilly on one side. My ribs on the other side ache. “You know when you do something for someone else? Like the day you helped Ida across the street?” 

Lilly remembers. “Yeah.”

“How did your heart feel?” 

“Really good because Miss Ida is old, and I was worried she was gonna fall down and get hurt.”

“And what did your head tell you?”

She shrugs. “Good job, I guess.”

“So, that’s when you know it’s a good decision.”

Lilly sighs. Looks down at her fingernails. “Like the time I took your red lipstick and tried to draw a picture on the wall for you.”

I remember the time very well.

“My heart told me the picture was beautiful, but once I was done, I knew you would be mad because I had never seen a picture with red lipstick on our walls before.”

I hold her tighter, as best I can, and want her to never let go of her innocence. I know it’s inevitable. I wish the world weren’t so cruel for a heart this pure. 

“Honey”—I push her blonde hair that’s stuck to her forehead back—“I need to tell you about William.”

“Oh, I know.”

“Know what?”

“He died.”

“Who-who told you?” 

“He did.”

Wait, what? 

“What do you mean, baby?”

She toys with the string on my immodest hospital gown. “Well, he said something like, ‘I went to heaven, so your mommy wouldn’t have to.’”

Electricity shoots through my body, charging my heart, my lungs, my head. I haven’t told a soul about who pulled me from the water. But I remember it as vividly as the lily fields when I was a little girl. I try to catch my breath.

The sight.

The touch.

The feeling I got.

If William hadn’t died, there’s no way he could have known we were stuck in the truck and sinking quickly to the bottom of the ocean. He couldn’t have died just for me. I won’t believe that for one second. 

“Then, he said, ‘Everybody has a time. She’s right where God intended her to be.’ And then he disappeared,” Lilly says.

I stifle a cry, but tears come, and they hurt as deeply as my wounds—some open and some just tender to movement.

William’s words on that beautiful bright day outside the bookstore on the bench come to me.

“You aren’t runnin’, Lydia. You’re doin’ this deal called life. You’re right where God intended you to be.”

I know for a fact that William didn’t die for me—not to save me, but instead to show me the bigger picture. 

We get stuck in our heads. Unable to see the picture from a bird’s-eye view. It’s not until someone comes along and delivers news in snippets with pockets of hope. 

Will gave me life when he and Elena gave me Shelby’s heart. 

I’m here because this is my story. This is the story I am supposed to tell. The path that I’m meant to be on.

I feel Lilly’s slow, steady breaths against my chest and realize she’s fallen asleep. 

Aaron cracks the door. I see his beautiful face. He quickly shuts it behind him and makes his way to us.

Us. I like the sound of that.

“Hey,” I whisper and reach out for his hand. 

He takes it. 

Our hands have always seemed to fit together perfectly. 

“Hey,” he whispers back before he kisses Lilly and me. “How are you feeling?” He pushes a strand of my hair from my face, standing above us.

I stall before I say this, knowing it will show vulnerability but also love, “Remember how I told you I’d find my way?”

Aaron takes the seat at the end of the bed, facing a sleeping Lilly and me. “Yeah.”

“Well, I did. I know it was the hard way, but I did. And you two are the most important people in my life.” I pause to try to collect my thoughts. “Of all this, I’ve learned that I’m stronger than I thought. That my daughter is stronger than I thought. That I’m worthy of love—not because of you, but because it’s how I feel about myself. 

“Aaron, I won’t be the woman who waits for you to eat dinner at night, but I’ll be the woman who warms your plate when you get home, sits with you as you eat, and asks about your day. I won’t be the woman who squanders the hours while you’re away on a job; instead, I’ll be the woman who’s redecorated the bookstore or redone the guest room because I can. But, when you walk through the door, I’m all yours. And, last and most important, I won’t be the woman in your corner, rooting for you, but instead, I’ll be alongside you, rooting with you. 

“From the day I met you, knowing what I felt for you, I knew a friendship would never suffice. I knew that the only way to protect Lilly’s heart and my heart from you was to create distance.” I look down at the scar on my wrist and think about the scars on my thighs, my back. “I know now that I was trying to cover up the beauty of life. The wounds that we earn by tough battles won.” 

I think about the scar on my chest. And the heart that was given to me, the life that was given to me. William and Elena didn’t have to give me Shelby’s heart. But they did. 

“Now, I choose to live my life unafraid of heartbreak, unafraid of what will happen, because the honest-to-God truth is, I can’t control any of it.”

Another tear streams down my cheek, giving the wounds on my face a wake-up call. 

Relief washes over Aaron. He reaches over, takes my hand, and kisses it. He looks into my eyes. I see the anguish in his eyes, the guilt. 

“I saw Sarah the day Brett took you.”

This doesn’t surprise me. He still visits Sarah in the home she’s at. 

“But you see Sarah once a month.”

Aaron shakes his head. “No. I saw her taking groceries home.”

I’m confused.

Aaron tightens his grip on my hand before he proceeds, “I was on my way into headquarters and thought I’d seen a ghost. But it was Sarah. Walking down the street, carrying her groceries.”

I swallow what feels like a pile of sandpaper. I listen.

“Said, one day, almost three weeks ago now, she just came out of it.” He stares back at me. 

I want to use my fingers to fidget, to distract my heart, myself, my eyes. 

“We agreed to go to coffee after I got off. I called you but couldn’t get through.” His voice is quiet. 

But he doesn’t leave the destination we’ve unspokenly agreed to with our eyes—the halfway point from me to him. 

Lilly sleeps.

Coffee. It was just coffee, Lydia. That’s it.

“When I didn’t get through, I waited a bit and tried again. Still, I couldn’t get through.” Aaron’s voice breaks. He coughs and covers his mouth. His inward guilt matches his eyes. 

“Aaron, this isn’t your fault.”

He nods. “I try to keep telling myself that. But then I think, What if I hadn’t gone to coffee—”

“Stop it. You didn’t force me into the truck. You didn’t drive off the cliff. You didn’t do any of this, Aaron.” 

“I know, but I should have been there to prevent this.”

I stop stroking Lilly’s hair. I see it now. Why he says this. It isn’t out of self-pity. This is out of love. 

When people fall in love, some say their heart picks up the pace. That it beats faster, beats more for the person they’ve fallen for. Mine has just found a new rhythm. A song. A new pace to work with. A pace that’s right. And it feels good. Aaron is the reason I was running the whole time, too scared to allow my heart to find this new pace. 

I use measured breaths when I say this, measured breaths that allow me time between words so that this doesn’t come out jumbled or messed up but instead clear and full of love, “God Almighty couldn’t have prevented this, Aaron. What makes you think you could have? Don’t you see? I was supposed to face my demons, Aaron. Maybe it was the wrong timing, but I was supposed to fight this battle and win.”


Thirty-Nine
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Lydia

One Month Later

Helen offered to take Lilly after school, as I had to drive to Augusta for my last follow-up checkup after the accident so Alex took over the store, and I’m pulling into town now. It’s just after eight p.m.

I swear that Granite Harbor tucks itself and its people into bed at 7:51 p.m. every night. Even in the summertime when our summer tourism is in full swing, it’s like our visitors get the memo that the town shuts down from ten p.m. to eight a.m. 

But, on this evening, I notice orange lilies running the length of Main Street. Bright, beautiful orange lilies. They’re stacked on both sides of the street, as if strategically placed for someone to see. Staged. 

At first, I think, That’s a whole lot of money that someone just tossed down the drain, but then I ask myself why they’re here. I pull up to my bookstore, put the car in park, and slowly get out. 

Not sore anymore from the accident, but still allowing my body to overcompensate for the pain I used to feel, I look back down the way I drove and then the other way down Main.

The way the lampposts come alive with light all at the same time makes everything look a little more magical. 

I turn from my car and notice a note on the bookstore door.

I walk to it. 

DEAR LYDIA,

MEET US IN THE MIDDLE OF MAIN. 

AARON

I walk to the middle of the street and look to my left, and see Aaron and Lilly, walking hand in hand. Lilly’s wearing a white jumpsuit with a jean jacket—the outfit my mom bought her in Boston this summer. She’s holding a single lily.

Aaron is wearing a gray suit with a white button-up dress shirt underneath. Black dress shoes. He’s carrying two lilies. 

Somehow, I don’t feel underdressed with a flowing white blouse and capris with sandals. I suppose I should. But something about this moment has nothing to do with material things; it has everything to do with what’s being created right now. A memory that we can tuck into our lifetime and pull out when life seems to be too much. Because there’re no two other people I’d like to do this life with.

My heart finds the rhythm. The one that Aaron gives me. 

My beautiful daughter walks with him toward me. 

I cover my mouth with my hand and smile beneath it. 

Lilly is grinning from ear to ear, which makes me grin even more.

A single tear leaves Aaron’s eye and rolls down his cheek. 

What is going on?

One rolls down my cheek. Then, two. I wipe them. 

Aaron and Lilly reach me, and he gives her hand a soft wiggle, as if to say, Okay.

Lilly grabs her notecard from her pocket and begins to read, “Dear Mommy, I love you more than all the lilies in the world. Flowers. Not people.” She grins and looks up at me. “When you look at Aaron, you smile a lot. I don’t see you look at Leonard, the mailman, like that. I like how Aaron looks at you. Like you’re the prettiest unicorn in the whole world. I would really like it if Aaron could sleep over every night. I like how he makes you so happy.” She leans her head into Aaron and continues to read, “Aaron asked if it would be okay if he married me and you.” She smiles. “I told him that you’re only supposed to marry one person at a time. But then he asked if he could be my dad.”

I look up to Aaron.

Tears are now streaming down his face.

“I told him that I love him and that I love you, and if marrying us both gets me the best dad in the world, I’ll take it.”

She looks up at Aaron. Looks at me. “Mommy, will you marry Dad?”

Aaron puts his finger up, signifying he needs a second. Looks away. And then back to me. Takes a step forward, so we’re closer, enough to touch each other. 

“Being with you and Lilly has made me realize how important love is. I see a lot of brokenness in the job that I do,” he speaks slowly. “I see a lot of heartbreak. I spent a lot of years just skimming through life, not wanting to give my heart away because of what could come. Somewhere along the line, early on, I fell in love with you. A love I knew I couldn’t deny. A love that puts my existence at ease.” He pauses and looks down at the lilies in his hand. He hands one to me and keeps the other for himself. Lilly is holding the third. 

Aaron hands his lily to Lilly and gets down on one knee. Lilly squeals in delight. 

My hands begin to shake. My knees feel as though they’ll give way.

“Now that I have Lilly’s blessing and your parents’ blessing, will you make me the most happiest man alive and spend the rest of your life with me?”

I nod because the tears are flowing, and I can’t seem to speak. Somewhere, the one word he needs gets lost in my head.

“Mommy, you have to say yes or no. That’s what they say in all the movies when someone asks.”

I laugh and cry, all at the same time. “Yes. Yes, I’d love for us to spend the rest of our lives with you, Aaron.”

Aaron stands, takes a box from his pocket, pulls out a ring, and slides it on my finger. Before Aaron does anything else, he pulls another ring, a much smaller gold band from his pocket. “What do you say, kiddo?”

Lilly smiles. “I’m in,” she says and Aaron slides the ring on Lilly’s finger.

I throw my arms around him and begin to shake. “I love you, Aaron Casey.” My words are clear but full of emotion. I pull back and look at Lilly. “You might want to turn around for this, baby.”

Lilly rolls her eyes, shakes her head, and turns around.

My mouth crashes against Aaron’s, and I feel his smile underneath it all. Through our kiss, he says, “I love you, Lydia Casey.”

That has a nice ring to it. 
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A day later, we gather the lilies with the help of Ethan and Bryce and their new baby, Parker; Eli, Alex, and their two girls, Emily and Noah; Ryan and Merit and their daughter, Hope, in a front pack. We gave them all to local businesses. Somehow, it just made our sweet home of Granite Harbor brighter. It made our town brighter, the people brighter. 

We all stand in front of the bookstore. Emily, Noah, and Lilly gleefully chase each other. 

Ryan looks to Aaron. “Dude, that was a lot of lilies. How’d you get all those?”

Aaron side-eyes me. “I know a guy with a field full of them. Paid a price he couldn’t refuse.”

“Have you guys set a date yet?” Merit asks, moving their daughter, Hope, from one side to the other.

Aaron and I exchange a look and smile. 

“You guys have plans for two weeks from today?” he asks.

Alex gasps. Eli laughs.

The entire crowd starts to laugh. Us.

Ethan holds his brother’s shoulder. “Nah, we don’t have plans.”

“Good then. It’ll be at the Harbor Inn at four p.m. Real small,” Aaron says.

Alex, Bryce, and Merit stare me down. 

“We need details, sister. Come along.” Bryce takes me by the arm along with Alex and Merit, and we head inside the bookstore to talk wedding details.

I’ve never had girlfriends before, real good girlfriends before, who I can count on, no matter what. I’m starting to think I’ve found my tribe.
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It’s late when Aaron and I slip into bed. 

We’ve made love since the accident. We couldn’t help ourselves. He was gentle with me. Soft. Carefully held me as he pushed himself deeper inside me. 

He flicks off the light, leaving us to the dark, my back to him, as I’m on my side. He scoots closer, my back fitting to his front like it’s been a perfect fit for years. He pulls my legs part, confirming I don’t have panties on. I hear the escape of air between his lips. 

That’s why I don’t wear panties to bed. I enjoy listening to that sound, knowing I created that feeling the sound gives. One of want. One of excitement. One of need.

With my legs apart, one up and bent, he comes from the bottom between my legs, and he slides his finger through my folds to see if I’m wet. 

The sigh. Again. I smile. He knows.

“Just so you know, I’m not going to be gentle tonight, Lydia.”

“I know.” I try to control the quiver in my voice, but when his fingers apply the perfect amount of pressure, I gasp for air. 

He slides two inside. 

“Aaron,” I quietly call out. 

“First, I just want to watch you.” He removes his fingers from inside me and thrusts my leg to the side, so he’s between my legs. He gets down on his stomach. He pushes his mouth toward my middle and madly drives his tongue against me as my body shutters against his mouth. Not taking his time, his tongue moves the length of my folds and then stays focused on the top part that makes me grab his head and rock my head against the pillow. 

I watch.

Watching him take me in his mouth, watching my hips against his tongue. His eyes wild, he stares back.

But this feels too good, and I suck in my bottom lip. 

“Aaron,” I pant. “Not yet.”

But he ignores my request. He takes his tongue, using the tip, and shoves it down on me. 

“Aaron!” I whisper. I hiss and buck against his mouth, my body shakes, wanting to reach my place now but holding out because I want to watch him get what he needs. 

“Stop,” I say and try to close my legs.

Finally, he stops. I pull his mouth to mine and take in what our bodies have created. Our mouths move in such a way that’s succinct and measured but also needed and uncontrollable.

His middle lands at the gates of mine. I feel the hardness of him and the ache radiating through his body. His need is felt in his kiss.

“I need you inside me, Aaron.”

And, with that, he slides inside me. He’s done an excellent job of keeping me stretched every night, so when he slides in, I’m relaxed, and he fills every single void I have.

He pumps inside me as I watch him watching me. 

Aaron’s face contorts like he’s reaching a climax too soon. He pulls out. Pants. Waits. 

I pull us both down to the mattress. I slip my shirt off over my head and toss it on the floor. 

Aaron is already fully naked.

I climb on top of him and watch him as I push him inside me. 

Aaron closes his eyes. “Game over, baby.” 

I rock once. Twice. Three times. 

He takes what’s his, putting my nipple in his mouth first.

I call out.

He puts his hands around my breasts. 

I rock.

He bites down.

I move faster. 

Stars start to align themselves.

But I watch as he takes a breast in his mouth. He probes, sucks, flicks, and I almost lose it.

As if I were a feather, he lifts me from him, moves me to the spot where he was, and takes me from behind, quickly entering me.

Usually, when I was ordered to have sex with Brett, it was missionary. And the men I’d been with before—few and far between—were always polite, never rude, and always missionary. So, when Aaron takes me in this position, I grab the headboard.

The stars form again, and I wonder why I’ve never done it like this before.

Aaron plunges against me and then reaches around, using his fingers, pushing them to the top of my folds.

“Aaron!” I quietly call out so as not to wake Lilly. 

But the stars get brighter, and everything else gets darker. 

But the feeling isn’t comparable to anything, except my last orgasm with Aaron. How he makes me reach these places, I have no idea.

An explosion of color.

My body shudders against his, and I lose my grip on the headboard.

“Fuck!” he whispers against my back. Then, his body collapses.

We both move and fall against each other in bed. Fighting for air and clarity, we lie here in the dark, our hearts pounding against each other and for each other. 

After a few moments, I feel his lips against my head. 

“Lydia, are you still awake?”

“Yes.”

He pulls me in closer, my naked body against his side.

Aaron laughs quietly. 

“What?” 

He giggles now.

I pull my head up to look at the direction where his face is, but it’s too dark to see. Only when he laughs do I see his teeth.

“God, your body, your breasts just sitting on my chest. It’s a wonder we can ever get anything done.” 

I giggle, too. Allow my head to fall down, back in the crook of his armpit. I listen to the rhythm of his heartbeat.

It’s quiet for a long time. We lie here, enjoying the silence and the darkness.

“Lyd?”

“Yeah?” 

He strokes my hair. “I want to adopt Lilly.”

The grin on my face can only be seen by the darkness. And, if the daylight saw it, it’d call on it, too—for it to appear and spread light, the light I feel inside at this very moment. 

“She’d like that, Aaron. I’d like that.”

“I need to talk to you about something else.”

“What’s that?”

“Sarah.” 

Since Aaron told me about Sarah, I wouldn’t say I’m jealous. I’d say I wonder about the curiosity that Aaron might have if things had worked out otherwise. If Charlotte hadn’t died. If Sarah hadn’t gone into a home. If she’d grieved differently. Would things have worked out with us? 

“For a long time, I thought about all the scenarios of Sarah’s life, your life, my life, our life together, of how it might have been changed if things hadn’t happened the way they did. Things that were out of our control. Things we had no power over. If Charlotte hadn’t died, Sarah wouldn’t have had this huge change in her life. Right?”

I nod.

“And if …” He pauses, being cautious of my feelings.

“It’s okay, Aaron. Go ahead.”

“If Brett hadn’t … you know …” He can’t bring himself to say it.

“Hurt me.”

“Yeah, and if you didn’t have the courage to leave, things could have been so different for all of us.”

I think of this. All the players. The factors. The measured moments, the defining ones. The times of clarity when all the signs pointed to the door and I gave every excuse as to why I shouldn’t leave. 

“But then I wouldn’t—we wouldn’t have Lilly.”

“Exactly. So, amid all the heartbreak comes beauty, right? What happens in life isn’t the outcome, but what we do with the situations, that can become our destiny.”

He’s right. I think about the situations in my life, in Lilly’s life, that we’ve been presented with. Alcoholism. Death. Abuse. Violence. What we’ve done to get to where we are today. These are our greatest assets in life. 

“I used to wonder how Lilly and I got so lucky with you, but now, I know. It’s not luck. It’s a lot of dead ends that we didn’t find you on accident. I think that’s all part of the bigger plan.”

“For the record, you and Lilly are my greatest finds.” He kisses his spot on my neck. 

“Also, I think I’d like to keep the name Lydia. It’s grown on me.” I smile into his side, and I kiss his chest.

“I love you, Lydia. I’ll call you anything you want me to. Follow you anywhere. I just need to be with you.”

The spring peepers all of a sudden come alive outside, as if putting on a full concert for us. They find a rhythm. 

“Aaron, can I ask you something?” I say.

“Yeah.” He takes the strands of my hair and pulls his fingers through them.

“When we started to sink in the ocean that night, I thrashed and fought as hard as I could to get out. When the police asked me how I’d ended up on top of the edge of the cliff that we’d plunged off of, soaking wet, I didn’t answer their question because I wasn’t sure of anything. Thought I had gone crazy maybe.” I pause. “But—and I know how weird this sounds; I do—it was William and Shelby. They pulled me from the sinking truck. All I remember is their faces. They pulled me from the truck, and that’s it.” The words drift from my mouth as I replay the memory in my head, hoping I don’t sound as crazy as I think I do.

Through his chest, I feel Aaron’s heart start to pound. 

I pull my head up to look at him. “What’s wrong?”

Aaron shakes his head, smiles, and pushes a mouthful of air out. “As we tracked you with the app”—he laughs—“this is crazy. I didn’t know William had passed away. But, anyway, I saw William and a little girl on the side of the road. They were soaking wet, and they were as real as day. Like you or me. They were so real. Anyway, I pulled over and ran to him and the little girl. At the time, I should have asked more questions. But all I kept thinking about was you and your safety. I got them situated in the truck with blankets. Told them to stay put. And then Ryan, Eli, Ethan, and I headed down the steep terrain where we found you.”

At this point, I’m sitting up, a sheet pulled over my naked body, living on Aaron’s every word. “You saw him, too?” I whisper in disbelief. 

“Yeah. And the odd thing was, the guys didn’t see William or the little girl. Thought I was in shock. They just saw me walking from the side of the road and back to the truck.” 

“Shelby.”

“What?”

“The little girl with William, that was his daughter Shelby. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I don’t know. With everything that’s happened, I guess it just slipped my mind.”

Aaron reaches out and touches my arm. “I’m not following. Tell me what?” 

“Shelby. The heart.” I point to my scar.

“The what?”

“My heart transplant. When I was six. It came from Shelby. William’s daughter.”

Aaron sits up. Stares at me dead in the eyes with disbelief. 

The spring peepers sing.

“You’re going to have to explain this one slowly to me. I’ve got all night.” 

Aaron holds his arms out and moves me to his chest once again, and I tell him the story about a six-year-old little girl whose heart was losing momentum.


Forty
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Lydia

Two Weeks Later

“You look like the tenacious, sassy six-year-old I saw being wheeled into the operating room all those years ago,” my dad, Lee, says as he walks up behind me. 

He touches my bare shoulders. The ones left exposed. Something I never would have done just six months ago. The same shoulders that have scars on them. One just above my shoulder blade, one just below my collarbone, and one more where my neck ends and my shoulder begins. Scars that have helped shape who I’ve become. Someone I can finally look in the mirror at while naked and not run away in fear. 

The white dress is slim, fitting, and simple. A few pearls cascade down the back. No train. No rhinestones. 

My dad moves his hand over mine so that we’re holding hands, staring back at each other in the mirror. “The same little girl who played in the lily fields with a newfound life.” 

After my mother got sober, he moved to the background again. Coming when needed. When called upon. Not a day in my life has my father ever not been there for me. Especially on this day. 

“You look like a beautiful angel.” His voice breaks. His eyes grow red, and a single tear falls down his cheek.

“Please don’t, Daddy. You’ll make me cry.” 

I turn to him. “Thank you for being an amazing father. Thank you for being an amazing grandfather to Lilly. And thank you for allowing Aaron to take on that role.” I squeeze his hand.

He holds his fist over his mouth for a moment, for fear of more tears maybe. “You’ll always be my little girl, baby. Always.”

“I know.” 

The music starts, and it’s our cue to begin the wedding ceremony. 

My dad takes both of my hands in his. Kisses them. “I love you, Lydia. And I am so proud of the woman, mother, and soon-to-be wife that you are. Now, here’s to a new beginning, one you’ve been waiting for and deserve. Aaron is a good man.”

And, with that, the French doors to the outside cottage of the Harbor Inn open, and my mom is standing there, waiting for us to walk down the aisle together. The three of us. 

Katherine, the chaplain of the Maine Warden Service, stands there with Aaron and our daughter, Lilly. 

I take a step out into the warm summer sun and feel it against my back. Leaving the darkness behind, I continue to step toward my future with Aaron and Lilly. 

I step forward with bravery, courage, and strength. After all, if I expect my daughter to do the same, I must lead by example. And my hopes for her are many, but one of the hopes is this: I hope she finds a person who she can find herself in. More importantly, I hope she finds happiness, wholeness, and courage. 


Epilogue
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Lydia

One Year Later

“We are gathered here today not to mourn the loss of Ida but to remember the strong woman she was,” Pastor Paul says.

Ryan leans over to Merit. “This is so stupid.”

Merit gives him the stink-eye as she rocks Hope in her arms, who’s fast asleep. 

I smile and look at Aaron. Lilly is up in the front with Helen and Bill, near Ruthie and Milton. 

“She would have wanted us not to be sorrowful, but instead full of love and fond memories.”

Ida’s prepurchased casket is up front and behind Pastor Paul. 

Eli, who’s left of us, holds Noah, who wiggles in his arms, while Emily sits nicely next to Alex. Emily reminds me a lot of Lilly when she was that age. 

“How in the hell did Ruthie let Ida get away with this?” Aaron whispers in my ear.

“Just roll with it,” I whisper back. 

Ida sits up from her casket. “Pastor Paul, you’re gonna have to make this shit a little more believable if you want to get the money I’m paying you for this.”

“Ida, I do this for free. I’m a pastor. That’s what we do.”

“My ass. Now, let’s get on with this. My shows come on at three.”

The whole crowd erupts in laughter. 

But Ida’s not laughing. 

Ruthie isn’t either. She’s fed up. “Mother, come on. This is enough! Your expectations of everyone to show up for your fake funeral are utterly ridiculous. Now, stop it this instant.” Ruthie stomps her foot. 

When Ruthie Murdock stomps her foot, even the good Lord himself knows she’s mad.

Ida crosses her arms like a child. “No.”

“Then, lie back down and shut up! Oh—” Ruthie covers her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Pastor Paul. I’m so sorry for using unkind words in the house of the Lord.”

Pastor Paul nods again, trying not to smile. He’s the new pastor in town and the only one who doesn’t know Ida too well. So, when he took on this little endeavor, he had no idea what he was getting into. He looks down at his Bible, searching for a verse.

“Sorry we’re late.” I hear Bryce whisper in my ear as she and Ethan take the spot behind me. 

Ryker, Bryce’s brother, and Audrey, William’s daughter, are behind them. They’ve been seen together in town, but nothing’s been made official yet. I have to say, I really like having Audrey here in Granite Harbor. And I know, when she sits in William’s chair to read the next book I’ve recommended, that William, Elena, and Shelby are close by, too.

“Don’t think I didn’t see you, Ethan and Bryce Casey, coming in late,” Ida calls from her coffin.

“Please, Pastor Paul”—Ruthie has her fingers on her forehead, head down—“just continue.”

“You’re outta the will, Ethan,” Ida says. “Only those who were on time make the will.”

“But, Ida, I didn’t think we were in the will to begin with,” Ethan says.

“Mom! That’s it.” Ruthie stands. “Excuse me, Pastor Paul.” Ruthie walks to Ida’s coffin onstage. “Get out, Mom. We’re going home. I can’t believe you manipulated me into doing this for you. All this crap about feeling you’ll have closure when you die. You haven’t died yet, Mom. And, when you do, I’m sure as hell—heck”—Ruthie looks to Pastor Paul and then turns back to Ida—“that you’ll see us all from your perch in heaven that God made you. Now, get out.” 

Ruthie’s cold stare could clear a church. And it does.

We pile out of the First Christian Church quicker than you can say, Lilly Casey. 

Ryan is shaking his head as Merit rolls her eyes. 

“Come on. Ida’s, like, eighty-seven years old, Ry. Give her a break,” Merit says.

He wraps his arm around his wife. “Anything for you.” He kisses her on the cheek.

Emily, Lilly, Noah, and Hope play on the stairs.

Unconditional love is what children give us, give each other. 

I look at our friends, who are now gathered around.

Ethan and Bryce come out with baby Parker, who’s now just over a year old. 

Aaron takes my hand and softly kisses it, reminding me that he’s here and he’s not going anywhere. 

“All right, who’s ready to get their butts kicked in this year’s annual Casey/Taylor/Young Family Softball Game?” Ryan says, pretending to swing a bat. 

“In your dreams, Taylor,” Eli says, and we all laugh. 

We walk across the street to the park as a family, a unit, knowing, no matter which way the wind blows, that nobody can break the bonds of friendship. And there’s something magical about Granite Harbor. I can’t explain it.
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Sadly, Ida passes away two weeks later in her sleep. And you know what? The whole town shows up. You see, Ida made a big impact on our sweet little town. One thing is for sure; it takes a special person to shut down our town, and Ida was certainly one. 

If you do manage to make it to our quiet piece of heaven, I hope you’ll stop in to Rain All Day Books and spend time in William’s reading chair. If you’d like to know how Standing Sideways ends, snag a copy while you’re here. I hope you grab the Alli burger at Oceanside Deli and meet Alex and Eli. Visit with Rick at Ring’s Pharmacy and see Ryan and Merit. Have coffee with Ethan and Bryce at Level Grounds Coffee Shop. 

Don’t worry; we’ll always have a room waiting for you at the Harbor Inn.

So long from Granite Harbor, Maine. 

It’s been a good ride.

The End
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