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  Dad, thank you for sharing your love for Maine.


  Because of you, it will always be my home. I love you.


  


  


  


  


  PROLOGUE


  MY FINGERS CURLED AROUND THE EDGE of the mattress, squeezing the pillow top with all my strength and using it to slowly drag myself toward the lip of the bed. I knew how late it was, and I didn’t want to wake David. He was sleeping soundly on my other arm, so I carefully pulled it from underneath him. My wrist passed the tip of his nose, and my fingers brushed over his cheek.


  Once freed, I sat up and placed my feet on the floor. I rubbed the small of my back, arching and bowing and pumping back and forth to alleviate the pain. His bed wasn’t the most comfortable I’d ever slept in…but whenever I came to David’s apartment, sleeping wasn’t what I did on that mattress.


  I glanced over my shoulder at his soft brown hair, long enough to cover most of his forehead. It was ordinarily swept to the side so it wouldn’t dangle in his eyes. His hair hadn’t changed at all since high school. Neither had his facial hair; the slightest dusting of scruff decorated his cheeks, which he’d shave off in the morning. His nails were short—no white at the tips since he had just cut them yesterday. He trimmed them every Sunday night before bed…I’d learned this and his other habits our senior year, when we’d dated for nine months. We didn’t last once we went off to different colleges. But after we’d graduated and returned home, we were both single…again. I knew it was the comfort I felt in his fingers, the familiarity of his features, the expectedness of him that had drawn me back to his bed. That was because there had been so much unexpected that had happened with The Ex—the guy I’d dated in college, who I wouldn’t even think of by name anymore—so I really just wanted something light.


  David knew my intentions. Very well, in fact.


  I had spoken them several times, even just a few hours ago before he’d tugged off my shirt and dropped it on his bedroom floor. That didn’t stop him from asking me to hang out every night after work, or from trying to be so attentive, or from trying to be what he thought I wanted. His efforts weren’t enough to make me spend the night.


  I didn’t know what it would take for that to happen. I was pretty sure there wasn’t anything that could.


  The sheet was looped around each of his legs and rested horizontally across his butt, leaving his back completely bare. My mouth opened from the sight. My teeth sank into my bottom lip as memories from just an hour ago triggered the reaction. Just because I couldn’t commit to a relationship didn’t mean I wasn’t attracted to him, or that I would ever get tired of admiring his body. I wondered if he was dreaming about the same thing I was thinking about now. Heavy breaths came from him, not quite a snore, with soft whimpers at the tail of each exhale. He had fallen asleep so easily, only minutes after I’d climbed off his slick flesh, our bodies wet with sweat. Our skin was now completely dry, and I wasn’t anywhere closer to getting any sleep.


  There were two windows on the far side of the room. Thin strips of light from the street below shone through the cracked blinds, revealing my jeans and flip-flops in a pile by the door, my bra, panties and tank top at the end of the bed. Once fully dressed, I tiptoed to his side. Since my camera was at home, still in its case after the photo shoot I’d conducted the day before, I reached into my purse and removed my cell phone. I held it several feet from his face and zoomed in on his profile. Bands of light crossed his cheeks and lips, a placid expression warmed his face. I needed to capture all of it…not because I wanted to hold the sight, but because it was beautiful. David’s looks were loud, enhanced by his perfect hair, sculpted muscles from daily tennis matches and flawless skin. He was prettier than I was.


  And he was safe.


  I tapped my camera icon, watching the photo briefly freeze on my screen before it was added to the collection. As I was about to take a second shot, he stirred. In his new position, the light vanished from his face and only touched the very corner of his mouth. The coloring was as soft as a kiss. I knew if that’s what I gave him, pressing my lips to that small section, he would wake with a smile. And then he would ask me to come back to bed, and he would pour me juice in the morning over a breakfast of hardboiled eggs.


  My throat began to tighten; my chest rose and fell with greater speed. I took a step away from the bed, then another. Backing out of his room and down the steps to the first floor, I closed the front door behind me. And as I moved down his sidewalk, my limbs finally relaxed, my breathing returned to normal. The streetlamps that had lit up his room were spaced evenly down the walk, illuminating the path to the visitor parking lot.


  As I drove out of his condominium complex, I thought about the dark circles that would be under my mom’s eyes in the morning. She would hear me open the door when I got home. She always heard, it didn’t matter what time I returned or how quiet I tried to be, and she wouldn’t be able to go back to bed. That was one of the reasons I wanted my own place. In the few weeks that had followed graduation, I had been saving at least half of my paychecks. I still didn’t have enough money.


  “You’re not even willing to stay the whole night with him,” my mom would say in the morning when she made a new pot of coffee for me, “so why not just cut things off with him? You’re way too young to settle down, anyway.”


  That conversation would turn into a repeat of the one we’d had a few nights before when I’d returned at the same time. She knew what was happening between David and me. Mom and I had the kind of relationship where I could always be completely honest with her. And it wasn’t that she didn’t like David; she’d thought he was a good guy since high school. She just wanted to make sure that I came first, that my photography and my interests were pursued before I got into something deep. I tried to tell her that within my lens, David really hadn’t come into focus—or anything even close to that. She said the more we hung out, that would change. She believed there were signs to prove it. She had even reminded me of that when she had sent a text message earlier, writing how disappointed she was that I had skipped our meeting to have dinner with him.


  That was another reason I needed my own place. I was also living with my employer.


  During the six o’clock meeting that I had bailed on, my parents and I were supposed to discuss what pictures should be uploaded to their website. I had taken hundreds in the last few weeks and I knew it was going to be more than just discussing each one thoroughly, but how they needed to be manipulated, combined, faded, brightened. The flowers that they grew, planted and designed with were already exquisite. But these photos wouldn’t just showcase their work, they would sell their services and that was a lot of pressure. Dinner with David sounded like more fun at the time.


  I rolled down the window and rested my arm along the ledge, waving my fingers in the open air as the hot breeze blew the hair off my face. The radio played a song that I knew and I sang along. The streets were quiet. The humidity was still thick even at this hour and my windshield fogged from the air conditioning.


  I knew I couldn’t leave David’s at two o’clock every morning and go to work a few hours later. I needed at least a little more sleep than that. Not that I would be getting any with my best friend, Gianna, returning home in a few days. Summer was our favorite season in Sarasota. We had the town, the beaches and the bars to ourselves for the next four months until all the snowbirds came back. And in a couple weeks, Gianna and I would hopefully have our own place.


  I pulled into the entrance of my parents’ subdivision and rounded the first bend. I could smell smoke in the distance. Brush fires were common this time of year, and since the weather affected my parents’ business, I was constantly reminded of how little rain we had received this spring. The current fires were several miles east and largely contained. But a few years before, I’d witnessed how fast they could spread and how much damage they could cause. I had volunteered to help clean-up after one. They were a serious danger. I hoped they wouldn’t be heading our way.


  I took the second turn and noticed red and white lights flickering across the palm trees up ahead. Blue lights followed. I knew those colors came from emergency vehicles, but why were they in my neighborhood in the middle of the night? It couldn’t be the fires…the smell would be stronger, clouds of smoke would be filling the air. Maybe someone got sick? It couldn’t be for any other reason…not where I lived. Nothing ever happened here.


  My fingers gripped the steering wheel even harder as I prepared to take the final corner. The road straightened as our block came into full view, and my foot hammered the brake. A crowd stood in the middle of the road. Faces I recognized. Neighbors…my neighbors. They were huddled together, dressed in their pajamas, their arms wrapped around each other. Their bodies were pointed toward the house at the end of the cul-de-sac.


  My house.


  A sharp pain began to stab at my stomach when I noticed the yellow tape. It bordered our lot, wrapping around each of the palms and disappearing into the darkness of the backyard. Our front door continuously opened and closed, strangers moving inside and out.


  Strangers dressed in uniforms.


  I knew my mouth was open. I knew my hands were squeezing the steering wheel so tightly that my fingers were cramping. I knew my feet were pushing so hard on the brake that my toenails were threatening to bend. But even as my mind bolted to the house, rushing between the crowds and tearing through the yellow tape, my body was unable to move.


  “Drew,” a woman said. “Thank God you’re okay, honey. We all thought you were inside…with your parents.”


  I turned my head and looked toward the voice.


  “Drew’s here,” the woman yelled. It took a few seconds, but I finally realized it was Carol, a neighbor I’d known since middle school when my family bought this house. She pointed down to me and waved. “Drew’s here,” she repeated, “she’s safe.” She then glanced at me. “Drew…I…”


  I concentrated on her face. She was trying to tell me something.


  It suddenly became so clear…in her stare, in her mouth, in the way her shoulders drooped. In the way she had said my name.


  Yellow tape.


  It was surrounding my house, which everyone was staring at. They knew. But what exactly did they know?


  “What happened?” I asked her. I felt the words come from my mouth, but they had slid through my lips on their own as if someone other than me was forcing them out. I had no control. It had been lost as soon as I’d passed the last turn in our neighborhood…as soon as I’d witnessed the people standing in the road. The same foreign strength that had pushed those words out of my mouth also put my car in park, opened the driver side door and compelled my feet onto the pavement.


  I was moving, rushing, sprinting toward the house.


  To my parents.


  I didn’t feel the shoulders that bumped me as I passed. I didn’t feel my flip-flop fall off. I didn’t feel the rain trickle down my forehead, burning my eyes as it softened my makeup.


  “I can’t let you go in there,” a man said. His face was close to my ear.


  I felt his breath spreading over my cheek, warming skin that felt frozen despite how sweltering it was outside. Then I felt his arms as he wrapped them around me from behind, lifting me off the ground and holding me against him. I couldn’t take another step. He wouldn’t let me.


  “It’s a crime scene,” he said. “Only authorized personnel can go inside.”


  Crime scene.


  Yellow tape…I knew what that stood for. I’d seen it in movies and on the news. But what did that mean for my parents?


  “That’s my house!” I shouted. “My mom and dad are in there.”


  “You’re Drew Stevens?”


  The buttons of his uniform, the firmness of his bulletproof vest, the thickness of his belt all pushed against my back. I squeezed his hands, trying to pull them off my body but he wouldn’t budge. “Yes…I’m Drew.”


  His posture softened; his grip loosened. “The detectives are going to want to ask you a few questions. I’m going to set you down and escort you over to them, okay?”


  “Where are my parents? I need them. I need…”


  My voice wasn’t any louder than a whisper. I didn’t know if he could hear me over all the chaos that surrounded us, but that was all I had. All I had left in me.


  “There were signs…forced entry…a broken window…blood,” he said.


  I couldn’t process any of his sentences, just certain words. Evil words. My head shook; I blocked my ears to keep from hearing him, trying to push the information away, even though I knew. I knew the meaning behind what he was telling me.


  I knew my whole family was dead.


  I should have been here. I should have been with my parents instead of with David. If only I’d stayed for the meeting. If only I’d had dinner with them. If only I’d slept in my own bed. I could have protected them…stopped this…saved them.


  “…sole survivor,” he continued.


  Whatever hope that was left in my body suddenly spiked. And the churning, the screaming, the shaking, all came to a halt. “A survivor? Who?”


  Because he was still holding me against him, he turned us to the left, facing me toward the parked ambulance. “She’s by the back door.”


  I looked to where he pointed. Sitting on the pavement, hooked to a leash that a paramedic held, mouth open and panting, was Bella, my parents’ four-year-old yellow Lab. They had bought her when I’d gone off to college. Mom said she helped with her empty nest syndrome. Now she was all that was left.


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Your neighbors came outside after they were woken up by Bella,” he said. He obviously knew my question extended far beyond our dog, how she’d gotten out of the house and how she’d survived. “She must have escaped through the doggy door and was circling your front yard, barking. When they saw the broken window, they called 9-1-1.”


  Bella’s eyes had found me. She was bucking against the leash, her front paw lifting off the ground and her body wiggling, trying to free herself from the restraint. I was doing the same.


  “Put me down,” I begged.


  “Are you going to try to go inside the house?”


  I dug my fingernails into his hands as they gripped my stomach even tighter, and I pinched his skin as hard as I could. “No! Let go of me! I just…I just want her,” I shouted. I needed to feel her fur against my face, to wrap my arms around her, to be comforted by the one remaining member of my family.


  He placed me on the ground but my feet didn’t hold me. My own weight was even too much. My knees buckled and I collapsed, tiny rocks digging into my palms as my hands landed on the pavement. The hard surface scraped the skin off my shins. When the wail burst through my lips, Bella’s tail stopped wagging. Her cries then pierced the air.


  I slapped the officer’s hands away from me. I didn’t need his help. I needed Bella. I dragged myself closer to her. She kicked and jerked against the leash, her whining getting louder as I moved toward her.


  “This is Drew,” the officer said, following directly behind me, but speaking to the paramedic who was holding Bella. “She’s the daughter.”


  The paramedic nodded and walked Bella over to me. Her wet nose pressed against my cheek. She licked my tears, drying them as they fell. I pushed myself to my knees, my hands moving to her ears, rubbing the soft, velvet-like hair that covered them. My hands and legs were bleeding, but I didn’t stop touching her or move to give the cuts any relief. I couldn’t let her go…I could smell the faintest scent of Mom’s perfume on Bella’s coat.


  She sat down in front of me; the massaging of her ears began to relax her. I held her face in my hands as her tongue reached out to lap my cheeks again. I brushed my nose over hers. “Oh, my girl.” I pulled her even closer, burying my face in her neck and wrapping my arms around her.


  She whimpered against my shoulder. She knew. She could sense the emotions that lingered around us, that wafted from me…the loss, the pain, the darkness, the unknown. I had seen nothing but dread in her eyes…the same dread I was sure she had seen in mine.


  “I’m scared, Bella…I’m so scared.” My hands circled her face; she kept her snout pressed to me as her breath floated over my skin. Sweat dripped from my forehead, but I shivered from the chill I felt within. “All we have is each other now.”


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  MY BODY GLIDED THROUGH THE WATER with hardly any drag. That was due to the Speedo so tight it was practically bound to my torso, the Swedish goggles suctioned to my face, the cap that covered my long locks, and my smooth, hairless skin. In the last few weeks, I had shaved almost two seconds off my fifty-yard freestyle. I wasn’t trying to decrease my time. I wasn’t in the pool for exercise, either. This was for me, and me alone. This was the only part of my day when I could shut it all off and just…breathe. Even if I only took a breath every other stroke.


  I hadn’t actually heard my mom’s screams or my dad’s shouting the night of the incident. My mind reproduced their sounds anyway; my brain recreated all of it, every detail from the moment that fucker had entered our house to when he had run out the front door.


  Him.


  What I didn’t have to invent were the images of my parents lying on the floor. Those came from the pictures that had been taken at the crime scene…the ones I had convinced the detective to show me because I needed closure. I couldn’t bring myself to visit the morgue. But I needed to see their faces one last time before they were cremated.


  That’s why I swam: to pause it all, to mute my parents’ noises, to shove those images to the back of my brain until I stepped out of the water again. I didn’t swim for my college team, only in high school. Yet something had sent me straight back into the pool after the incident. Something about it gave me internal silence. Maybe it was how I filled my ears with waterproof buds that blasted pre-set tunes, or how I only concentrated on my breath, my form and how many strokes it took before I reached the other end. Maybe my brain understood that I just needed to disconnect.


  The community pool in my parents’ neighborhood was only open from sunrise to sunset, yet no one ever reprimanded me for swimming late at night or for bringing Bella, even though the rules clearly stated that animals weren’t allowed. The residents probably didn’t even know I was here; I snuck in and out pretty quietly. If they had known, they would have most likely bombarded me with condolences—ones that I didn’t want to hear. From anyone. I didn’t need any more awkward expressions staring back at me, more pans of food that I would never eat, more apologies for something that wasn’t their fault. I just wanted a longer pause…and none of them could give me that.


  Since I had no intention of ever living in their house again, I decided that I would stop coming here once the reconstruction was done and the place was sold. That would give me enough time to find a new pool to swim in. Gianna, my best friend since elementary school, and her parents had hired a handyman to fix everything that had been damaged in the incident, along with some basic upgrades that were needed throughout the house. Our hope was that the remodel would help the home sell faster.


  I just used the pool.


  I was submerged when the light in the deep end shone in my face, almost as bright as a flash as I made my way across the twenty-five-yards. Two strokes before I reached the wall, I dove under and flipped, pushing off into a streamline. I did an open turn when I reached the shallow end so I wouldn’t splash Bella as much. She loved the water, but I wouldn’t allow her to get in the pool. Despite all the rules I was already breaking, I figured that would definitely be a reason to ban me from coming here. And I couldn’t be banned; I needed this place. I needed this pause. I’d been staying with Gianna’s parents since the incident, and they didn’t have a pool. Neither did their community. And there was no way I would use the one at my parents’ house. This one was it.


  Two strokes. Breath.


  As I reached the middle of the pool, I noticed a hand dangling in the shallow end, close to where Bella was lying. The fingers were shaking in the water as though they were trying to get my attention. I drew closer and recognized the orangey-red nails: they were Gianna’s. We’d gotten manicures a few days earlier and she’d chosen the same color for me. Lately, she’d been choosing almost everything for me. And this wasn’t the first time she’d visited me at the pool. She actually came here often, probably making sure I didn’t overheat or swim myself to death, although she never said that.


  “Hey, Gia,” I said as soon as I surfaced, lifting the goggles to my forehead. She really was worried about me, I could tell by the look on her face. “What’s going on?”


  She was dressed in yoga pants and a white tank, her fiery red hair in a messy knot on top of her head. It was obvious that she hadn’t showered since she left the gym. She stayed huddled next to Bella, petting her, running her fingers down toward the dog’s tail then back up to her neck. “Something came for you in the mail,” she said. “Since you weren’t at the house when I got back, I figured I’d check for you here.”


  I’d stopped looking at the mail about a week after the incident. Nothing good ever came in those paper packages, so I only read letters that had already been filtered by Gianna or her parents…and even those usually stayed in our room for a few days before I got the courage to read them.


  “You came all the way here to give me a letter?”


  “It looks like an important one.” With nothing more than mascara coating her long lashes and gloss that glittered her lips, Gianna was beautiful. She didn’t need make-up. She had sharp features, perfect ivory skin and wildly curly flaming hair, which made quite a statement in the way they all combined. And even though it was late and she had rocked me in her arms on her bed last night, crying right along with me into the wee hours in spite of having to wake up early, she didn’t have any circles or puffiness under her eyes. I was envious. What she did have was concern; it spread through her voice, her posture, even the way she moved her brows.


  My heart rate started to increase, and I reached for my goggles to pull them back over my eyes and began to turn to take another lap. “I’ll read it later when I get—”


  “No, Drew. I really think you should read it now.” She extended her arm, holding it over the water so I could see the front of the envelope. It was legal size, thick, and stuffed completely full. The pool light and the few streetlamps that glowed onto the deck illuminated my name and address and the word confidential stamped in red ink on the bottom. The top had been ripped open…Gianna knew what was inside and whatever that was had brought her here.


  “It came certified mail, and my mom had to sign for it.” She looked down at Bella. “It’s from an attorney…in Maine.”


  “Why would an attorney from Maine be sending me something?”


  My parents moved to Florida from Maine when they were very young, but we’d lived in Florida my entire life. I’d never been to Maine and didn’t know anyone who lived that far north. My mom’s parents had died a few years after I was born and hadn’t gotten the chance to meet me, and my mom didn’t have any other living relatives. I knew this couldn’t have anything to do with my dad because he was from Florida originally; his parents had both lived here, though they had passed away quite a while ago. Neither of my parents had any siblings, which left me without aunts or uncles. I had no one and nothing in Maine… certainly no need for a lawyer’s letter.


  “I think you should get out of the pool,” she said. “We can go to my car and read the letter together.” Her voice had stayed calm but her concern hadn’t faded at all. If anything, it had doubled. And even though my body had been strained from the exercise, it wasn’t the reason I was trembling.


  I looked at the envelope. It was so official, so stern. “Gianna…”


  “It’s okay,” she said, standing on the deck, giving me her hand to guide me out of the water.


  I climbed the steps and wrapped a towel around my wet skin. “I thought all the legal stuff was behind me.” The family attorney in Sarasota had assured me of that. My parents had set up a trust for me many years ago, which had made things much easier to settle…or so I’d been told. I wondered how true that was now.


  “It is behind you.” She pushed my flip-flops toward me. “This is… something different.”


  Bella stood next to me, licking the drops of water that fell from me. My fingers touched her head as I slipped the sandals onto my feet. “What does that mean?”


  “Come on.” Gianna reached for my hand again. “Let’s go to my car.”


  I slid my bag over my arm, linked my fingers with hers and followed a few steps behind. Bella climbed into the back and rested her chin on my shoulder as Gianna and I got into the front seat. She flipped on the overhead light and started the engine, turning on the air conditioning so it would cool my body down.


  “You want to read, or should I?”


  “You.” My nerves had moved into my throat, a knot forming right in the back making it hard to breathe.


  “Okay, then.” She opened the envelope and removed the stack of papers, holding them under the light. She quickly read the first few sentences out loud. My eyes watched her rather than the print, trying to interpret her expression. Nothing I saw gave any indication of what this was all about, until she read, “I represent the estate of Bernard and Marilyn Coswell.”


  The knot in my throat immediately began to shrink. “The Coswells…”


  “You know them?”


  I nodded. “They were my grandparents…but they’ve been dead for nearly my whole life. This is probably just some legal stuff that should have gone to my mom—”


  “No, Drew…let me keep reading.” She dropped the papers onto her lap. “The Coswell estate is gifting you a house—their house, a property in Bar Harbor, the same town where…”


  “My mom grew up,” I finished.


  “That’s not all of it.” She closed her mouth, a furrow forming between her brows. “You might think that they’ve been dead for most of your life, but that’s not what these papers say.” She lifted the stack again and tilted the pages toward me. “The dates that they were born and the dates of their death are listed in here.”


  I kept my eyes on her. “So…”


  “So Bernard died two months ago and,” she paused again, taking a deep breath, “it looks like it happened only a week after your parents’ death. And Marilyn died…two weeks ago.”


  I shook my head. “That’s impossible.”


  “It’s not, Roo,” she said, using the nickname she had called me since we were kids. She flipped the pages until she reached the middle of the stack. My fingers reached out to grab the two sheets she handed to me, but stopped mid-air when I saw what they said. They were death certificates; the date of Marilyn’s death was clearly printed underneath her name…a date from two weeks ago, just as Gianna had said.


  “How?” I whispered. Tears began to roll from my eyes.


  My mom had lied about her parents.


  Why? Why wouldn’t she want me to meet them, to have them in our lives? I didn’t know if I was supposed to be angry with my mom for keeping this from me, or sad that Marilyn, a complete stranger, had died so recently…and I only just learned of her existence.


  Maybe this was all a big mistake…


  “They must have known about you,” she said. She showed me a sheet of paper that was on the bottom of the stack. “Your grandmother signed the deed of the house over to you.”


  If she knew about me, then…


  “I don’t understand this.”


  She dropped the papers and wrapped her arms around me, pulling my wet face into her neck and my soaking suit against her chest. “Don’t worry. We’ll make sense of this.”


  Don’t worry? My parents had been gone for almost three months; all I had done since their death was worry. Everything in my life was different now. I tried to speak again, to ask her the questions even though I knew she didn’t have the answers. Nothing came out. No words. No sounds. I was filled with…nothing.


  “Drew, say something. I need to know what you’re feeling.”


  I sniffled and buried my face even deeper into Gianna’s neck. Her shirt caught everything that fell from my eyes, making a damp circle along the soft cotton of her tank. Bella’s wet nose touched the back of my neck. I wanted to acknowledge her, rub her ears and praise her for being so sensitive.


  But I couldn’t move.


  “We’ll figure this out,” Gianna said. “I promise.”


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  DURING THE YEARS THAT MOM USED TO tuck me into bed, before she would brush the hair out of my face and gently kiss my cheek goodnight, she would tell me a Maine tale. That was what she called her childhood adventures. She never had to read from a book or a journal, never even had to stop to recall a detail. Stories fell from her lips fluidly, the backdrop always Bar Harbor. She described it as having the freshest, cleanest scent she had ever smelled: clothes straight out of the dryer, leaves dampened by a bubbling spring, and a tiny hint of thyme. Before driving into the state, I’d associated clean with the scent of soap. But somewhere between the towns of Ellsworth and Trenton, I rolled down all the windows and found a freshness floating into the car. Maybe it came from the greenery that edged the road or the salty air from the harbor that peeked through the layer of trees. Maybe it was just Maine. But as the wind glided past me, I knew at last what my mom had meant.


  I wasn’t the only one who noticed the change in the air. As soon as I opened the windows, Bella stood from the seat and stuck her face out. Her tail thumped against the passenger door as she took in the crispness that breezed past her snout.


  “We’re almost there, little lady.”


  I watched her from the rearview mirror. She glanced in my direction when I spoke before turning to face the road again. It had taken two entire days to drive up here. She needed to be walked; she’d spent far too much time in the car. We both had.


  I’d hoped the long hours on the road would help me sort out some of this new information. There wasn’t a whole lot that I could process, but the quick call I’d made to the Coswells’ attorney had confirmed everything that was in the envelope: Marilyn had died two weeks ago; the deed to their house had been completed prior to her death and she had signed it personally. The attorney added that there wasn’t a mortgage on the house; the estate paid for the taxes and utilities and would continue to do so for a set time frame. I couldn’t wrap my head around any of it: how I’d inherited this house, what exactly that meant about my past, whether I should sell it, or that I’d had grandparents this whole time and hadn’t even known they were alive. I thought about it as much as the incident. Gianna had begged me to wait until the weekend since my complicated life had maxed out her vacation days. She wanted to come along; she knew how much this was consuming me, and didn’t want me to be alone. But the attorney didn’t work on the weekend. I needed answers and I wasn’t willing to wait for them.


  Something was pulling me to Maine.


  I needed to touch the house, to be in the presence of this secret that my mom had withheld my whole life. I needed to connect Mom’s tales to their source. I needed to feel closer to her. I hoped Maine would give me that. And that connection was something I needed to find on my own.


  I slowed down for the upcoming red light as Bella moved from the window to the center of the backseat, sticking her nose over my shoulder. I nuzzled my cheek against her. “I know,” I said, releasing the steering wheel to scratch her ears. “Just a few more minutes, then I promise a swim in the ocean.” She cocked her head to the side. She knew the meaning of swim.


  From the pictures the attorney had emailed me, it appeared that the house sat directly adjacent to the ocean. I didn’t know how warm the Atlantic got, especially at the tail end of the northern summer. I figured it wouldn’t be even close to the temperature of the Gulf of Mexico, which was where Bella usually swam. But cold didn’t bother her. She was used to jumping into the pool at my parents’ house, even in the dead of winter.


  My phone rang. The screen changed from the GPS app to a picture of David. I was sure it was one of his weekly calls…the ones where he tried to convince me to hang out with him. It was also possible that he’d bumped into Gianna and was making sure I’d gotten to Maine safely. Either way, I wasn’t answering it. We’d only seen each other once since the incident, so I could tell him I wouldn’t be hooking up with him anymore. I couldn’t. I had chosen him over my family that night. Had I been in that house, there was a chance both of my parents would still be alive. The constant objections I voiced and texted to him didn’t seem to deter him. They were doing just the opposite, actually. I’d suddenly become even more of a challenge and he was determined to have me. He just didn’t realize yet that he never would.


  No one would. They wouldn’t want my mess.


  The arrow turned green, and I cut into the first plaza and parked in a spot right in front of the attorney’s office. I clipped Bella’s leash to her collar, and we both got out of the car, stretching our legs as we made our way to the door.


  “No dogs,” the secretary said. Her voice was firm, her expression fierce.


  I froze in the entryway, shocked by her tone. Bella looked at me, waiting for a command. “I’m here to see Mr. Adams.”


  “You’ll have to leave the dog in the car.”


  “You want me to leave my dog? In a hot car?”


  She shook her head and shrugged at the same time. The woman was crazy if she thought I was going to do either.


  “Please tell Mr. Adams we’ll be having our meeting in my car, so when he’s ready to chat, he can find us there.” Bella was sitting on the carpet right by my feet, glancing between the secretary and me. “Let’s go,” I said to her, leading her back through the door and out to the parking lot.


  “Miss Stevens?” a man said behind me. I quickly turned around. “Please come back inside, and feel free to bring your dog.” My brows rose. “I apologize; she’s new…she doesn’t know the dog policy. Regardless, we have lots to discuss so let’s get to work.”


  “Thank you.” I offered a smile and guided Bella back inside. The secretary never looked up from her computer again.


  “Please take a seat.” He moved to the other side of his desk and extended his hand. “And call me Paul.”


  “Then please call me Drew,” I said, shaking his hand. I took the chair closest to the door. Bella sat on the floor next to me.


  “You made excellent time. When you said you were driving, I expected to have to postpone our meeting. Traffic tends to get thick in some areas and it could have really delayed your trip.”


  I’d been driving for days, the questions building as each hour had passed. I didn’t want to be rude, but I also didn’t feel the need for small talk.


  “Yes, well, I got lucky, I guess. Mr. Ad…uh, Paul…I have to ask: I assume you met with Marilyn before she passed away?”


  “Very briefly, yes.”


  This might have been more family drama than he was ready to handle on our first meeting, but I didn’t want to hold back. “Did she happen to mention why I didn’t know she existed…or why my mother didn’t tell me that my grandmother was alive?”


  It felt strange to say that word in reference to my mother’s mom. I’d said it all the time when referring to my grandmother on my father’s side, but this was entirely different.


  “I’m afraid I don’t have either of those answers, Drew. I’m semi-new to the area so I only knew Mrs. Coswell for a short time. I purchased this practice from Mr. Sumter; it was he who handled her estate before I came in. There’s a chance he knew much more than me.”


  “Is there any way I can speak to him?”


  “Unfortunately, Mr. Sumter is deceased, which is why I was able to purchase his practice.”


  “Is there anything you can tell me?” I asked.


  He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I can tell you that Mrs. Coswell made it very clear she wanted the house to go to you. She and I set up an escrow account holding enough funds for you to completely renovate the house and the grounds, provided you want to go in that direction. As I mentioned on the phone, there’s also money set aside in a separate account for taxes, utilities and maintenance for the next ten years.” He shifted uncomfortably. “The remainder of the estate went to their only other living heir.”


  “Heir?”


  “Yes…their elder daughter, Shirley.”


  I dropped Bella’s leash, gripped the armrests, hoping the wood would steady my body. Then I slid to the edge of my seat. “My mother had a sister?”


  “You didn’t know this, either?” I shook my head. “I see.” He sat upright again, his hands crossing on top of the desk. “Shirley was your mother’s only sibling. She lives in the UK and has for quite some time.”


  I had family? An aunt, who was very much alive, and grandparents who very much weren’t...


  My mother had not only shut out her parents, but her sister, too?


  This was getting even more fucked up.


  When I really reached back in my memory, I realized that not only had she never mentioned her sister, but she’d rarely ever talked about her parents other than to explain to me that they’d died when I was young. There hadn’t even been pictures of them in our house—not in frames, not in albums. Nothing I’d ever been shown. Why hadn’t that seemed odd to me? And why hadn’t I asked her more about them? Maybe I was too young, too immature to care. I knew all about the small, personal discoveries my mom had made in Maine: the mountains she’d hiked, the fish she’d caught, the friends she’d hung out with. I knew all about how she and my dad had met when he was the gardener at her parents’ house and a student at a community college. I knew how my mom had convinced him to leave Maine once she’d graduated high school because she wanted warm weather and my dad missed his family in Florida. I knew all about those things, but nothing about the truth that stood behind it all.


  Now I wondered if any of it was even true.


  “Do you have Shirley’s number?” I asked. “I’d like to get in touch with her.” I wondered if she’d be willing to talk about my mom or how much she knew…if she even knew about me. Maybe she’d run from the truth like my mom had. She was my only hope for answers.


  He shook his head, sighing into the air. “I’m sorry, Drew. I’m afraid I can’t give you that information. What I can do, though, is get in touch with her and see if she would be interested in speaking to you.”


  “I would appreciate that. Thank you. Have you ever spoken to her about me?”


  His eyes roamed my face, then once again he met my stare. The lines in his forehead were deep even without raising his brows. “She’s aware of you, if that’s what you’re asking. I can’t confirm that we’ve ever talked about you or anything that we’ve discussed.”


  “I understand.” I glanced over at Bella and she gazed at me with sad, hooded eyes. She really needed some exercise. We both did. “Is there anything else, Paul?”


  “I think that’s everything for now. If I hear of anything more, or if Shirley wishes to be in touch, I’ll contact you.” His reply was slow and careful. “Do you plan to stick around for a bit, move into the house, consider renovating it?”


  I didn’t have to think about this answer. It had come to me during my drive up here. “My life is in Florida. There are still so many unsettled pieces there that need my attention.” They were more than pieces. They were my new reality: my parents’ house, their insurance policy, the selling of their business, their trust. And then there was my life… my friends, my photography. I was troubled by the fact that I hadn’t picked up my camera since the morning before they had died. There was no way I could stay in Maine. “I’m going to sell the house. You wouldn’t happen to know of a good realtor, would you?”


  He reached into his desk drawer and removed two business cards, placing them in front of me. He pointed to the one on the right, which was for Lucas Construction LLC. “I’ve been to the house several times so I know it needs a little work and some upgrading. If you change your mind and decide to stay, I’d recommend Shane Lucas to do that work. He recently finished a project at my house and he’s fantastic.” His finger then slid to the card on the left. “I may be a bit biased because Andy here is my son, but he’s an excellent realtor and he’ll get you a fair price for the house.”


  I took both cards. “Thank you.”


  He opened another drawer and removed a folder, much thicker than the packet he’d sent in the mail. He handed it to me. “Everything you need is in here, including a few papers I need you to sign, which I’ve clipped to the top cover of the folder. I’ll need photocopies of each signed sheet. Feel free to drop by and make the copies here…or you can mail them to me if you leave town.”


  I stood with the folder in one hand and Bella’s leash in the other. She stood as well, her tail swishing through the air. “I’ll get them to you either way.”


  “It was very nice to meet you, Drew.” He reached out to shake my hand again. “I wish it was under better circumstances.”


  “Me, too,” I replied, smiling as I released his hand. “Thanks for the referrals. I look forward to working with your son.”


  There was a bit of sadness in his eyes when I mentioned that I was going to hire his son…emotion had been hovering since the moment I told him I wasn’t staying in Maine. Why would he care if I was going to sell the house? I couldn’t help but feel that he knew more about this situation than he was letting on.


  And I knew if I wanted answers, they weren’t going to come from him.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  AFTER A FINAL BEND IN THE NARROWEST ROAD I had ever driven on, the GPS alerted me that I had reached my destination. The only things that stood before me were a mailbox, a dirt turnoff and lots of trees. I hoped the house was at the end of the dirt road…because there wasn’t one anywhere in sight. Lot sizes in Maine were obviously much larger than the ones in Sarasota, where homes hugged the street and neighbors were just a little more than a few feet away.


  I rolled down the curved driveway and tall, spongy blades of grass fringed both sides, brushing against the car. Old oaks hung over the path, creating a blanket between the setting sun and me, their leaves breaking free and cascading toward the ground as we passed. Tiny bursts of golden sunlight seeped through the dissolving canopy. Bella bounced between the open backseat windows. We both took in the scent of freshness as crickets and bullfrogs filled the silence.


  The Coswells’ house was a type of architecture that we didn’t have in the south. The two-story sat in a clearing at the end of the driveway, adorned with pale yellow shingles, black shutters and off-white trim. A porch ran the width of the first floor. The roof had dormers of different heights and shapes; triangles pitched over several of the windows and ovals molded around others. A garden sat just to the side of the porch, rocks outlining the beds filled with purple and orange blooms.


  Bella and I got out of the car together. Even though Maine air had flowed through the open windows, the scent changed again once I got outside. It deepened. It intensified, and flowers now joined the mix. The freshness didn’t just permeate my lungs; it filled me completely.


  My eyes traveled back to the garden, the source of this added scent. My mother’s stories had told me how my father tended this exact spot when he was a young man. He had mowed the grass that was now beneath my feet. I reached down, running my fingers through the velvet-like blades. The buzzing of insects became louder; their jittery rhythm matched what was happening in my chest. It felt as if the grass was growing under my fingers, climbing up my legs and wrapping around my neck. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t swallow.


  I couldn’t stop my body from shaking.


  ***


  I glanced at my mom as she kneeled over the small mound of chocolate mulch set in a wavy pattern in the front of our house. Dirty gloves covered her fingers; stains of the same color adorned the legs of her jeans. We were both dressed in our gardening clothes, but I didn’t do the actual planting, so mine were much cleaner than hers. Several potted plants flowering blue and pink sat atop the mound. Mom changed the flowers in our beds every month, buying several to choose from. Whichever ones she didn’t pick for our garden she used at a client’s house. Nothing went to waste.


  “Drew, should I use the Daze or Pentas?” she asked me.


  “How about both?” I answered.


  She wiped away the hairs that had clung to her sweaty cheek. “You wouldn’t be saying that because you don’t know which one is which…would you?”


  I couldn’t stop the smile that tugged at my lips and lit up my eyes. I was busted. “Maybe. I just don’t understand why you never use the tropical plants that don’t flower. On the ones that you use, the petals are so high maintenance and they get everywhere when they fall.”


  She shook her head. “How do you—my daughter—not know the difference between a Daze and a Pentas when you’ve grown up around these flowers?” She pushed herself off the ground and walked to me, resting her hands on my shoulders. She was a few inches taller than me; I hadn’t inherited my parents’ height. “The reason I use flowers at our house instead of plants is because the buds remind me of Maine. When your father managed the gardens, he only used flowers… that was how it was done up north. It’s my way of having a piece of that state down here.”


  I couldn’t argue with that, even though our house was the only one on our block that didn’t have some type of plant or shrub. My mom spent hours every week tending our flowers. They were hours we could have spent together instead. And as much as she wanted me to help, I hated gardening.


  “I know this isn’t your thing, baby girl.” She glanced toward the beds. “If it wasn’t for your father, I wouldn’t be in the flower business either. But we don’t have your talent.”


  “Mom—”


  “Don’t you know how special you are, my love? Daddy and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”


  All I could smell was her. It didn’t matter what she was wearing, if she had just come out of the shower or had been working all day. Mom’s scent was like freshly-clipped grass and jasmine—one of the few flowers I did know.


  “There’s nothing to be proud of, Mom. I just take pictures of your flowers.”


  “Now you do, but you won’t be for very long. Your dad and I had to start somewhere and so do you. Pretty soon, everyone in Sarasota will be hiring my baby girl to shoot their wedding and their full spread magazine—”


  “Mom,” I said, shaking my head, “that’s years away.”


  She placed her hand on my cheek. I could feel the dirt ground into the fabric of the glove as she brushed her fingers over my skin. The dirt didn’t bother me. All of this had been a part of my life for as long as I could remember. “Possibly,” she said, “but I know you’ll get there.” She leaned down and gently pecked the tip of my nose. “How about you help me plant the blue Daze, and then I’ll take you out to lunch?”


  “Are you bribing me with food?”


  “Is there a chance that you’d say no to sushi?”


  I laughed. “Never.” I reached for her hand, looped my fingers around hers and walked with her back to the mulch beds.


  ***


  I shook my head to clear my thoughts like I’d done in my daydream. But it wasn’t a daydream. This was a memory of a scene that had actually taken place a few days before the incident.


  What the hell was I doing in Maine?


  I stood and placed my hands on the roof of the car. I rested my forehead between them; the blackness behind my lids began to swirl. When my eyes opened, everything around me spun. A layer of sweat coated my skin.


  Open your lungs.


  I could hear Gianna’s soothing voice in my head. She would always say the same thing whenever one of my panic attacks would set in. Her fingers would rub my back and the comfort of her presence would enter my body, the anxiety leaving quickly. But the voice I really wanted to hear wasn’t Gianna’s. It was Mom’s. I wanted her standing before me, her hands resting on my shoulders again. Her lips having just left my nose from a loving peck.


  Breathe.


  Gianna’s voice made the longing for my mom even stronger. I missed her terribly. I needed her. My dad, too.


  I clenched the edge of the window, hoping my grip would help alleviate some of the emotion that erupted in my chest. I banged my head lightly against the car.


  I felt Bella’s nose nuzzle my thigh; she rubbed her fur over my clammy skin. She must have felt the anxiety in my movements, in my breathing, and she’d stopped running around the yard to come to me. I released the window ledge and raked my fingers over her back.


  My throat loosened. I was finally able to swallow mouthfuls of air again.


  She licked my face as I leaned down to greet her. I focused on her eyes, the soulful brown spheres that stared back at me. She tilted her head as if she was waiting for me to say something.


  “It’s time to swim, isn’t it?” My breathing had returned to normal. The shaking had subsided for the most part. Everything had stopped spinning. “Should I get our suitcase and head into the house or should we go swimming first?”


  Her tail wagged, giving me her answer.


  She needed me as much as I needed her.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  BELLA AND I WALKED AROUND the side of the house and down the short grassy hill in the backyard. Rather than a sandy beach shoreline, like the ones we had in Florida, rocks in all different sizes rimmed the grass and the ocean’s edge. The smaller pebbles crunched under us as we moved to the water. As soon as the cool liquid licked our feet, Bella dropped her Frisbee and began to pant. She sat, her tail thumping against the sea, waiting for a command.


  I picked up the Frisbee and threw it across the water. “It’s okay, girl, go get it.”


  She immediately followed it, leaping over the shallow waves until it got deep enough for her to swim. Her tail swished across the surface as though she was using it to steer.


  I folded my arms across my chest, tucked in my fingers and took a few steps back. My mind was finally processing this view. I needed to busy my hands, to keep them restrained somehow; it felt so odd for them not to be holding a camera. They should have been adjusting the lens, clicking the shutter release, capturing this scenery. But that creative desire to document my surroundings, that gnawing feeling I’d always felt in my chest whenever something beautiful appeared, had died…right along with my parents. Still, the backdrop was exactly the way my mom had described. Experiencing it in person was so much different, so much more intimate than listening to one of her stories. I was here—really here, in Maine. My feet were on the very rocks she had stepped on. I was inhaling the crisp, sea-scented air she had breathed.


  But she was gone.


  Things were too fucked up for this scenery to feel right.


  My eyes closed, a heaviness dropping into my body. I wasn’t sure why I’d never asked my mom to bring me here, or even why my curiosity hadn’t led me to ask her more questions. But I knew I should have been here with her and not because of the circumstances that had driven me here.


  “Are you lost?” a man asked from behind me.


  My eyes burst open as I turned around. I was surprised to hear a man’s voice—or any voice, for that matter—come from behind me. But it was nowhere near as shocking as the man it belonged to. He was tall and broad, maybe in his mid-twenties. His caramel irises stared back at me. Thick black stubble covered his cheeks and the span above his lips, pale red and slick from where he’d just wet them with his tongue. His hair was just long enough to gel and spike in a very specific arrangement.


  His smile was subtle with a bit of astonishment. “Wow.”


  His voice was as rough as the visual impression he created. I could feel his strength in his posture, in the way he wore his clothes, in how his hands hung at his sides like they needed to hold something, to grab it and make it his. In the few seconds that I’d been in his presence, I could already tell he was nothing like David or any of the other guys from back home. Tennis wasn’t his thing. Neither was covering his hard chest in a striped polo nor was making his face pretty every morning by shaving off his scruff.


  He was sexier than any man I had ever met.


  “Wow yourself,” I said.


  Bella came charging out of the water as fast as she had entered it and headed straight for him. She sat at his feet with the Frisbee in her mouth. He knelt down, undeterred by her sopping coat, letting her lap his cheeks with her tongue. “Friendly one,” he laughed, and he looked up at me. “What’s her name?”


  “Bella. You might want to—” I knew it was going to happen before it did. I could tell by the way she was wiggling, but it was too late to warn him. She stood quickly and began to shake, water from her fur flying toward him, splattering his shirt and jeans. “I’m so sorry.” I tapped my knees to get her attention. “Bella, come here.”


  “No, she’s fine.” His voice was deep and heartening. “These are my work clothes…I was going to wash them anyway. And now I don’t have to.” He didn’t take his eyes off her as he reached for the Frisbee.


  My eyes were drawn to his nails. They were short and cleanly-cut, but there was a line of black around his cuticles and on the skin at each tip. Tiny cuts and scrapes crossed his knuckles and ran down his fingers.


  I wondered if his job was just as hard on his body.


  He glided the Frisbee across the water and Bella chased after it, having to swim much farther than when it came from me. “So…you’re visiting someone in the neighborhood?”


  “No.” I pointed in the direction of the house. “That’s my house.” It felt so strange to say that. I felt more like the middleman, delivering something that was never really mine to someone who could really appreciate it.


  His eyes followed my finger. “I didn’t know it was for sale.”


  “It isn’t. Not yet, anyway.”


  His stare returned to me and everything inside me began to warm. The droplets from Bella’s shake were running down my arms. I didn’t feel them at all.


  He took a few steps closer until we were just feet apart. “I lost my manners for a second, there.” His eyes contradicted his words; someone with real manners would never look at me the way he was, ignoring everything around us, leaving me in the center, completely bare in his gaze. With each passing second, the outside of me was closer to matching the inside. Everything turned hot and my skin blushed. “I’m Saint. My grandparents and I live next door.” He looked over his shoulder. Between the properties was a peninsula that jetted out into the water. A similar house as the Coswells' sat just on the other side.


  “Your name is Saint?” I wanted to know what he’d done to earn that title. It wasn’t right to ask so soon, though.


  He laughed with only his breath. “High school nickname. Real name’s Justin Drake, but I respond better to Saint.” His grip was almost painful. I could feel the power in his rough palm, in the way his hand swallowed mine and made me feel so small. The flutter in my chest doubled.


  “And you live with your grandparents?”


  “Kind of…over there.” He pointed across the peninsula to the opposite side of where we stood. A boat was hooked to the dock. “I just park it in their water.” His tongue wetted his bottom lip again “You still haven’t told me your name.”


  “I’m Drew. Drew Stevens.”


  “Well, it’s a small town, Drew Stevens.” His voice seduced my name as he said it. “A house goes up for sale, and everyone knows about it.” His eyes pierced me. “So why didn’t I know that you’d bought this one?”


  I wasn’t sure how this was any of his business, but I liked the way he spoke. The way his top lip lifted when he pronounced certain syllables. I wanted him to keep doing it. And I didn’t think the reason for me being in Maine was a secret. He’d hear about it eventually anyway, in a town as small as this.


  “You didn’t know because I didn’t buy it,” I said. “It was given to me. It’s going up for sale as soon as I meet with a realtor, which I hope is tomorrow.”


  “The Coswells just gave you their house?” His arms crossed and his feet spread apart in a firm stance. His eyes looked down from the extra foot of height he had on me.


  “Bequeathed would probably be a better word. I’m their… granddaughter.”


  “Granddaughter?” His eyes began searching for resemblances. “You’re Rebecca’s daughter?”


  My chest started to pound at the sound of my mom’s name coming from a stranger’s mouth. “You knew her?”


  He shook his head. “Heard of her. That’s all.”


  Had my grandparents spoken to him about my mom? Or was this one of those small town things where everyone knew everyone, even if they had moved away?


  “My grandparents have lived in Bar Harbor all their lives.” He said it as though he could read me. “Names get tossed around, you know?” He took Bella’s Frisbee again and flung it across the water. “So why would you get the house instead of your mom?”


  “My parents…” I took a deep breath. The fluttering I had felt earlier was replaced with a knot. “They died a few months ago, so my grandparents left the house to me.”


  His posture softened. His hands moved into his front pockets and his shoulders slouched. “That’s shitty.”


  I was so relieved that he didn’t say he was sorry. I was so fucking tired of that word. I’d heard way too much of it. It had lost its meaning. As I stared at him, I realized there was more than just sympathy in his eyes…there was understanding. I had a feeling that he had lost someone, too.


  “I take it you won’t be sticking around Maine, then?”


  “I’ll be heading back to Florida once all the paperwork is done and the house gets listed.”


  The intensity in his eyes completely cooled. He was putting distance between us before there had been any closeness. Somehow, it affected me more than I thought it should.


  “Florida, huh?”


  I nodded again.


  “Should’ve known. You don’t look like you’d make it as a Mainer.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He shrugged, but didn’t answer. “Have a safe trip back to Florida.”


  “Thank—” Before I had the chance to finish, he’d already turned around, heading back across the rocks that separated our lots. Bella trotted over, her eyes following him the same way mine had. After a few seconds, she dropped the Frisbee at my feet, panting from all the swimming. I stepped on it, holding it to the ground so she could catch her breath.


  It also gave me a chance to watch him a little more.


  I couldn’t help but wonder how much he knew about my family, or why his expression had radiated empathy when I mentioned my parents’ deaths.


  Or why the warmth still fluttered through me even after he was completely out of sight.


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  THE LAYOUT OF THE COSWELLS’ HOUSE was much more open than Paul’s pictures had shown. A staircase started just off the entryway and wrapped around the side of the room, attaching to a catwalk that extended across the top of the second story. The kitchen was large and spacious; a huge island with barstools sat directly in the middle. A dining area, a den and an office were along the back of the house, each with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the water. I didn’t spend much time upstairs, but I saw enough to know that there were four bedrooms and two additional bathrooms. One of the rooms had Rebecca written in patchwork above the bed. I didn’t understand why they would have kept that decoration along with her posters and personal touches. I shut the door quickly as I passed it. I wasn’t ready to explore her things yet. It was too much for the first day.


  I leaned against the kitchen sink, cupping my hands under the running faucet and sipping it out of my palms. It didn’t feel right searching through their house for glasses. In fact, it felt wrong to touch anything.


  I was disoriented within these walls. This house held so much of my family’s hidden history. I was trying to feel a tiny bit of familiarity, to draw some sensation from these rooms that would provide me even a small sense of home. But I couldn’t. There was nothing familiar or recognizable. There was a small-framed picture that rested on the windowsill above the sink. It showed a middle-aged couple I assumed were the Coswells, with a girl probably around my age. Her features were similar to Mom’s, but her face was rounder and her nose was slightly larger. I figured it had to be Shirley.


  How had my mom simply vanished from their lives?


  Had I really never seen a picture of my grandparents before? I wracked my brain trying to remember a story, a hint, a reason my mom had given me at some point over the years. I couldn’t come up with anything. Maybe I had just forgotten.


  My eyes moved across the counter and stopped at the oven. My mom had loved to bake; it was something we used to do together all the time. I wondered if she’d learned her skills in this kitchen. If they had worked together the same way we did.


  What the hell happened here, Mom? If it wasn’t for your room, your name written above your bed, I wouldn’t have known you ever lived here. There’s no trace of you anywhere in this house that I’ve seen so far. What did they do to you?


  Or what did you do to them?


  I jumped at the sound of my phone as it rang from my back pocket. I was hoping not to see David’s picture. Gianna’s appeared instead.


  “I know you didn’t just pull into the driveway, so why am I calling you and you’re not calling me?” she asked. I had promised to call her the second I arrived. It had obviously slipped my mind.


  I took a seat at one of the barstools. “I had an attack, Gia. It was a pretty bad one…and I forgot. I know that’s not an excuse—”


  “Roo…”


  “I should have called. I’m so, so sorry.”


  “I really wish you would’ve waited until the weekend so I could have come, too. You shouldn’t be there alone.”


  I knew she was only trying to protect me, but she had been shielding me for months. That was because I had asked her to. For this—for Maine—I needed to learn how to be my own leader. And yet as much as I wanted answers, a part of me wished I had thrown that envelope away and had never taken possession of the house, even if the curiosity would’ve eaten me up. Nothing could bring my parents back—not in Florida, and not in Maine.


  But something was pushing me to find out about my mysterious grandparents, and how my mom ended up exiled from their home.


  “How’s the house, anyway?” she asked. “Is it as big and beautiful as it looked in the pictures?”


  I glanced through the window at the ocean. I hadn’t gone swimming in three days. I needed to fix that.


  “It’s big, yes,” I said. “And even more beautiful than we thought.” I tried to think of a way to change the subject to something much lighter than this. “I…met someone today.”


  “The attorney, right? Was he cool?”


  “Yeah…him. He was fine. I met someone else, too. A guy.”


  “Well, now!” she chimed. “Who is he?”


  “He’s Saint.”


  “Saint?” she asked. “That’s his name?”


  “It’s Justin. Saint is his nickname.”


  She sighed. “Why am I picturing the total opposite of what that name implies?”


  I laughed. Was he really the lighter topic I’d been trying for? Probably not. Especially considering the way he’d made me blush…and not just my skin.


  “He lives next door.”


  “Oh my God,” she said. Twice. “You like him, don’t you?”


  “I don’t like him.” I’d spoken to him for less than five minutes, which was hardly enough time to even consider liking someone. Plus I was in no position to start having feelings for a guy who lived in Maine when I was leaving in a few days. More importantly, I’d promised myself there would be no more men in my life—not when I’d chosen one over my family. Saint was fun to look at, but it wouldn’t go beyond that.


  “So what’s he like?” she asked.


  “He looks a little older than us. Dark hair. Scruffy. Very rugged. Caramel colored eyes that made me feel like…”


  “He was seeing straight into your soul?”


  I smiled. “Something like that. He lives on a boat, too.”


  “Scruffy and…rugged? And he lives on a boat?” I knew what she was implying. “David was way too safe, way too pretty and you were way too comfortable with him. Saint sounds nothing like him, which makes me love him already. And the fact that he lives on a boat…I hope you know how hot that is.”


  “Oh, I do.”


  “Roo, I like the way he’s making you sound right now. Whether you see him again or not, you sound…relaxed. I haven’t heard that from you in a while.”


  Relaxed was how I’d felt when I was standing in front of the ocean talking to Saint. Maybe the purpose of meeting him was to remind me that I was capable of feeling at peace again. That underneath all the angst, a layer of calm could still be found.


  “I’m meeting with a realtor tomorrow morning,” I said. “I’ll probably stay here tomorrow night, then I’ll start driving home the day after.”


  “I’ll call you on my lunch break so you can give me all the details. Try to get some sleep, okay?”


  “I will. Promise.”


  “Love.”


  “Love,” I echoed before hanging up. With Gianna, the you had never been needed.


  The word itself had always been enough.


  ***


  I waited outside the next morning for Andy, the realtor, to arrive. I’d spent most of the night on the living room couch unable to sleep. It was more time than I wanted to spend inside, but it was too cold to go out. Maine nights weren’t anything like the evenings in Florida. In spite of my physical exhaustion, my mind was full of questions that wouldn’t let me rest. So when the sun rose, Bella and I went for a two-mile walk, drove into town to get coffee and ate breakfast together on the Adirondack chairs that lined the front porch.


  Andy pulled up right on time. The picture on his business card had to be taken years ago; it didn’t reveal his receding hairline or his growing gut, or the fact he was well into his thirties. I hoped the advanced age meant he was more experienced and would be able to sell the house faster.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Drew,” he said, climbing the front steps and shaking my hand.


  “Likewise. Come on in.” I led him through the entryway.


  He set his briefcase down in the kitchen. There were folders stacked inside. “I brought some comps that we can look at,” he said. He spread out several sheets of paper. “But I’ll be honest: there’s nothing on the market that I can compare this house to. Homes on the water rarely go up for sale. Most are passed down through the family, which makes it difficult to come up with an accurate price.”


  That made no sense to me. “What are you saying?”


  “It means I’d have to base the listing on what we think the house is worth, not what the market dictates. By doing that, I’m eliminating a majority of the locals who simply won’t be able to afford the property. But I really don’t think we should underprice it, either.”


  “So what are you suggesting?” I asked.


  “Show me the house first. We can decide afterward.”


  I brought Andy through each of the rooms while he took measurements and jotted down notes. The more I looked around, the more I realized his dad was right. The place did need some work, definitely some modernizing. The wood floors were chipped and warped, the counters stained; the ceilings had a popcorn finish.


  When the tour was complete, we returned to the kitchen. He compared his notes to the papers that he’d placed on the table. After several minutes of silence, he looked up. “I’m going to give you your options, and then I’m going to give you my opinion. Sound good?”


  I nodded.


  “The house needs work. It’s not in horrible shape, but it’s not in great shape either. Locals are more concerned about price, so option one would be to set it at a number that they can afford and market the house as-is. Option two is to renovate. I can give you a list of the upgrades that need to be done, which will be extensive, and we can go after out-of-town buyers. People from Portland and Boston, even Manhattan, who are looking for a place on the water and will pay top dollar.”


  I knew absolutely nothing about real estate, but Gianna’s parents were teaching me as we prepared to get my parents’ house sold. I knew if I asked them about this, they’d tell me to choose the option that gave the biggest return. I wasn’t concerned about the money. But I still didn’t want to give the house away.


  I asked Andy to show me how much he’d list the house for at each option and what the profit would be. He flipped between the different sheets of paper, pulled out a calculator from his briefcase and began adding up the totals. “Remember, these are just estimates,” he said. On a clean sheet, he wrote down two very different numbers. One was almost half of the other. “Renovate,” and he pointed to the larger number, “or not,” and he pointed to the smaller.


  I met his eyes. “I’m thinking we should probably renovate.”


  He smiled. “If you can afford it, that would definitely be my recommendation.”


  The Coswells had left me a great deal of money to use just for that purpose, so it made sense to go with that option.


  “Your dad gave me this,” I said, holding the other business card in the air. “Lucas Construction…is he who you would use?”


  “You won’t find anyone better in Bar Harbor, I assure you.”


  I knew I had just met Andy and his father, but something told me I could trust him. That was a huge relief. I really didn’t want to have to search for other contractors and meet with them. Admittedly, I wouldn’t even know what to ask them during those meetings.


  He picked up his notes again along with a pen. “Why don’t we go through the house one more time and I’ll give you my suggestions. Then you can meet with Shane, the owner of Lucas Construction, and compare his ideas to mine.”


  I took a deep breath and noticed my fingers. I was pulling at them, cracking the knuckles as if I was trying to break them off. They missed their creative outlet. “Okay.”


  “My father and I will help you through every step,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


  I suddenly felt a knot starting to form in my throat. I wouldn’t allow myself to get emotional—not in front of him, but I was having a hard time stopping it. It sounded like he worked so well with his dad. The same way I had worked so well with mine. “This is a lot for me right now.”


  “I know…it would be for anyone, especially given your circumstances. You can count on my father and me. I promise.”


  “Thank you,” I whispered.


  He held his pen to the paper and began writing. “Are you ready to get started? We have a long list to make.”


  “I’m ready.”


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  AS SOON AS ANDY’S CAR DISAPPEARED down the driveway, I made a quick call to the contractor and scheduled an appointment for later that morning. Then I emptied my suitcase on the living room floor, rifled through my clothes and found a bathing suit. Before the incident, this never would have happened. My life had been organized like a photo album; every moment had a place on a page reserved for similar moments, and every page had a dedicated purpose. But now there was no pattern, no definition to anything that happened to me.


  I’d become haphazard.


  The pile on the floor was a mix of dirty and clean clothes. Nothing had been folded, and most of what I’d packed didn’t coordinate. I didn’t know if the bikini bra that I pulled out even matched the bottoms.


  I didn’t really care—about any of it.


  I changed in the downstairs bathroom. On my way out the back door, I grabbed some towels that I found in the laundry room and led Bella down the steps. Staying in water that was shallow enough for her to be near land, I dove in and streamlined, taking several dolphin kicks. The sea wasn’t nearly as warm as the Gulf of Mexico; the chill immediately rushed through my limbs. I didn’t let it stop my strokes. I needed this.


  The more I glided, the more my body loosened. Waves lapped over my face when I surfaced for a breath. Bella paddled behind me as we made our way across the small inlet that circled the front of the property, and she followed me back as I pushed off the rocks of the peninsula. There was a wall of boulders on both sides, a horseshoe-shaped natural pool to lap across before it jutted out to the deeper sea.


  The salt stung my eyes. Knowing the freedom that was waiting for me in the water, I hadn’t taken the time to grab my goggles or a cap. Freedom from my thoughts, moments that weren’t disrupted by the snapshots of my parents…their blood pooled on the floor…their lifeless bodies heaped in the positions they’d fallen in. With each exhale, their blood seemed to slowly evaporate, their bodies began to lift, their skin turned pink. Time reversed. With this pause came an increased heart rate, burning muscles. I purged my emotions, emptied them into the ocean. In a place where I felt—and could be—truly weightless.


  But it didn’t last, of course.


  I rounded my five-hundred-yards, a distance I could calculate by counting the amount of strokes, and suddenly felt Bella’s absence. She was no longer treading in the mock lane I had created. She wasn’t wading in the shallow water either. She was standing on the rocky shoreline, her tail thumping beneath her as the man standing in front of her scratched her ears. The distance between us and the water blurring my vision made it difficult to distinguish his characteristics. But his smudged image didn’t fit the profile of Saint.


  Great…more people.


  “I’m sorry,” I shouted over the waves as I swam toward them. “Is my dog bothering you?”


  The volume in my head suddenly began to rise again. I needed more time in the water, and this stranger was taking that from me.


  “No, no…she’s fine,” he replied.


  I cleared the water out of my eyes and watched Bella glance from him, to me, to him again. She loved new people—all people, actually. I just wished she could have waited to lavish him with attention until after I was finished swimming.


  I walked my way out of the ocean. My feet sunk into the muddy sand as I surfaced, water flowing from my shoulders and running down my torso and legs. I continued to rub the salt out of my eyes as I moved toward them. The stranger was kneeling in front of Bella, and he stood as I approached. A day’s worth of smoky blond stubble littered his cheeks; his hair was buzzed on the sides, short and straight on top. The dark blue jeans he had on hugged his waist, cinching just low enough that his wife-beater showed the tightness of his stomach. The jacket he wore overemphasized the broadness in his shoulders. But it was his eyes that really held my gaze. They were the same shade as an early morning sky. They popped like a burst of color in a black and white photo.


  “Drew?” he asked.


  “How do you know my name?”


  He picked up one of the towels I’d placed on the beach earlier and handed it to me. “We have an appointment today…and you’re late for it.”


  I wrapped the towel around me, blushing as I realized how completely dressed he was and how much skin I was showing. The thin top and low-cut bottoms of my bikini didn’t hide much. “We have an appointment?”


  He nodded, his eyes never leaving mine in spite of Bella weaving around his legs, trying to get his attention.


  The only appointment I had today was with the contractor. “You’re Shane?”


  “I’m Brady Lucas…Shane’s son.”


  “Aren’t you a bit early?”


  He pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. “No, we were right on time.” He held it out to show me that it was seventeen minutes past our agreed-upon meeting time.


  The three hours I had been in the water felt like minutes. It was the longest I had ever swum. I could have easily kept going for another three. “Sorry…I got a little caught up.” I slid on my flip-flops as we began to walk toward the house. “Is your dad here?”


  He thumbed over his shoulder, his expression softening. “He’s waiting by the truck.”


  “Can you give me a few minutes to put on some clothes?” I pulled the towel even tighter.


  “Why don’t you meet us out front when you’re ready?”


  I thanked him and walked up the stairs, Bella following behind me as Brady headed toward the front of the house. I found a pair of cut-off shorts and a tank top on the floor in the living room where I’d dumped my suitcase and pulled them on quickly over my wet bikini. I didn’t want to take more of their time than I already had, but I did want to clean up the room just a little. So I threw all the clothes back inside the case and stashed it out of sight.


  Both men were standing on the front porch when I opened the door. My hands were wet from knotting my hair on top of my head, but I dried them on my shorts and reached for Shane’s hand. “I apologize for running so late.”


  Shane looked nothing like Brady, with his dark hair and olive skin. His eyes were just as loud, though they seemed more turquoise than sky…and they wandered, though not in a creepy way. They seemed to be piecing something together.


  “You must be…Rebecca’s daughter?”


  I nodded.


  As much as he gazed at me, I didn’t feel weirded out by him. It just felt like he was trying to make sense of things. “Wow. You look just like her. I figured that Marilyn had given Shirley the house once she passed. I never expected this…to be meeting you.”


  “Did you know my mom?”


  “Did I know her?” he repeated.


  I nodded.


  I could feel him trying to contain his emotions as his fingers raked his dark hair and he mashed his lips together. “I…did.” He stopped and took a halting breath. “Is she here?”


  Now it was my turn to breathe, deeply and painfully. “No.” I never had to answer questions like that in Florida. Everyone knew. I wasn’t surprised that the news hadn’t made its way up to Maine. But it was becoming more and more obvious that my mother hadn’t kept in touch with anyone. Thinking about how much I should say was like reliving the incident all over again. “She died. Almost three months ago.” It came out softly. I couldn’t make my voice any louder. “So did my father.”


  Shane’s expression morphed into that sorrowful look that I had recently seen from so many when they were trying to think of the right thing to say to me. The truth was, there was nothing he could say—or needed to say—and I didn’t want him to try. And I wasn’t about to offer details of what had happened.


  “I’m so sorry.” It was Brady’s voice that filled the silence. He hadn’t said a word the whole time we’d been standing on the front porch, but he did then. Shane hadn’t responded at all and I was oddly appreciative for that. Somehow, I couldn’t look away from him.


  “Thank you,” I said to them both. I needed to change the subject. “So…I want to repair the house so I can get it on the market as soon as possible. Are you available for the renovations?”


  “Yes,” Shane said finally. “We’d be happy to help.”


  “Then please come inside.” I held the door open and both men walked into the entryway. I led them to the kitchen where Andy’s paperwork sat on the table and handed a copy to Shane. “It’s a long list, but maybe we could go through each room and I could compare your suggestions to Andy’s?”


  Shane moved around the kitchen with the sheets of paper in his hand, his fingers grazing the countertop and cabinets. The lines in his forehead deepened as his eyes bore into each surface. “Andy wants to gut the whole kitchen,” Shane said. “But these cabinets are high quality and I’d hate to trash them. Why don’t we resurface them and add new hardware?”


  “Yeah…it’s all a little dated,” Brady agreed. “But nothing we can’t fix.”


  The more I compared the two men as they stood before me, the more I realized they looked nothing alike. Even their skin tone clashed. Brady’s dirty blond hair matched his lighter complexion; Shane’s skin had the hue of a year-round tan.


  “That’s fine,” I said. It really didn’t matter to me what he wanted to do to the house, as long as Andy agreed and thought the improvements would make it sell faster.


  Shane made a note on the paper. “I agree with his other suggestions for the kitchen. Specifics will take me a few days to sort out ‘cause I really need to think about what colors and materials would work best for this room.” I watched his eyes scan to the bottom of the page, then flip to the next. “Are you sure you want to do all this? The house has got so much character. I’d hate to kill it.”


  I shrugged. “Andy said it all needs to be done.”


  Shane leaned against the bar and took his time looking around the kitchen again. After several seconds, his eyes landed on me. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here, so maybe it does. Should we start going through each room?”


  I took my copy of the list and led them into the dining room. While Shane made suggestions and took notes, Brady used his phone to snap pictures. Both the click of the camera app and the flash drew my attention every time. It wasn’t only my camera I’d given up; it was photography entirely.


  I couldn’t concentrate on Shane’s voice. I knew Brady’s eyes were occasionally on me, but I didn’t acknowledge him either. I couldn’t. I yearned for the freedom to claim that creative ability again…to freeze a moment, a personal moment. To be able to point my lens at whatever I wanted, and capture it however I saw fit. To hold it in my hands, to alter the colors to my liking…to merge, to focus on the object of my desire. But whenever that urge entered my body now, the instinct that made my fingers crave the possession of images, was immediately replaced by the crime scene photos of my parents.


  The blood.


  I couldn’t get rid of the fucking blood.


  “Drew?”


  Shane’s voice cut through. I shook my head, realizing I had been staring at Brady’s hands, still holding his phone but now resting on the top of his belt buckle. My vision slid slowly up his chest, stopping once it had reached his face. My cheeks reddened as his expression turned smug.


  Shit.


  He must have thought I was gawking at his crotch.


  “I think we’ve got enough information for now,” Shane continued. “I can draw up an estimate for the labor. We’ll have to meet up again to discuss materials, and I’ll give you a separate quote for those.”


  “Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll walk you out.” I kept my eyes on the ground when I moved between them to avoid further embarrassment and unintentional eye contact with Brady’s body parts.


  I led them out the front door. When we reached their truck, I turned around, and both men halted in front of me. The wetness from my bathing suit had leaked through my white tank top and with the steady breeze that blew over me, my whole body tightened…even my nipples. I crossed my arms over my chest to hide them, but not quickly enough. Brady’s face told me he had definitely noticed them.


  That’s fair, I thought.


  “Give me a few days to put everything together, then I’ll shoot it all over to you through email,” Shane said. He scratched Bella’s head as she plopped down between him and Brady. “I’m assuming you’d like us to start immediately?”


  “Yes, as soon as possible. I’m heading straight back to Florida once the listing goes live.”


  “You’re leaving?” Brady asked, but it felt more like a statement. He looked at his dad and a silent thought passed between them.


  “If you hire us, Drew, we’d really prefer you to stay here until we’re done,” Shane said. “Things come up during renovations that just don’t translate in pictures. And there’s our progress to watch over and decisions to be made—things we won’t be able to anticipate prior to the demo.”


  I knew the language of photography, the things that would and wouldn’t translate in a static image, especially if the best camera he had was the one on his phone. But the thought of staying here, at the Coswells’ house…I didn’t know if I could do it.


  “How long will it take?” I asked.


  Shane looked over Andy’s list and then his own. “Two months. Three tops.”


  “Months?”


  “That’s going to be a problem, huh?” Brady asked.


  Anything more than a week would be a problem. I didn’t have a job in Florida that I needed to run back to, or anyone other than Gianna and her family to return to. I just didn’t think I could spend that much time alone in a place that would never feel like home, filled with ghosts of a family I hadn’t even known existed.


  “We’ll figure something out, I’m sure.” I reached for Shane’s pen and wrote my email address on one of the sheets. He confirmed again that I’d be hearing from him in a few days. Then I said good-bye and headed back inside, hoping to find a way to be comfortable in that house.


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  THE KITCHEN WAS DARK except for the moonlight glistening in through the window, illuminating the sink beneath the sill. On the other side of the room, a dim-glowing pendant hung from the ceiling, casting a bit of backlighting. I was wearing nothing more than the light T-shirt and cotton shorts that I’d worn to bed. My icy hands gripped the counter on each side of the sink. My whole body was frozen—literally. I hadn’t brought sweatpants or a sweater, or even a jacket with me, and the kitchen couldn’t have been warmer than fifty degrees. If I were in Florida, the air conditioning would have been pumping all night, trying to maintain a comfortable temperature. But I wasn’t in Florida. And my bed consisted of the living room couch and a blanket that I’d had in the backseat of my car.


  I was nearly frostbitten.


  I hadn’t slept…not even for a minute. My mind was too busy recapping the meeting I’d had with Andy and the one with Shane and Brady that followed. And it was trying to block out the images of my parents that overlaid everything else.


  There was a coffeemaker not too far from my hands. I’d used it this afternoon; there was a bag of ground beans next to it, and some bagels that I’d picked up at the store. My stomach growled from skipping dinner. I hadn’t showered after my swim, and my skin needed to be cleaned. I ignored it all.


  I couldn’t move.


  My eyes scanned the gardens that were in the back of the house and then they examined the lawn. The dew that had collected on both sparkled under the moon. I imagined the freshness that floated from them—the same sort of freshness my mom had described.


  My eyelids closed softly as I envisioned her pruning the flowers outside our house, and my dad on the riding mower, buds in his ears, bobbing his head and mouthing the words to old-school rock.


  I missed them.


  I missed my old life.


  I missed the constant, controllable silence that I never needed to swim for until they died.


  My eyes sprang open as my hand reached across the counter and grabbed the closest item—the glass carafe. I raised the pot above my head and smashed it on the linoleum. The glass shattered around my feet; shards hit the bar and clattered to the floor. Coffee that I hadn’t bothered to pour out splashed over my skin and pooled around my toes.


  Bella sprang up from the ground, her head swishing from side to side as she tried to find the source of the noise. Her paws ticked on the floor.


  “Stay!” My hand directed her to halt at the edge of the counter. “Stay there, girl.”


  There were tears now. Bella always came when there were tears, but my voice and my hand were telling her to do something different. She whimpered as she sat, her ears back and her tail still.


  I waited for the satisfaction to wash over me from venting my rage. It never came. There was nothing but emptiness and the feeling of absolute solitude.


  More images appeared.


  The dark coffee ran over the floor just like the blood. My parents’ blood. With the lights out, I couldn’t tell the difference between the two. But I felt the difference…I was in a foreign house, owned by a family I knew nothing about, but who I belonged to nonetheless. I had no answers and I wasn’t any closer to finding them. Because they were gone.


  I yanked the coffeemaker off the counter, the cord flew out of the outlet, and I slammed that on the floor, too. The black plastic split apart and jumped from the impact, bouncing and falling again.


  “How could you leave me, Mom?” I yelled, the words pouring from my mouth almost as fast as my tears. “All those years…all those fucking years, you were lying to me.”


  Bella stayed seated, her cries piercing the air. In the faint light, I could see the fur in the middle of her back standing straight. My uncontained emotion had spooked her.


  It had done the same to me. But it was far from over.


  I reached for the bag of coffee grounds, tore the top off and, with both hands, shook a flurry of tiny specks onto the linoleum. It was too dark to see them fly through the air, but I felt them as they covered me and added more blackness to the floor beneath.


  “I had family, Mom…grandparents. An aunt. You had a mother and a father and a sister…and I deserved to know that. The whole fucking time, I deserved to know.” I was sobbing now. “Why would you keep it all from me?”


  My hands clenched and released, my fingers squeezing back into a fist. My sickened stomach churned and pulsated. The tears in my eyes were making it hard to see.


  Why was I here alone?


  Why had everything been taken from me?


  Why had she left her family and pretended they’d never existed?


  Why?


  Tiny shards of glass sliced my hand, but the pain was a welcomed feeling. A release. A relief, even, to the ache that clutched at my chest. It was just another thing that I couldn’t stop, that I couldn’t control. My throat stung, my mouth was completely dry, my nose ran as quickly as my eyes, and I couldn’t find my breath.


  I needed something colder, something sharp that would bring me back from this emotional haze. I turned to the sink and twisted the knob. My hands dove under the freezing stream and I splashed some over my face. My eyes closed and I let the cold take over even more than it already had. When I finally opened my lids, something outside caught my attention. Not something…someone. The guy I’d met previously… the one who lived in a boat outside his grandparents’ house.


  Saint.


  He was in the water, clinging to the rocks that divided our properties as if it were the side of a pool. He was in a spot where the moon’s gleam was the brightest, lighting up the hair that covered his head, the dark tattoos that wrapped his biceps.


  He was staring at me.


  And if I was able to see him, that meant…


  The pendant that hung from the kitchen’s ceiling, the backlighting.


  Oh fuck.


  He’d witnessed everything that had just happened—me smashing the glass and throwing the coffee…my entire freak out.


  I wasn’t about to go ask him what he was doing in the water in the middle of the night, watching me. He’d seen enough of my meltdown. I didn’t know how I’d be able to face him if we met again.


  It didn’t matter.


  I turned off the only light and tried to step over the mess on the floor. Bella still hadn’t moved. Her eyes told me she was eager to approach me, smell me. Comfort me.


  “Come on, girl,” I said, leading her carefully to the living room couch. “It’s time for bed.”


  She would be going to bed, anyhow.


  I knew I wouldn’t be finding any sleep tonight.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  I ANSWERED THE DOOR holding the extra-large cup of coffee that I’d bought at the store since I still hadn’t replaced the coffeemaker I’d destroyed. Not having one gave me a reason to leave every morning. I’d been in Maine almost a week and I still didn’t feel comfortable in that house, and I looked for any excuse not to be there. It seemed to be affecting my appetite. Other than warm caffeine, not much else was making its way down my stomach. I was having an even harder time sleeping so the coffee was vital.


  “Come in,” I said, moving to the side so Shane and Brady could enter.


  Once we were seated around the kitchen table, I showed them Andy’s notes, pointing out the items that had a higher priority. I hadn’t spent any time researching the cost of the repairs to know if Shane’s prices were fair. Andy and his dad said they were, and I was told there was more than enough money in the Coswells’ account to cover it all.


  I really just wanted the construction to be complete so I could get the hell out of Maine.


  I handed Shane an envelope. “Here’s the first payment. Do you need anything else to get started?”


  He opened it and removed the check the attorney had written to him. Shane’s deep blue eyes drifted over to Brady. They exchanged a look, but it happened too quickly to read. “Andy’s notes are pretty specific,” Shane said. “So I think we’re good for now.”


  “What about colors?” Brady asked. “Appliance brands? Hardware? Lighting? Day-to-day stuff?”


  “We can choose all that whenever you’re ready,” I replied.


  “Does this mean you’re sticking around?” Brady asked.


  Months. I hadn’t been able to get that word out of my head, or the idea it would take that long to finish the construction. That was part of the reason my stomach couldn’t handle more than just coffee.


  I sighed. “Yes. I’ll be here until you’re done.”


  Brady nodded and stood. “Then I think we can begin the demo today.”


  “I agree.” Shane pushed his chair back, but didn’t move beyond the table. “That’s if today is okay with you?”


  “Yes, please. That’d be perfect.” I took a sip of my drink. It had been cold for a while, but that didn’t bother me. The cream gave me a satisfying sweetness.


  Shane tucked the check into the front pocket of his flannel button-down and headed out to the front of the house, while I took Bella out the back. It was where we’d spent most of our days…I couldn’t stand the silence in that house. Since Gianna’s parents worked from home, it was never quiet at their place. But here, all I heard were creaky floors, nature and air that seeped through the windows. Then there were the dark, uncomfortable sounds—noises that my brain generated to keep me in the past. They kept me from finding any kind of normalcy.


  “She really does love the water, doesn’t she?” Brady asked.


  I’d flopped down on a spot in the middle of the lawn, halfway between the house and the shoreline. Bella hadn’t bothered to grab her Frisbee or even a stick. She just swam back and forth in the horseshoe shaped pool and trotted to the rocky beach when she got tired.


  “She does,” I answered, turning my body around to face him. This was Brady’s second trip out back. He had set four sawhorses on the grass. On top of each set, he placed a piece of plywood, forming what appeared to be a portable desk. Then on top of the wood, he arranged two different saws and a bag of tools. “We both do. But you’ve already seen that.”


  He smiled and crooked an eyebrow as we both remembered the moment I’d exited the ocean wearing nothing more than a few strings and some very narrow swaths of wet fabric. “It looked like you owned that water. You swim in high school or college, or something?”


  “High school, yeah.”


  My swim times were fairly decent in my younger years, but there was too much competition to make it to the collegiate level. Photography took its place very quickly.


  Brady emptied the bag and organized the tools. “You don’t mind if we work back here, do you?”


  “I won’t make you move it all to the front of the house, if that’s what you’re asking.” I grinned to let him know I was serious.


  He returned the gesture. “I guess I should have asked you before I set it all up, huh?”


  I waved it off. “It’s okay.”


  “My dad told me how sick the view was back here. He said it was pretty hard to give up. He was right.”


  His clothes were even more bulky than the last time we had met. He wore an insulated canvas button-down on the top, and thick, khaki-colored cargo-style pants with steel-toed boots. His scruff had gown out a little more, too. So far, I couldn’t find any similarities between the men in Florida and the few I had met in Maine.


  Bella joined me on the grass, finally pulling my attention from Brady. She brought two sticks with her. I tried to pry one from her mouth. When I didn’t win the tug-of-war battle, she brought it over to Brady.


  “Little lady,” I said, “if you keep bothering him he’s not going to get any work done.”


  And we’ll be stuck in Maine even longer…


  He chuckled as if he had heard my thoughts. “She’s no bother at all.” Bella released both sticks and ran for the water. Brady threw them one at a time. “When my dad gives a timeframe, we try to keep it. We work pretty quick.”


  My eyes left Brady and followed Bella, watching her swim toward the rocks, taking one stick in her mouth and paddling to the other. When she reached the peninsula, I noticed Saint just on the other side. He was walking down his grandparents’ dock to the boat that was parked at the very end. He wore a hoodie over his head and a pair of mesh shorts and sneakers. It looked like he had just finished working out. Once he got to the end of the dock, he disappeared inside the cabin.


  More ghost than saint.


  I didn’t know much about boats, but this one was much larger than the speedboats my friends’ parents had in Florida. The exterior was red and white; the front had an outdoor sitting area with an overhead awning to block the rain. There was a deck on the second level with chairs. The cabin was in the middle. It seemed like a big enough space to live in, although I noticed he didn’t usually return to the boat until after midnight and the lights inside the cabin didn’t turn off until after his long swim. Not that I’d been deliberately paying attention to what he did.


  But somehow, I’d noticed anyway.


  “So that’s where he’s parking it now,” Brady said. He moved down the lawn and paused just at my side.


  I turned to him. “Where was it before?”


  “In town, at the main harbor. But I hadn’t seen it there for a while.” He crossed his arms over his chest. His jaw tightened as his eyes narrowed. “Makes sense…”


  I looked at him, waiting for more information.


  “That he’d keep it at his grandparents’ place, I mean.” His voice deepened. “It’s more secluded than the harbor. Girls have to bring him to their place instead of his…they don’t know he keeps it back here.” He looked directly at me. “That is, except for you.”


  I ignored his comment. He didn’t know me well enough to make assumptions.


  “So you know him, then?” I asked.


  “Saint?” He laughed, sarcastic and filled with bitterness. “We went to school together. He’s a few years older than me. Our local celebrity—at least with the tourists. Girls go after him like he’s got something they’ve never seen. With everyone else, he pretty much keeps to himself… nowadays, anyway.”


  I could definitely see the appeal. Even in clothes, it was obvious Saint had a rock hard body. But I’d seen him in the water, so I knew how well-built and tight his muscles really were. The rest of his look was just as enticing…compelling, even. And he had an air of mystery about him that couldn’t be denied.


  Brady shifted. “He hasn’t…tried anything with you, has he?” I could tell by the look on his face that it was an awkward question for him to ask. That still hadn’t stopped him.


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’ve talked once. That’s it.”


  Relief crossed his face and his posture softened a bit. “Good. Stay away from him. He’s all kinds of trouble.”


  “Wow. Sounds like things are a little hostile between you two.” I had no business saying that.


  “We were pretty good friends, back in the day…“ He trailed off, ending his thought before it started. Then he wiped his nose with his fingers, which he’d done several times already. “People just change sometimes, you know? Not always for the better either.”


  I did know. But I got the sense that there was more to the animosity than that.


  “So why does he go after the tourists?” I asked instead.


  “Because he can get what he wants, and then they leave town.”


  Saint knew I was only in town for a little while. Maybe I just wasn’t his type.


  “Well, he hasn’t tried that with me.”


  “Not your kinda thing, I’d assume.” He paused. “I bet you’re more of the full-on relationship type of girl.”


  I didn’t know if he wanted that answer for Saint or himself and I couldn’t tell by his expression. Regardless, I wasn’t going to entertain it either way. I wasn’t the relationship type of girl at all anymore, and I also wasn’t into random, one-time hookups. David had been my only casual fling and even that didn’t feel right. I was the mess who didn’t know how to get her head back on straight after her whole life had been turned upside-down. But none of that mattered because I didn’t know Saint and I didn’t want anything from him.


  All I wanted was for the renovation to be finished so I could go back home to Florida.


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  NOTHING WAS HELPING ME SLEEP.


  Not the chilly air outside when I sat on the porch, or the deep breathing Gianna had asked me to try. Not the mug of tea I held in my hands, or the tablet that I read from. I had even tried exercising more, swimming in the mornings and taking Bella for long walks in the late afternoon. None of that had worked either. I needed a late night swim, maybe…something extra to exhaust my body and make me crawl to the couch.


  My watch showed that it was just a little past eleven. Saint usually got home around midnight and went for a swim shortly after. That gave me at least forty-five minutes to be in the water without running into him. I quickly headed inside to change into my suit.


  With just a towel covering my bikini-clad body, I walked Bella down to the shoreline, placed her on the rocks and told her to sit. It was too dark for her to go in; I couldn’t take the chance she would tire and I wouldn’t be able to find her in the black water. I knew I was being overly protective, probably much more than I needed to be, but she was all I had.


  I waded in and acclimated to the chill, starting with a few small circuits to get my bearings. I didn’t count my strokes or time my laps once I kicked off the rock wall and streamlined into the deeper current. I just moved from one side of the pool to the other, enjoying the way my muscles stretched and flexed, the way my heart sped up and slowed down. There weren’t any intrusions. No thoughts, no noises, no images. I wouldn’t allow them—not while I was in here. My hands didn’t yearn to hold my camera; my eyes didn’t fill in light or darkness. They didn’t sharpen or blur. There was nothing but me and water, and even that was nonexistent in so much darkness.


  But the calm didn’t last.


  I felt Saint several seconds before I actually heard him. His stare penetrated me; his essence filled the space around me until the darkness was no longer mine alone.


  “A little late, isn’t it?” he asked.


  I took a final stroke and stopped at the edge of the rock, gripping it with my fingers only inches from his boots. I lifted my goggles…my gaze started at his feet and rose to his jeans, which were tighter than the ones he wore during the day. They sat low on his hips, hugging him in all the right places. Nothing covered his chest except black ink. The moon lit up portions of his skin like it had done a few nights ago. From this close, I could see the ink traveling across his chest and down both biceps, but it was too dark to discern the details of the design. As much as I tried to pull my stare away from it and focus on the question he’d asked, I couldn’t. His tattoos were flirting with me. When I finally met his eyes, they triggered something inside me.


  Something that tingled in my lower stomach.


  But it all ceased when Brady’s warning began to echo in my ears.


  He wasn’t shirtless for my pleasure. He had probably just returned from a tourist’s hotel room and hadn’t bothered to get fully dressed.


  “I’d say it’s pretty early, actually, compared to the time I saw you swimming,” I said, referring to the night he had witnessed my breakdown from the water. I didn’t want to mention that I had watched him swim each night following, in the pool in front of the Coswells’ house—another thing I didn’t understand, in addition to the awfully late hours he swam. Didn’t he have his own horseshoe shaped cove in front of his grandparents’ house? Why did he need to invade mine?


  “I have a problem sleeping,” he explained. “The water relaxes me a little.”


  “Well, it does the same for me.”


  Bella weaved between Saint’s legs while he scratched the top of her head. He glanced up and returned my gaze. “What are you guys still doing around here, anyway? Weren’t you supposed to head back to Florida a few days ago?”


  “We were, but I hired Shane Lucas, a contractor, to do some work at the house, and he wants me to stick around until it’s done.”


  He knelt to get even closer to Bella. The more he touched her, the more his posture seemed to soften. His eyes didn’t, though. Even with the soft moonlight shining directly into them, they were still so hard, so unmoving. “Shane’ll do a good job for you.”


  “That’s what I hear.” I thought it might be a good chance to get another side of the story. “And what about Brady?”


  His back abruptly straightened. His lids then squinted as if he was trying to read me. “What about him?”


  I could tell by his expression that he knew I wasn’t talking about the renovation work anymore. “I hear you used to be friends.”


  Brady’s warning continued to resonate but I ignored it. Saint and I were just chatting…there was nothing wrong with that. The truth was I didn’t care if they had been friends. I just wanted to keep him talking. I wanted more from him.


  And no matter how much I tried to fight that feeling, the desire wouldn’t leave.


  I thought about David and how I felt nothing for him—whatever had been there was gone. I didn’t even want his friendship, which was why I still hadn’t returned his calls. But there was something about Saint that I already couldn’t get enough of…and I’d hardly spent any time with him. I hadn’t even tasted him yet.


  He stood, his fingers lifting off Bella. He slid them into his pockets, and a deep laugh followed. I couldn’t tell if it was an honest reaction or as sarcastic as Brady’s had been. “He told you that?”


  I nodded.


  “That kid’s got fucking balls.”


  I was still clinging to the rock, motionless. My body was starting to go cold. My fingers released and I glided out a foot into the water, treading to warm my limbs again. “It’s true, then?” He didn’t answer, which told me everything I needed to know. “So what happened between you two?”


  “It would just be a story to you, Drew. One of many.” I didn’t know what that meant. His eyes didn’t give me any clues. And when I opened my mouth to ask, he cut me off. “You’re shivering.” His teeth bit down into his bottom lip. “You better get back to your swim.”


  “You’re not going to join me?”


  I regretted the invitation as soon as it left my lips. I didn’t need Saint in the water with me. This was my space. Being that close to him, I didn’t know what feelings would be drawn from me or how I’d react to them.


  He shook his head. “Not tonight. Goodnight, Drew.”


  He turned his back to me and started walking down the rocks. When he reached the end, the moon illuminated his back and the ink that covered it. There was no question what it was, even in the subdued light I could distinguish the rectangular cages, all aligned in rows that ran the entire length and width of his back. Why would he have chosen to have cages permanently marked on his skin?


  And why did I even care?


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  I COULDN’T HELP BUT THINK this town was loaded with secrets and considering I had unknown family members, I knew my mom fit into it all somehow—and in some fucked-up guilt-by-association way, so did I. I was still so torn about how much I really wanted to know. It wouldn’t bring my parents back; I couldn’t ask the Coswells for details. And as far as I knew, my aunt still hadn’t returned Paul’s inquiry.


  And now, the mystery extended beyond my family.


  Whatever had happened between Saint and Brady wasn’t my business, but there was a chance it would show me a little more about this puzzling man who had the ability to create silence. I didn’t know what I found so interesting about him; I barely knew more than his name and his tattoos. But something strong was pulling me to him. Only two days had passed since he’d interrupted my swim. It felt like it had been much longer than that…too long, actually. And it had taken everything I had not to join him in the water last night.


  I knew the best thing for me was to get out of this state as quickly as possible. There was nothing here for me except a past that might be too ugly to risk digging up, some people I didn’t really need to know, and memories that were most likely better off dying with my mother. But I was stuck here for a few more months so I had to make the most of it. That included changing the way I ate. For the last ten days, I’d been living off coffee, tiny amounts of peanut butter and bagels. My body couldn’t keep running on that, considering I’d almost passed out after my morning swim. So when Irving, the man who owned the corner store, asked if I’d eaten in any of the restaurants around town, I told him I hadn’t and that I needed some recommendations. I figured going out would force me to eat more. He patted me on the shoulder and said, “There’s lots of seafood pounds around here, but that Trap House is the best. I bet you’ve never had no lobster like it.” I’d wandered into the town’s village several times and walked Bella up and down its few streets, but hadn’t seen a sign for that one. I made it a point to seek it out.


  Since it was still tourist season and the restaurant didn’t take reservations, I opted for lunch thinking it would be less busy. I loaded Bella into the backseat and drove into downtown. It was only a few miles from the Coswells’ place, a small, quaint Main Street with all the roads running down to the water. The shops looked like little houses with their white siding, green and blue shutters and ornate trim work. People rode bicycles on the sidewalks; parents pulled their children in red wagons. All the dogs smelled Bella as we passed.


  The back of the Trap House faced the water, with a dock sitting off to the side. Antique brown siding covered the building and different colored buoys hung from it as decoration. I knew they wouldn’t allow Bella inside, so I chose one of the picnic tables behind the restaurant. But first I stopped at the hostess stand to request Rae as my waitress. She was Irving’s niece and he really wanted us to meet.


  I settled in at the table as Bella took a comfortable spot next to me. A waitress soon approached with a glass in one hand and a bowl of water in the other. “It’s not as sweet as the tea you Florida folks love,” she said, placing the glass in front of me and the bowl on the ground next to Bella. “But it’s all we’ve got.”


  “Rae?” I asked. “Rae Ryan?”


  She nodded and confirmed with a big smile. “It’s so nice to meet you, Drew. My uncle has told me all about you…as much as he knows, at least.”


  “Nice to meet you, too.”


  Irving had told me that Rae was two years younger than I was. She was several inches taller with a frame a little leaner than mine; her straight, golden blonde hair was worn in a high ponytail and the striking white of her teeth set off her dark coffee eyes. But those eyes didn’t show the happiness that her smile did. I couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with her scar. It started at the corner of her right eyelid and circled her entire cheek, stopping just before her top lip. The center was filled with smaller swirls and jagged edges, as if her skin had been repeatedly mangled and hacked rather than being sewn together where it had split. She angled her body in such a way that her unmarked cheek faced me. I didn’t stare at either.


  “And Miss Bella, I’ve heard lots of good things about you, too,” Rae said, reaching down to brush her fingers over Bella’s furry head. Bella’s tail wagged in response and her ears tilted back. She even started panting.


  “She likes you,” I said.


  Bella liked everyone, I just didn’t know what else to say to Rae. New people typically asked a lot of questions. I was just waiting for it to begin. There weren’t many I’d be willing to answer at the moment… not when all of my recent stories had ended in someone’s death.


  “Well I like you too, girl.” She pulled her fingers away and grabbed a pen from her apron. “So what can I get you?”


  I skimmed the menu, which was printed on the paper place mat. “What’s your favorite?”


  “There’s only one thing to get here, of course. That’s the lobster. Some get it boiled or baked stuffed. I prefer a lobster roll. It’s less messy and all the work is done for you.”


  “Does the roll come with fries?” I asked. She nodded. “Sounds perfect.”


  She kept smiling as she wrote down my order, and even spoke through smiling lips when she told me she’d be back in a few minutes. I wondered if that was part of her waitressing act or if it was something extra added for my benefit.


  Bella lay on the rocks by my feet and I leaned back onto the bench, crossing my legs, wrapping my arms around my stomach. I wished I had a sweater. It was much cooler by the open water than it was at the house. It was also much busier. Several boats passed by, all different sizes and shapes. One even pulled up to the dock. The driver tied a rope around one of the rails and turned off the engine. Once the boat was secure, he unloaded at least ten coolers, stacking them onto the dock. Then he climbed out, pulling himself up the wooden ladder, and I saw more than just the top of his head. Tingles immediately burst through my belly.


  Saint…


  Bella noticed him as well, and her tail reacted, thumping against the ground with each wag.


  Rae ran down the dock to meet him, picking up one of the coolers and carrying it inside. A second waitress did the same and the two girls continued to make trips until they were all brought in.


  He’s tied to this restaurant, too?


  Saint busied himself with cleaning the boat, spraying it down with a hose and scrubbing it with a long brush. The only time my stare broke from him was when Rae dropped off my food. I looked away long enough to seem casual about it as I thanked her.


  The lobster roll came in a red plastic basket, fries filling the entire bottom. The roll was set on top, at least twice the size of a normal hot dog roll and overflowing with what must have been more than a pound of meat, lightly mixed with mayo and a few pieces of lettuce.


  “This is…insane,” I told her.


  She stood at the table, waiting for my reaction. “Isn’t it? It’s also great for breakfast…just mix in a few eggs with your leftovers.” The smile was back. I wasn’t sure if it had ever left. “I’ll go ahead and grab you a to-go box during my next trip out. Be sure to save room for dessert. We’re also known for our blueberry cobbler and our whoopie pies.”


  “Whoopie what?”


  A piece of her hair stuck to her lip gloss when she laughed. It was a light pink and the perfect shade for her fair skin. “I’ll grab you one of those, too.” She added a wink to her grin, and turned to head back inside.


  While Bella gazed at me and silently begged for a piece of lobster, my eyes drifted over to Saint. He had two boats…I hadn’t seen this one at his grandparents’ house. He must park it somewhere else. My mind wandered past the obvious questions about what he did for work. I even wondered what was in the coolers, as if it wasn’t obvious. But those questions were just thoughts to ward off the loneliness. Until this moment, I had never eaten at a restaurant by myself. I wasn’t even sure I was comfortable doing it now. Bella did make it easier with her face resting on my knee, her begging becoming louder. So instead of fighting my mind against the tugging thoughts of my parents, the issues that had arisen this morning during one of the repairs, and Gianna’s most recent text to ensure I was eating, I focused completely on Saint.


  It wasn’t terribly difficult to do.


  He had such a better body than David, and in the full light of day I could see it in much greater detail. His back muscles shifted and flexed beneath his thin T-shirt as he shook the nozzle on the hose; his biceps tightened when he leaned into the boat. His tattoos peeked out at the end of his sleeves. They were blue waves and each crest was outlined in white. Those were the details I had missed the other night.


  “Now that is a whoopie pie,” Rae said, pulling my attention away from Saint to the cake-like lump that she placed in front of me. “It was baked this morning, so it’s fresh and yummy…I know because I had one for lunch.”


  I tilted the plate and realized it was more of a sandwich, with two disks of chocolate cake holding white frosting in between. I used to have a serious sweet tooth, but I hadn’t had one lately. I guess that had dissolved with the rest of my appetite.


  I pushed the lobster roll to the side and cut off a piece of the whoopie pie. I stuck it in my mouth while Rae watched.


  “It’s wicked, right?”


  I nodded, covering my lips with the back of my hand. “Wow. Yes.” I cut off another piece and took a second bite. I could no longer remember why I hadn’t been eating chocolate. This wasn’t just good; it was amazing. The cake wasn’t overpowering. It was rich and moist. The icing wasn’t too sugary, and there was just enough of it.


  Rae laughed as she watched me. It was a light, carefree sound, much the opposite of the pain that seemed to emanate from her eyes. “I’ll get your check.”


  “Wait, Rae…can I ask you something?” I hated to put down my fork, but I did. I also hated to ask this question, but something was driving me to find the answer.


  “Sure,” she said. “What’s up?”


  I nodded toward Saint. My interest was now more than simple curiosity. “Does he work here or something?”


  Her eyes followed my nod and landed on Saint before they came back to me. “Yeah. His grandparents own this restaurant, and he owns the boats.”


  “He…fishes?”


  She responded with an even brighter smile. “He caught what you ate for lunch.”


  So he was a lobster fisherman. That wasn’t what I expected, not that I had any idea of what he did or even knew enough to guess. Maybe that explained his build and the size of his muscles since I assumed it was rigorous work, and why he spent so much time in the water.


  “And he uses that small little boat to catch lobsters?” I asked.


  Unless her expression was a lie, she seemed genuinely eager to answer anything I asked.


  “No. That boat is just a dinghy that he takes back and forth. His lobster boats are much farther out and he doesn’t pull them up to the dock.”


  I reached for my fork and stuck another bite in my mouth to stop myself from talking. For some reason I really did care what Saint did for a living and why he was at the restaurant and what boat he used. But Rae didn’t need to know that.


  “I’ll get your check,” she said.


  “Thank you.”


  I glanced over at Saint, and he was busy wrapping up the hose and putting the brush away. If he planned on heading into the restaurant, there would be no way he’d miss me. I was sitting directly in the path that he’d have to take to the door. Did I want him to stop and talk to me, or did I hope that Rae hurried up with my check?


  I knew I wanted the silence that he brought whenever he was close to me.


  “Here you go,” Rae said, placing the handwritten check in front of me. I scanned it quickly and handed her cash. “Let me get you change,” she said.


  Just as I was about to tell her to keep it, I felt his eyes on me. It was the same feeling I’d gotten a few nights ago when I was swimming, but it was even more intense this time. And here, I couldn’t hide in the darkness and the black water. I was completely open for his viewing in a short pair of cutoffs and a tank top instead.


  He stopped in front of my table as Rae glanced between the two of us. Her expression hadn’t changed, still a beaming smile. Something felt different. I looked up at Saint. In the bright sun, his eyes appeared more gold than caramel and when they traveled over my face, he gently licked his bottom lip, though it didn’t appear dry.


  “I’ll be back with—”


  “It’s all set,” I said, interrupting Rae. “I don’t need any change.” She thanked me and headed inside, leaving Saint and me completely alone.


  His hands went to Bella’s head, scratching behind her ears and under her chin. “I know she’s not stalking me,” he said, nodding toward her, “but are you?”


  “Stalking?” I rolled my eyes. I was sure he couldn’t see through my dark sunglasses, which was probably a good thing. “Wow…”


  He shrugged. “You’ve invaded my restaurant, after taking over my water. If I didn’t know better…”


  What the hell?


  “Your water? My swimming hasn’t stopped you from getting in that ocean every night.”


  I realized what I just admitted and the expression he wore showed he recognized it, too. His eyes narrowed and his lips turned into a slight grin.


  “I don’t like to share what’s mine, Drew.”


  I didn’t like what those words or their tone did to my stomach. And I definitely didn’t like the way his gold irises seemed to penetrate straight through my skin. If this was banter, he was playing it much cooler than I was.


  “I don’t think you have to,” I answered, straightening my back and once again wrapping my arms around my stomach. “There’s plenty of water in front of your grandparents’ house to swim in. Hell, you don’t even have to see me or cross my lane.”


  His lids stayed narrowed, but an emotion had entered his face, his eyes. It was one I recognized. One I could relate to. “Is that where you want me? Away from your lane?”


  The questions caught me off guard. I couldn’t tell if he was kidding or if he actually expected me to answer. Either way, nothing more was coming out of my mouth today. I’d already revealed enough. So I stood from the table with Bella’s leash in my hand and gave him the best smile I had. He could take it any way he wanted.


  I turned my back to him and moved away from the table without saying good-bye. But several paces toward the parking lot, I heard him call out behind me, “I’ll see you tonight.”


  I didn’t want to admit it but the sound of that made my heart flutter.


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  SAINT DID SEE ME LATER THAT NIGHT. I had jumped into the water at around ten o’clock, knowing it would give me enough time to finish my workout before he got home. But that wasn’t what happened… I was interrupted only a few minutes after I had started. I noticed something moving in the water as I headed back to the peninsula closest to his grandparents’ place. It was too dark to tell what it actually was so I swam toward it cautiously. As I approached, I realized it was Saint’s feet. He was sitting on the rock.


  I stopped when I reached the side, clinging to a spot not too far from him. “I thought you didn’t like to share,” I said, pushing my goggles up to my forehead. My hair was knotted on top of my head and I pulled out the elastic, letting my long chocolate locks fall around my face.


  “I don’t intend to.” He leaned back and placed his hands behind him, using his palms to hold his weight. It was such a relaxed position. He wasn’t even shivering, despite how cold it was outside and the fact his shorts and wife-beater barely covered him. “I’m just here to watch.”


  “Watch…me?”


  He nodded.


  “And why would you want to do that?”


  “Because you’re a hell of a swimmer,” he said.


  “That’s your reasoning?”


  There was no way I could continue my workout while he sat on the rocks and watched. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on my strokes, to unwind, to find the peace I used that water for. Even though Saint brought me silence, having him here as an observer would be a distraction.


  He kicked his legs under the water and his hips shifted from side to side. The movement showed me some of his rhythm…he looked as if he had power and endurance. It made me blush. “Your body glides over that sea like…” He paused, taking several breaths. Each time he exhaled, a stream of white steam came from his mouth and mixed in with the air. “Like you need to be in there just to feel normal. I know that feeling.”


  When I met Rae, there was a pain in her eyes that I understood. I had no idea what the source of hers was or how she dealt with it, if she did at all. But it didn’t matter. We had that in common: a difficult emotion. At the restaurant, I realized I saw a similar amount of suffering in Saint’s eyes, too. People in pain were drawn to each other. That was what pulled me to him.


  There was no way I was going to talk to him about my pain. But it didn’t mean I had to deny that what he’d said was true.


  “I do feel normal when I’m in here,” I said.


  “And is water the only thing that makes you feel that way?”


  I hesitated before answering. “Yes.”


  “You’ll find others,” he said. His hands moved to his thighs; his shoulders rounded and his back hunched forward a little. He gazed down at his fingers while he rubbed them in circles, then back up at me. “Just be careful…some of those other things will hurt more than they’ll help.”


  I knew from his tone that he was talking from experience. I wondered if he used those other ways as much as he swam, or if he was running from them like they were demons.


  “I don’t know how I’d ever find them,” I said. “I barely even leave the house.”


  “They’ll find you.”


  It was a warning, and a sincere one. I didn’t quite know how to process his message, how to prepare myself for something like that. And really, it just added more questions to my Saint list. Where else had he found his release? Maybe a better question was who else, if my suspicions about the answer were true.


  His hands finally landed at his sides as he pushed himself to his feet.


  “You’re leaving already?” I asked.


  “If I keep talking to you, you’re not going to get any swimming done.”


  I was good with that. I didn’t want to swim anymore, at least not in that moment. I wanted more of his voice and his attention. I wanted more of him…I just didn’t know how much or what exactly that would entail.


  But as I stared at him, it looked like what he needed was the water.


  I palmed the rocks, kicked my legs as hard as I could and pushed down, trying to pull myself out of the ocean. I only rose a few inches before his hands were under my arms. He lifted me straight out of the water. It was a seamless, steady float through the air until my feet were gently placed on the ground. For those few seconds, I felt weightless. I felt like motion was beyond my control, and my concern. I felt attended to. And I liked all of it.


  I stood in front of him in the same place he had set me down, my lungs tightening. Every muscle began to wobble. I knew I wasn’t going to lose my balance or fall, but the unsteadiness still consumed my body. It owned my emotions. Saint’s touch had done something to me.


  It had shown me something stronger than I was prepared to feel.


  I didn’t get a chance to speak. I didn’t even really get a chance to react before he threw off his wife-beater and dove into the water. I watched as he streamlined across the large pool. He really was a skilled swimmer; his strokes were clean and tailored, there wasn’t much drag when he moved. He alternated his breaths, his kicks barely made any splash.


  His body glided over that sea like he needed to be in there just to feel normal.


  Just like me.


  I picked up the towel I had left on the rocks and wrapped it around my body. Bella licked the drops of water off my feet. My eyes were stinging for Saint, knowing how hard it was to keep them closed when the risk of getting too close to the rocks occurred. So before Bella and I went back inside the house, I tossed my goggles into his path. Glancing over my shoulder as I made my way up the lawn, I watched him stop, strap the goggles over his head and continue swimming.


  I wondered if he planned on returning them and when it would happen.


  The unknown pulsated through my body like the flash of a camera, though it lasted much longer than that.


  ***


  I was really trying to stay out of Brady and Shane’s way while they tore apart the house, so I’d camped out on the back lawn reading the headlines on my tablet. Bella and I were bored—bored with being stuck in Maine, bored with driving up Cadillac Mountain and hiking around Acadia National Park. But we couldn’t spend the entire day in the water.


  “Do you have plans tomorrow night?” Brady asked, moving to my side.


  I hadn’t heard him come outside before he had spoken. Neither had Bella as she was on her back in a deep sleep, all four paws high in the air, snoring. The grass here was so much different, the blades were soft and flexible unlike the sharp spikes of sod we had in Florida. Bella seemed to really love it.


  “Not exactly,” I replied.


  He knelt in front of her and scratched her belly. “One of my friends is having a party. Why don’t you come? You need to get out of this house and have some fun.”


  I did get out. In fact, I was hardly ever inside. But I knew that’s not what he meant. And as for having fun, he was right. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had any.


  “You know,” he continued, “when my dad and I do jobs, usually the owners take off during the day until we’re done. But since you’re here all the time, I figured you could use a little break.”


  I ran the grass through my fingers, pulling at some of the longer pieces. The knot that liked to plunge into my throat and threaten tears was making an appearance again. “I don’t have anywhere to go.” The knot wasn’t there because I felt sorry for myself. It was there because of the situation that had driven me to Maine in the first place.


  He sat directly beside me, his other hand coming to rest on my shoulder. It wasn’t a seductive move by any means; it was a comforting one. “I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad, Drew. I was trying to convince you to come out with me.”


  The last thing I wanted was to upset Brady. He was one of the only people I talked to up here besides Saint who was really starting to mess with my head. He had left the goggles on the back steps of the house this morning with a note that said he would see me again tonight. “I’ll go to the party with you,” I told him. “I’m just trying to figure out my place in all this. I’m still having a hard time even believing that I’m here.”


  “You mean at this house?”


  I shook my head. “More than that. Until a few weeks ago, I didn’t know this part of my life existed.”


  “Part of your life…” he repeated in a whisper. “You mean, you didn’t know your grandparents lived in Maine?”


  “I didn’t know I even had grandparents who had been alive all these years. Or an aunt.”


  “That’s so fucked up.” I could tell by his expression how truly surprised he was.


  “I don’t know why my mom didn’t tell me.”


  “And now that she’s…” His voice trailed off and he took a deep breath before he continued. “You must have a lot of questions?”


  “All I have are questions.” It was true; I had no family, no real home that I wanted to go to. All I had was Bella and huge gaps in the life I thought I knew before it all caved in. I glanced at the water, skimming the shallow waves. I hadn’t asked him much. I wasn’t sure I wanted the answers.


  But it was time.


  My eyes met his again. “You don’t know anything about my mom, do you?”


  He shook his head.


  Something in the distance caught my attention. It was Saint. He was walking down the dock toward his boat wearing another dark hoodie and a pair of worn jeans. He must have just gotten out of work. When he reached the door to the cabin, he twisted around, his face pointing directly at me. He stayed frozen for several seconds, then went inside and shut the door behind him. There was too much space between us to know for sure that he’d seen me, but I knew he had. The feeling that spread through my body told me so…it was the one I always got whenever his stare found me.


  “Why haven’t you asked my dad?” Brady said, bringing my attention back to him. “He would definitely know something about your mom.”


  “Did they go to school together?”


  His eyes widened and so did his lips. “You really don’t know, do you?”


  “Know what?”


  “My dad was part of your family.”


  I turned my whole body toward him and pushed my hands into the ground to hold my weight. “He was part of my family?”


  He nodded. “He was married to your aunt.”


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  I COULD HARDLY PROCESS WHAT BRADY HAD SAID. “Shane was married…to my Aunt Shirley?” The man who was inside the Coswells’ house at this very moment had been my uncle at one point…that was how he knew the layout of the place so well, and how he’d been able to tell Brady about the amazing view out back. But why hadn’t he said anything to me about it?


  Did that mean Brady and I were…cousins?


  I had to know. “Are we—”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head, “we’re not related.”


  My mouth was failing me as much as my mind. Despite how cluttered everything felt, the words and the questions were in there. I was just having a hard time getting them out.


  Brady saw my confusion. “My dad wasn’t married to your aunt for very long. Right after they separated, he got my mom pregnant. They didn’t last either, but he stuck around Bar Harbor…for me, I guess.”


  I sank my hands into the grass and pushed myself up. Just as I got to my feet, I said, “I need to talk to your dad.”


  “Go ahead,” he said. “But about the party tonight, how about I pick you up at seven?”


  “See you then,” I yelled over my shoulder.


  I jogged across the lawn and up the back steps, searching the rooms until I found Shane. He was on his hands and knees in the bathroom, half of his body buried in the cabinet under the sink.


  “You were married to Shirley?” I asked from the doorway. The words flew from my mouth.


  “What?” He lifted his head and banged it right into the cabinet. “Damn.” He rubbed his fingers over the sore spot as he stood and swiveled on his heels to face me. “I thought you knew.”


  “I know nothing.”


  He shrugged. “I didn’t bring it up…I thought maybe it was a sensitive subject.” He ran his fingers through his rich brown hair. “Shit, Shirl and I were married such a long time ago. Twenty years, at least.”


  I moved into the bathroom and took a seat on the edge of the shower. Suddenly I had a source of information at my disposal. “Will you tell me about my family?”


  His teal eyes studied my face. “Your mom never told you any of this?”


  Before I answered, I took a second to think about what I’d just asked. Once Shane told me the truth, I wouldn’t be able to forget it. I would have to live with whatever he said, even if that led to more questions. And no matter what, I wouldn’t be able to get my mom’s side of the story. I knew this could change everything.


  Did I really want to know?


  “No, she didn’t tell me,” I said.


  He leaned back against the wall with his side pressed into the cabinet and crossed his arms over his stomach. “Bar Harbor is such a small town…I’d known your mom since I was a kid.” He paused as if he was figuring out what else he should say. I didn’t push him. I wanted to know it all. I watched as the memory spread affection over his face. “Rebecca was this loud little thing with long wild hair and bright blue eyes. She knew how to use her looks, that’s for sure. She had a mouth on her, too. Not one you’d expect from someone with such a tiny frame, but she sure as hell knew how to be heard.”


  It was surreal listening to him describe my mother, how different she was then from how she’d been when I knew her. At forty-five, she didn’t exactly need to use her looks to get what she wanted—not with me, anyway—but her words were witty and convincing when they needed to be.


  “Shirley was just the opposite,” he continued, “quiet, reserved…the one who got perfect grades and never caused any trouble. The sisters had nothing in common—Rebecca made sure of that. She didn’t want to be in Shirley’s shadow; she wanted the spotlight. You see, Shirley and I were two years older than your mom. We dated all through high school, and I proposed at our homecoming dance. We got married in July, two months after we graduated. Your mom didn’t come to our wedding…” His voice trailed off, as if he was caught up in another memory.


  “Shane?”


  His eyes popped back over to me. “Sorry. You know, now that I think about it, she never even made it to our graduation. She left a few weeks before.”


  “She left?”


  He nodded. “Took off with the Coswells’ gardener.”


  That was my dad...but that wasn’t how my mom had told the story. In her version, she’d graduated from high school before she and my father had left for Florida. She never mentioned anything about leaving during her sophomore year. That meant she would have only been…


  Sixteen years old?


  “But she came back at some point…right?”


  “No,” he answered. “Once she left, she never returned. There was lots of talk, but I didn’t listen to any of it. You can’t believe the hens that cluck around here, anyway. They feed off that kind of gossip and spread it like a plague. Your grandparents were extremely strict. I would know, of course. But I also knew your mom, and if she wanted something, she went after it.” A smile lit up his cheeks but disappeared quickly. “If I was to guess, I’d say your mom didn’t want to follow your grandparents’ rules anymore, so she took off with him. Never even caught the guy’s name. And then, no one in this town ever heard from her again.” He looked at me as if he knew the next line in the story was mine to add.


  He was right.


  “The guy’s name was Kyle,” I whispered, “and he was my dad.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  I SPENT THE NEXT FEW HOURS OUTSIDE waiting for Shane and Brady to leave for the night, though my brain was anything but idle. Every word Shane had said repeated in a loop in my head. None of it explained why my mom left Maine or why she never visited again, why she had no contact with her parents or sister—or why she had lied to me for all these years.


  I just wanted to ask her. And I wanted her to tell me not to be upset with her for leaving me in the dark, for keeping this all a secret because her reason was a good one. Then I wanted to wrap my arms around her neck and rest my cheek against the top of her chest, listening to her breathe underneath me. I wanted her mommy scent to fill me. But since I would never have any of that ever again, I’d have to settle for her room.


  As soon as I heard their trucks backing out of the driveway, I ran into the house and went straight up the stairs. My hand was on the doorknob of my mom’s room, and my whole body turned stiff. My fingers froze against the metal. I hadn’t spent much time up here—only when Shane called me upstairs to answer questions.


  I’d looked inside her room the day I’d arrived, but I hadn’t been in it yet. I hadn’t been ready…until now.


  I leaned my forehead against the closed door. My deep breaths did nothing to settle my stomach or to stop my hands from shaking or my knees from feeling weak. I knew something of hers was behind this wall—her childhood memories, proof that she had really existed in this family. Items of hers that I’d be able to touch, hold, smell…things that could bring me closer to her. Possibly even answers to the mysteries she’d left behind.


  I just wanted to get this over and be finished with it.


  Though maybe it would be just the beginning of something instead.


  I kept my eyes closed as I turned the handle and moved slowly into the room. The smell in here was nothing like her. There was no fresh grass or the jasmine that wafted endlessly from her skin. My feet inched forward; I found the bed using nothing but my hands. I sat on it carefully, pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them.


  One.


  It was just a number that I spoke in my head, but it felt so heavy… so many questions lay ahead.


  Two.


  It was just her room, I reminded myself. No matter how long I counted, she wasn’t going to be in here at the end of it.


  Three.


  When I opened my eyes, nothing happened. I didn’t start crying or lose my breath; my mom didn’t appear before me in any manner. Instead, I saw her wooden dresser along the far wall, a few picture frames and a lamp. There was an open jewelry box, with necklaces hanging along the side, and a nightstand next to the bed. The comforter beneath me was white with pink and black stars and squiggles. There was a bookshelf on the other side of the room that overflowed with teen titles, and posters of the Beastie Boys, Nirvana, and Pearl Jam covered almost every inch of the walls. Clothes hung in her closet and some were thrown on the floor. The only thing that was tidy was her perfectly-made bed.


  It felt like nothing had changed since the last time my mom had been in here. For all these years, had the Coswells really left everything exactly the way it was? Why hadn’t they boxed her things or converted the room into something other than a memory of my mom? She’d left, not died…not until now.


  Getting up from the bed, I ran the tips of my fingers along her dresser, across her mirror and down each necklace. There was a book next to her jewelry box, resting upside-down. I flipped it over and read the title: Botanical Dictionary. Some of the illustrations inside were circled, others had notes written next to them in my mom’s handwriting…


  Kyle’s favorite flower.


  The first bouquet he gave me.


  What he tucked behind my ear.


  He sprinkled these around our picnic blanket.


  I turned around and leaned my hips into the dresser. Holding the book against my chest, I crossed my arms around it. My eyes closed without effort.


  ***


  “Flowers, Mom? Seriously?”


  There were ingredients all over our kitchen. Sugar coated the counter and crunched on the floor under my bare feet. There was even a dusting of flour on the top of Bella’s nose. Mom was an excellent baker and insisted on making everything from scratch, but she wasn’t exactly clean and organized when she cooked. Since she had turned me into a neat freak, I knew I’d be cleaning it all up as soon as we were done.


  “You know how much Daddy loves flowers.” When she referred to my father, her expression warmed, her lips pulling at the corners into a smile.


  She stood in front of the island with a pastry bag of white frosting in her hand, delicately drawing tiny daisy petals over a base of chocolate frosting. We had made three dozen cupcakes, and each one was getting a different flower. Since my artistic ability didn’t extend beyond a computer mouse and Photoshop, Mom had given me a bag of green frosting to create the straight-lined stems.


  “But he’s surrounded by flowers all day,” I said. “Are you sure he’ll want to eat them, too?”


  Not that he would be eating actual flowers. I was just surprised he wouldn’t want a more masculine decoration, like the Gators logo or a Bucs helmet. Year after year, his dessert was always flower-themed. I didn’t understand why he didn’t get tired of it.


  “I’m sure, baby girl. Flowers are what brought your daddy and me together. His birthday falls around the same time of the year that we met in Maine, so he likes to celebrate the two together.”


  I knew the story. They liked to tell it on their anniversary every year. I definitely didn’t need to hear it again over cupcake decorating. But knowing my mom, she was going to tell me anyway.


  “You know what your daddy gave me on our first date?”


  The question surprised me as it was a part of the story I hadn’t heard. I lifted my head to meet her eyes. “No…what?”


  “A botanical dictionary.”


  I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. That was so typical of my father, giving her something that related to flowers. It was a good thing that she found him so attractive because the man had no game.


  “I know…it sounds funny.” She was still smiling as she spoke. “It was a really thoughtful gift. He had marked some of the pages and said he was going to incorporate those flowers into future dates of ours. And he did, too.” She looked down at her wedding band and twirled it around her finger. “When your daddy and I got engaged, he couldn’t afford a ring. At the time we were just starting the landscaping business and we were investing all the money right back into it. So instead of a diamond, he wrapped a daisy around my ring finger and promised he would replace it. I never let him. That flower meant more to me than anything that sparkled.” She glanced back up, and her eyes were filled with tears. I knew they were happy ones. “I hope you find a man who’s as amazing as your daddy.”


  ***


  I shook my head, trying to push the memory away. Tucking the dictionary under my arm, I opened the top drawer of her dresser; it was filled with panties. The next held socks and T-shirts; shorts and tank tops were in the bottom drawer. I searched under each of the piles, between them and in the back of the drawers, looking for something other than clothes—a sign, a hint, a memento…anything. I did the same in the closet, searching the rack, under her bed, and in her nightstand. There was nothing. I halted in front of her bookshelf and pulled each book out separately, flipping through the pages. Nothing fell out of them.


  If there was something in here, it wanted to stay hidden. Or maybe it had already been removed.


  Or maybe I just didn’t know what I was looking for.


  I moved to the doorway and leaned against the frame, my eyes scanning the room as a whole. Now that I had touched her jewelry, viewed the faces of the musicians who covered her walls, read the titles of her books, and saw the type of clothes she wore, I could get a sense of the girl Shane had described: the loud, rebellious teenager who made a statement with her hair and her voice. But the woman who was my mom wasn’t like that at all; she was subtle, passionate, and extremely patient. When she hugged me, she wrapped her whole body around me as though she were trying to cover every inch, and she whispered love in my ear.


  I knew her better than Shane did.


  And I knew my father, the gardener, wasn’t what had driven her out of this house, and it wasn’t because she didn’t want to follow her parents’ rules, either.


  But maybe there was something about her that neither of us knew.


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  I SLID INTO THE FRONT SEAT OF BRADY’S TRUCK and put on my seatbelt. Metal music played softly in the background and his thumb tapped the steering wheel to the beat. He smelled of cologne and cinnamon gum, which were cleaner scents than the sawdust and paint he had reeked of earlier. He was dressed a lot nicer, too, in dark jeans and a button-down, and a less-worn pair of boots. He had a wool hat pulled low over his head.


  I pointed to the gun rack on the back of the truck. “Do you hunt?”


  He glanced over his shoulder, looking out the rear window. “Just deer. Don’t have a moose license yet.”


  Just deer? Maine felt like a completely different country. The guys in Sarasota didn’t hunt. They didn’t really drive trucks, either, especially not the size of Brady’s, where I practically needed a stepladder to get in. And even if there was a need to wear flannel in Florida—which there never would be with our weather—it wasn’t a fabric that would ever touch their skin. But somehow, Saint and Brady made flannel look sexy. Polished and pretty wouldn’t have been a good fit for them.


  “I’ll also bring it out if someone tries to touch you at the party,” he added. He quickly shot me a look, a smirk that was also mixed with a bit of seriousness. He really did seem protective of me. His eyes went back to the road and his hand went to his nose, rubbing it until it turned red.


  “Allergies?” I asked.


  “Yeah…” he said, sniffling. “You feel uncomfortable at that house, you let me know.” He proved his protectiveness to me when he had voiced his concern about Saint.


  “Should I be afraid?”


  He gripped the top of the steering wheel and leaned back into the seat a little more. “Boys can get a little rowdy at times. That’s all.”


  Those were the types of boys I’d been attracted to in college—the rowdy ones…the ones who chose beer and their friends and everything else over me. Had that been the worst thing The Ex had done, I could have dealt with it. But there were other girls, too. And then there were the layers of lies. Guys like The Ex couldn’t be converted; they were just incapable of having anything that resembled normal. That was why I hadn’t given David a relationship or anyone else since I’d graduated. And since my parents’ death, those feelings had only strengthened. I didn’t want to answer to anyone, to explain the darkness I saw in my head or the screams that filled my ears, or to justify the beating my body took in the water. The people who really loved me had lied to me my whole life. I could only imagine that anyone else I got close to would probably do the same.


  “Whose house are we going to?” I asked.


  I didn’t really care. And I didn’t really focus on his response which included how he knew the host and everyone else who was going to be there. I just got lost in his noise. And when it was time to introduce me to his friends, the names flew right past my ears once again. In a basement full of flannel, most of the guys looked the same, anyway. Maybe it just didn’t matter what they looked like because…


  Why am I wishing that Saint was here?


  As quickly as the thought entered, I pushed it out of my head. I didn’t need his silence. I had it already; it was in the red plastic cup that I held in my hands and the amber liquid that Brady kept filling it with.


  There had to be over forty people in this basement, and they all acted so familiar with each other. Some were playing beer pong; others were talking in groups. Music blasted through a set of portable speakers. The air was filled with the scent of beer and smoke—from cigarettes, and from the joints and metal pipes that were being passed around. I’d smoked pot in college. Even though I had never bought a bag, if weed was around I usually didn’t refuse it. However tonight, I made a point to hit every joint and bowl that came anywhere close to me.


  After several puffs, a warm cloud moved down my throat and spread through my chest like a thick haze. With it came a lightness. It was similar to the way I felt in the water, tranquil and fluid, my unbound body floating over the waves like a buoy. It wasn’t hard to breathe. My muscles relaxed into the beat, my shoulders dipped, my hips swayed.


  “Let me get you another drink,” Brady said in my ear.


  We were in the center of the basement. I didn’t know how long we’d been standing in this spot, but the ground was definitely under my feet. It was the only reminder that I was actually standing since the rest of me felt as if I was bobbing in the air. I hadn’t been this buzzed since the parties I’d gone to right before graduation and the weed only intensified everything. While I was in college, I really only drank on the weekends and since my parents’ death I hadn’t touched it at all. Had I known it would have relaxed me this much, I wouldn’t have waited.


  “Drew?” I heard someone say.


  My eyes briefly scanned the space to my right. I wasn’t in a rush to find the source. My movements were slow. My thoughts were delayed. Everything felt good—there was no reason to disrupt that.


  “I’m so glad you decided to come with Brady,” the girl said.


  I glanced to the left and met a body. Gradually, my stare rose up her chest, to her neck and finally stopped on her face. “Rae?” Her smile was back and it was really wide. “Hi, honey,” I said.


  Honey?


  That wasn’t something I ever said. But I went with it…and then I took a step closer and wrapped my arms around her neck. Not only was I using words I never usually said, but I was hugging people I barely knew. She was so warm, and her smile was causing my lips to extend like hers.


  The smile—the one she wore at the Trap House. The one that made her face glow, but it didn’t hide the pain in her eyes.


  Pain that felt as strong as mine.


  But not right now. Right now, I felt…nothing.


  “Having fun?” she asked, gently pulling out of my arms.


  “Brady thought I needed to get out,” I shouted over the music. “He was so right. This place…” I paused. Was this house fun or was the fun running through my body? “Yeah, so much fun. You know Brady?”


  With her unscarred cheek pointed toward me, she laughed. A thin stream of smoke spiraled around her head. “He’s my best friend.”


  My eyes moved down to her hand, fixating on the joint she was holding as I followed it back up to her lips. It smelled so good…I wanted to gulp the air. So I did. And then I swallowed it. And when she handed it to me, I sucked until my lungs were filled. I coughed.


  Brady had taken my cup, so Rae offered me hers and I chugged until it was all gone. My throat was so rough and scratchy from the smoke that the freezing liquor numbed it.


  “Someone likes our Maine herb, huh?” a guy said, moving in between Rae and me “You better slow down there, pretty. This shit ain’t nothing like that brick you have in the south.”


  A hand touched my side, just under my ribs. Rae’s hands were both in front of her so it had to have been his. I looked over at him, squinting from the neon overhead light and the clouds of smoke that burned my eyes. He didn’t look familiar, though no one did besides Rae and Brady. He was just another flannel who had chosen navy as his shade and topped off the look with a Patriots hat in the same color.


  “Hey…how do you know I’m from the south?” I asked.


  “You’re new blood.” His eyes stopped at my lips, then traveled to my breasts. “Everyone knows who you are.”


  “So you think all we’ve got in the south is brick weed?”


  “I don’t think, I know.” His hand moved to my hip, and he pulled me closer. He was about the same height and build as Saint. The thought turned me even toastier. “Like my boy Brady, I know my weed.”


  I was still holding Rae’s joint as he slipped it out of my fingers and took a drag. When his cheeks were full, he leaned his head down and clipped my face between his palms. With his lips only inches from mine, he emptied his smoke straight into my mouth. Numbness swept through me as fast as his breath. But with him holding me, I knew I wouldn’t fall. His strength was almost as present as Saint’s.


  “Brady is hardly your boy,” Rae said. I’d forgotten she was still nearby. Her fingers suddenly cuffed the top of my arm. “Come on, Drew…I want to show you something.”


  I heard what she said and I recognized the urgency in her voice. My mind just didn’t know what to do about it. My feet felt so heavy. My legs didn’t want to move, and Hat Boy was so comfortable to lean against.


  “Don’t listen to Rae,” he said, “she ain’t got nothing to show you.” One of his hands clamped my ass. “Everything you need is right here.”


  “No,” Rae said a little louder, “I definitely think she needs to come with me.”


  Even though everything inside my head was covered in a thick fog, I knew I didn’t want his hand on my ass. It didn’t feel right. And when I opened my mouth to tell him, Brady appeared at my side. He looked furious.


  “You okay?” Brady asked me.


  It took a second before I nodded.


  “Do you want his hands on you?”


  “No,” I pleaded.


  “Let go of her, Gabe,” Brady said. “Right now.” He was holding two cups of beer and he handed both to Rae. Once his hands were empty, they turned into fists and dropped to his sides.


  “Who the fuck are you to ask me—”


  “I’m not asking you,” Brady shouted, interrupting him.


  Hat Boy still held me against him, despite me trying to wiggle away. “What are you going to do, Brady? You gonna beat me up in front of this pretty girl?”


  “If that’s what it takes to get you to let her go.”


  Hat Boy’s hand tightened on my ass and I yelped.


  That one little sound from my mouth caused complete chaos. At first, Hat Boy pulled me against his chest and tucked his arm around the back of my head so there was no space between our bodies. But that only lasted a few seconds before Brady yanked me away and moved me behind him. Brady’s body had become a shield. My shield. Rae then appeared at my side and latched onto my arm.


  My head was so cloudy.


  “Rae, is she okay?” Brady asked. He spoke over his shoulder as his back still faced us.


  “Yes,” I said to her or him or to anyone else who was listening since a circle had formed around us.


  The small windows near the ceiling were all open and a draft was coming in. It didn’t help with the smoke, but it gave me a tiny bit of freezing freshness to inhale. Maine was so cold.


  “Get her out of here,” Brady said.


  The two boys were having a full on stare down. Brady’s feet were bouncing, his fingers were clenching and releasing. The guys behind him were encouraging him to release a punch. A few on Hat Boy’s side were saying the same thing.


  “It’s going to get bad,” Rae whispered. “Really bad. We’ve got to go.” She put her arm around me and I leaned into her, scanning the faces that moved closer to us. The room suddenly felt smaller as the circle around us tightened.


  “You’re a piece of shit,” I heard one of the guys yell. I wasn’t sure who it came from…there were so many more voices now and we were trying to move away from them. Someone hit my shoulder. I heard something rip behind me. There was even a snap like the cracking of leather.


  “This is stupid,” I said, trying to stop her in the middle of the stairs. “I can’t let them fight. Not over me.”


  “This has been brewing between them for a long time,” she said once we reached the top. I tried to pull away, turn around and go back down the stairs. “No way, you’re coming with me.”


  Where did Brady want her to take me? I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay…where the booze dimmed the sounds and the weed calmed the anxiety. Where I didn’t have to think about my parents. Where I wasn’t reminded of all the lies. I definitely didn’t want to go back to the Coswells’ house.


  The kitchen flew past me, as did a sitting room. Suddenly, we were outside and my feet were crushing leaves. There was more freshness out here. Even colder freshness. I could see my breath. I could see Rae’s, too. Hers was prettier than mine.


  “Please get in,” she said, holding a car door open for me.


  “Where are you taking me?” I held the roof and carefully stepped in so I wouldn’t fall.


  “Home.”


  “No!” I didn’t mean for it to come out so loudly. I just hated that word. The Coswells’ house wasn’t home. I had no home. “Let’s go to a bar.”


  “None of them are open. Everything here closes at one.”


  I looked down at my hand, but it was too dark to read the time on my watch. “How about another party?”


  She started the engine and backed out of the driveway. “This was the only one going on tonight.”


  “Can we go somewhere else?”


  “Nowhere else to go, I’m afraid.” When she turned toward me, there was no longer a smile on her lips. The streetlamp illuminated her scar. It looked like a labyrinth…and I wanted to get lost in it. So lost that in the process, I would forget myself. No murdered parents, no suddenly found family, no Drew. “I have to open the restaurant in the morning, so I really better take you home.”


  I looked away, facing the window, and rested my hand against the glass. With the heat on in the car, fog started to form and I squiggled my finger over it. But it wasn’t just squiggles. It was letters.


  Make it stop.


  The alcohol and weed would soon wear off and everything in my head would return. I needed to prevent that from happening. I needed… the water. It was waiting for me at home. The black, deep ocean that could float me into a new calm. That could make the whispers go away. I knew I wasn’t in the right state to go swimming.


  I also knew I didn’t care.


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  RAE DROVE DOWN THE LONG PATH that led to the Coswells’ house. She parked near the front steps as I removed my seatbelt and opened the door. “Thanks for the ride.” I knew my words ended in a little slur…I could feel them mesh together on my tongue. It was the most I’d said in the last fifteen minutes. Not her, though. She hadn’t stopped talking the whole ride, telling me all about Brady’s longstanding feud with Hat Boy. I didn’t care about it in the least. Then she talked about the man she was in love with who was no longer interested in her. Her non-stop chatter wasn’t the reason I had stayed mute. It was because I was so buzzed, I worried what would come out of my mouth if I opened it. Rae didn’t need to know my business.


  No one did, really.


  “Sorry about tonight,” she replied. “Wish I could say that doesn’t happen a lot, but when there’s a big group and beer, it usually does.”


  No more talking, I thought. Just salt water and long strokes, the smell of tonight washing off me as Bella watched from the shore. I couldn’t remember the last time I had left my sweet girl alone. I could see her through the glass pane that was next to the door. She sat in front of it, her gaze focused on the car.


  “I’ll come in for lunch soon,” I said. I had nothing else to offer as a good-bye, and I didn’t wait for her to respond before I shut the door behind me. A thick fog gathered around me as I moved over the rocky driveway. It wasn’t in the air…it was in my head. Maybe it had been there since we’d left the party, and being on my feet again had only strengthened it. The feeling had finally returned to my limbs, at least. But the rest of my body was numb as I climbed the front steps and opened the door. Bella’s tail whipped around while she sniffed my legs and hands and licked my palms. She wove in and out of my stride, her fur rubbing and tickling the outside of my jeans.


  Ocean.


  I wasn’t actually sure if my bathing suits were hanging in the bathroom or the living room, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to wear one tonight. There were too many paces between those rooms and me and I didn’t feel like searching or digging through my suitcase. I just needed the wet and the salt and the black coldness covering me.


  When I got to the back door, I looked at Bella. “I’m going swimming.” She cocked her head to the side. I knew she couldn’t answer me; I just felt the need to tell her. To tell someone. Anyone. “Watch me from the rocks, okay?” My words still slurred together a bit. “Too dangerous for you out there. I have to protect you, Bella. You’re all I have.”


  Ocean.


  Bella followed me down the stairs. Once I felt the grass under my feet, I reached for the hem of my shirt and tugged it over my head. I shivered from the breeze that blew against my skin. Goose bumps covered me. Then I unbuttoned my jeans, trying not to trip as I yanked them past my thighs and knees. I pulled my ankles out of the holes. Wearing just my bra and panties, I slid down the grass and onto the rocky shoreline.


  I wasn’t alone.


  Ocean…and him.


  I knew he was there. I had seen him from the window in the laundry room; I’d heard his splashing as soon as I was outside. This was way past his normal swim time; I had no idea if he was close to being done or had just started. I didn’t care. I ran down the peninsula that separated our properties, cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled across the water, “You have to get out!”


  He stopped in the middle of the pool, lifted his head and removed his goggles. Then he floated the rest of the way until his fingers were close enough to grip the rock by my toes. “I have to get out?”


  “I really need the water.”


  “Wearing that?”


  I could feel his eyes on my black and gold leopard bra. The goose bumps tingled even more when I felt his gaze wander down to my panties.


  I shook my head. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”


  His exhale came out in thick white clouds that circled my ankles. My skin turned warm. I wanted his heat to spread to my stomach, to have it sun my arms and neck.


  When he didn’t respond, I said, “It’s just underwear, Saint. I’m sure you’ve taken them off plenty of women.”


  He sucked in his bottom lip, holding it in his mouth. It glistened in the moonlight when he finally released it. “You’re too drunk to get in.”


  I laughed. “I’m not drunk.”


  “No?”


  My hands went to my hips. “Nope.”


  I felt like I had to prove it to him, to show him that I was fine to swim. So I tried to kneel on the rock, but I dropped a little too quickly and landed on my butt, much harder than I would have liked. Saint’s hands immediately went to my knees to steady me. The movement sent the water sloshing up over my thighs. It was even colder than the air. A few laps was all it would take and I’d be warm.


  His fingers traveled to the bottoms of my feet. “You haven’t convinced me that I should let you in here.”


  “You can’t stop me.”


  We both knew he could. I actually hoped he would try since that would bring him even closer.


  “Where were you tonight?” he asked.


  Droplets of water ran from his head, past the black stubble on his cheeks and over his lips. I wondered what they tasted like, if they had the tang of the salty ocean or if it was an entirely different flavor.


  “Why do you care?” I whispered.


  His hands moved again, much faster this time as they reached under my thighs and pulled me into the water. He pushed my back against the wall of rock while the rest of me froze under his grip. I wasn’t going anywhere…and I was okay with that.


  His nose grazed my neck and cheek. “I can smell Brady all over you,” he said.


  “Brady?”


  “You went to Caleb’s house, didn’t you?”


  “Who’s Caleb?”


  That name didn’t sound familiar. But even if it had, I couldn’t concentrate on anything besides his mouth. The fullness of his lips. The wetness that I wanted to somehow seep into my own mouth. His warmth was enveloping me.


  “It’s the brown house in the woods, the one I’m pretty sure was having a party tonight.” His mouth closed and he exhaled through his nose. He was several inches taller than I was, and his down-pointing gaze sent his breath straight into my mouth. I swallowed it like it was smoke. There was a hint of salt in his taste along with something fresh and sweet like mint candy. “I bet Gabe found you before everyone else.” He dipped the bottom half of his face into the water, submerging the parts I was having a hard time dragging my eyes away from. “I imagine Brady hated that. And I bet the two of them got into a fight.”


  “How do you know?”


  “You’re new here and no one’s been able to touch you yet; I know how they think.” One of his hands gripped the rock above my head; the other hugged my waist, clenching my skin as he spoke. “I bet you were wearing something tight, too…teasing them with your body.” My legs lifted on their own and wrapped around him. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t stop me or pull away. “I can’t really blame Gabe for wanting you, can I? Or Brady since he was just protecting what’s his.”


  Did he really mean that? Or was he trying to get a reaction out of me?


  “I’m not his…or anyone else’s.” His eyes gleamed from my words. “And you can’t smell Brady,” I added, “because he wasn’t all over me.”


  His nose skimmed my chin. “I can smell his weed on your skin.” Then it raised an inch higher and scraped over the edge of my lips. “And his beer on your breath.”


  “Don’t judge me just because I needed a break. We can’t all be Saints…” He hardly looked like one, and he wasn’t giving off an innocent vibe despite the lack of booze in his scent. Still, I couldn’t help but feel like I had done something wrong tonight. When I went to pull away, to put some space between us, my legs tightened instead. My body was responding on its own, regardless of what my mind was telling it to do.


  “There’s no judgment coming from me. I’ve been where you are so I know what it’s like to find something that makes you feel normal… and to want more of it.” I remembered the conversation we’d had about this. I didn’t know why we were talking about it again or why my actions even mattered to him. But there was a part of me that felt the need to explain myself. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. I wasn’t a pothead, and I definitely didn’t have a drinking problem. “Just because I can relate,” he said, “doesn’t mean I’m going to let you go swimming tonight.”


  “You say you’ve been where I am…how do you even know where that is?”


  I didn’t even know what this period of my life was or how I was supposed to overcome this overwhelming pain and move on. The weed helped; so did the alcohol that was still warming my chest. But it wasn’t enough.


  Nothing was enough at this point.


  “How do I know?” he echoed. “I just do.” His voice was soft but demanding. His fingers had found my waist again and held me in such a strong grip that my emotions began unraveling. Despite my resistance, I was being pulled toward him. I was opening in a way I had never done before. And I was doing it for a stranger. A sexy stranger.


  I had witnessed his pain in motion; the way he had stroked over the sea fueled by something so similar to what fueled me. The agony he couldn’t hide from his caramel-colored eyes. I was drawn to whatever was broken in him, probably in the same way he was drawn to what was broken in me.


  He continued speaking…I could feel his words because his breath kept hitting my face and his sound floated into my ears. But I wasn’t listening. I couldn’t. My brain had gone to that place…where all I saw was the blood and all I heard was my parents’ screams. My secrets were on the verge of being revealed, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.


  “My parents were…murdered.” I looked down. The weight of my confession was becoming too much, pulling me farther into the water.


  Saint stopped my descent. His fingers lifted my chin until our eyes met again. “It’s okay.”


  Those two small words seemed to be all I needed to hear.


  “It happened in our house. I wasn’t home at the time…I should have been. I could have…”


  His hand slid up to the middle of my back and he slowly wrapped around me, hugging me to his body. My face fit so perfectly against the spot where his neck dipped into his chest. It was too dark to see the ink, but I knew my hands were resting across the cages that were tattooed across his back.


  Caged.


  That was exactly how I felt: my emotions were bound in the center of my chest and I didn’t know how to release them, how to soothe them. How to make them go away.


  I pulled my face out of his neck and leaned the back of my head against the rock. He didn’t let me go, holding me with the same strength and with hardly any distance between us. I felt suspended, beyond the water, beyond the chill.


  The cage opened a little more.


  “My dad accidentally left the daily deposit on the kitchen table and there was a window right next to it. Some of his older clients paid him in cash—Dad didn’t mean to leave it there, but he didn’t know that fucker was going to be in our neighborhood, looking through windows to find something to steal.” The knot was back, wrenching into my throat, blocking the air from passing in and out of my lungs. I pushed on. “He broke the kitchen window and it woke up Bella. My dad must have heard her barking and followed the noise.” I had no tears as I spoke; I’d shed too many in the recent weeks. There was only anger and confusion and what if’s and an urge to make Saint understand the source of my pain. “The guy was tweaking, I guess he had been for days and he just lost it. The police said my dad put up a good fight, but the bastard had a baseball bat….and he used it. He used it on my dad…and there was blood. It was everywhere. Everywhere. And then…and then he used the bat on my mom.”


  There was an ache in my chest and everything in me was throbbing. But beneath the physical agony, I felt something lighten. It was a sense of relief for pushing through the block that had kept me from talking about it. Gianna had been the only person I’d told.


  Somehow, it felt right for Saint to be the second.


  The moon reflected against his jaw. I could see the bones moving underneath his skin. He was grinding his teeth as he listened to me. “Was he caught?”


  I nodded. “He’s in jail, awaiting trial.”


  “So he can’t hurt you.”


  My fingers squeezed his shoulders. “Not anymore than he already has.” I swallowed hard. “There’s tons of evidence. He’s not getting out, probably not ever.”


  “How did they find him?”


  “He dropped his phone in our house. His case was red. It was the same color as the pool of blood it was lying in.”


  His hand moved to my cheek. He was holding it tighter than he probably should have been, but I needed that. I needed a bit of physical pain to mix with the emotional ache. It made me feel balanced.


  “I…don’t know what to say, Drew.”


  Nobody ever did.


  My fingers touched his face, and the pad of my thumb grazed his lips. I melted from the sensation, from the texture of his flesh, the wetness of his mouth, the heat, I wanted all of them…all of them on me. “There’s nothing you can say.”


  “No, I guess not.”


  I was compelled by more than just the way he had listened or the brokenness I saw in his eyes. It was the feelings that had continued to stir within me since the first time we’d met, the ones that had nothing to do with our mutual pain. But it hadn’t meant as much to me then as it did now. Still, I couldn’t act on it. I couldn’t want anything from him.


  Could I?


  I slowly closed the gap between us, using my legs to draw him against me, letting our faces drift nearer. My arms began to fold around his neck. And just as my lips were about to touch his, he lifted me into the air above him.


  “Tell me, Drew.” His chest was rising as fast as mine. “Tell me this is really what you want. If not, I’ll put you back on land and we can forget this ever happened.”


  I hung weightless, his hands supporting all of me as I thought about his question. Was I even in the right state of mind to give him an answer? I felt free in his grip…and hungry.


  There was nothing I wanted more than his lips all over me.


  “It’s what I want,” I whispered. “Don’t let me go.”


  He gently slid me down his body, bringing me deeper into the water as his hands traveled to the small of my back. My legs found his waist again, circling around him, pulling him into me. His mouth parted when I neared. Just before my lips touched his, he bent his head and kissed my neck, the spot where my throat met my chest. His hair tickled my nose, filling me with the smell of the ocean and his skin. My nipples hardened, poking into him, begging for his fingertips. It wasn’t only my desire I could feel…his was there, too, pressing into me.


  “I can’t wait to kiss you,” he said.


  “Then why don’t you?”


  His mouth suddenly left my neck and traveled to my chin, slowly rising up my cheek and to my ear. He moved his lips across my forehead and down the other side, stopping when he reached my earlobe. He stayed there, breathing into my face, the intensity between us growing. The anticipation teased my nerves and everything inside me began to shake.


  “Saint…” I whispered.


  He leaned away from me and used the back of my head to bring me to him, steering me straight toward his mouth. “I’ve waited so long to do this, you needed to know what that waiting felt like.”


  My eyes closed. “Don’t make me wait any longer.”


  Before I even had the last word out of my mouth, his teeth and tongue had found me. Every time he pulled away to reposition his lips, he ever so gently nipped at mine, then his tongue would explore again. He was in complete control and I was melting beneath him.


  There was so much strength in his body. In the way he gripped my legs and held them around his waist, how he pulled my long hair to dominate my movements, how he varied how much of his mouth he gave me and how much he would allow me to take. His kiss was much more powerful than anything I’d ever had.


  I wanted more.


  As my fingers reached into his hair, pulling the strands to bring him in even deeper, he lifted me once again. My body cut through the air, and he sat me on top of the rocky peninsula. Then he kicked back and put several feet of water between us. Too much water…too much distance. “What the—”


  “Go to bed, Drew.”


  I felt like I’d been slapped. The rejection made its way into my chest. My pulse quickened, my heart pounded.


  “Now?”


  There was still passion in his eyes.


  “Yes. Right now,” he said. His tone was so stern.


  “But…”


  “I’m not what you need. I’m stopping this before I hurt you.”


  Hurt me?


  “What does that even mean?” I asked.


  He didn’t answer—not with words or an expression. He floated several strokes backward. “Go to bed.” Then he turned around, dropped his face into the water and swam toward the other side of the cove.


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  I DIDN’T KNOW HOW MUCH I had actually drunk or smoked the previous night, but it had been enough to knock me out and finally allow me to get some sleep. It also left me with a pretty nice-sized headache in the morning. Bella didn’t help with that…she woke me up before the alcohol had even left my system. But had I not partied, I probably wouldn’t have slept at all.


  Saint.


  He was the last person I thought of before I’d passed out, and his face was one of the first images that entered my head before opening my mascara-crusted eyes. With no one else here to take out Bella or buy me a large coffee, I had no choice but to get up.


  I dressed in an off the shoulder sweatshirt, ripped jeans and a baseball hat that covered my puffiness and unwashed hair. Then Bella and I drove into town. With the way I looked, I hoped I wouldn’t run into the handful of people I knew in Bar Harbor.


  Bella enjoyed Main Street as much as I did, getting attention from almost everyone who passed us. I liked the different flavors of latte they had available at the coffee shop. It was the only place around here that seemed to offer more than just the bland regular and decaf.


  “Hi, Bella.” I heard the voice from behind me as soon as we got in line which wrapped around the whole inside of the shop, past the front door and onto the sidewalk almost reaching the street. “Awww…you’re such a sweetie. Thanks for the kiss.”


  I didn’t need to turn around to know who the voice belonged to.


  “Good morning, Rae.” It was far too early to try to match the cheerfulness in her tone. The pounding in my head and the churning in my stomach actually prevented it.


  “Hungover?” she asked.


  “Yeah…the worst I’ve felt in a long time.” I unraveled Bella’s leash a little to give her more room to roam around Rae. “Going to work?”


  She nodded. “The restaurant might have the best lobster in town, but the coffee is the worst.”


  Not many hours had passed since she’d dropped me off at the Coswells’, but it felt like so much had happened in that short time. Being around her brought back all the memories from last night. They wouldn’t go away no matter how hard I tried to shove them.


  I’m not what you need, Drew. I’m stopping this before I hurt you.


  How did Saint know what I needed? And why did he think he would hurt me, that I would even let it get that far? A relationship wasn’t what I wanted—not with him, not with anyone. Last night was nothing more than a man’s lips touching mine. An attractive man. A man I had something in common with.


  I wondered why his face randomly popped into my mind whenever it wanted to. And why I had wished for him to be at that party last night. And why, whenever I dove into the water for my nightly swim, I hoped he would join me.


  “Is everything all right, Drew?”


  I turned my head and met her coffee colored eyes. “I…”


  Had Saint felt something during our kiss? Something more than just being turned on?


  Was he thinking about me right now like I was thinking about him?


  Apparently, this thinking about him thing wasn’t going to stop.


  “I hope you’re not upset about last night,” she said. “I know Brady wants to talk to you about the fight. He’s embarrassed, I’m sure, that it happened in front of you.” She lifted her hand off Bella’s head and dropped it on my shoulder. “Are you feeling okay about everything?”


  I should have been concentrating on what Rae was asking, but I couldn’t. My thoughts were still on Saint. I had told him about my parents, something I never spoke about to anyone, let alone a near-stranger. And it seemed like he’d accepted my secrets, but he hadn’t given me anything in return—not the source of his pain, anything about his family or his past. Not even the reason everyone called him Saint. But I was sure Rae knew. They’d all grown up together, and what I’d learned about Bar Harbor so far, was that it held very few true secrets. If I was going to ask her, I’d have to ease my way in. I didn’t want her jumping to conclusions and telling Brady or anyone else that I was after Saint. Gossip was the last thing I needed.


  “I’m feeling completely cool about everything,” I finally answered. “The fight was no big deal at all, I was just bummed that we had to leave the party.” Based on her smile, she was satisfied with what I’d said. “Can I ask you something?”


  She nodded. Her unscarred cheek faced me the whole time.


  “I know this is going to sound really random, but it’s something I’ve been curious about…given that I’m neighbors with his grandparents and all. Do Saint’s parents also work at the Trap House?”


  The smile didn’t drop from her face. It was still there, just not as bright. What dropped were her eyes, her stare immediately fell to the ground. “No. No, they don’t work there.”


  “Do they help him on the lobster boat, then?”


  She shook her head.


  “Then what do they do?”


  She traced her foot over the pavement, using her toes to draw circles in the small collection of sand and rock. After several seconds, she finally met my eyes again. “I can’t…it’s really something you should talk to him about.”


  I hadn’t even gotten half of my questions answered and Rae had already closed up. I probably wouldn’t have pressed her so much, but her complete shut-down to even discussing Saint’s family told me something wasn’t right. Had I just tripped over his darkest secret?


  “No worries,” I said, making sure the confusion didn’t show on my face. “I‘ll definitely ask him.”


  Her neck slanted back a few inches and her brows rose. The reaction contorted her scar, pulling at the already thin skin so the lines turned an even deeper pink. “So you guys are…friends now?”


  “Well—“


  “This isn’t the first time you’ve asked me about him and I didn’t think anything of it before, but…” Her mouth stayed open; nothing came out. She was scanning my eyes, reading me. “I think there’s a reason that you’re asking about him now. You like him, don’t you?” Her arms crossed over her chest and her weight shifted between her feet. She didn’t give me a chance to respond. “Drew, do you really know who you’re getting yourself involved with?”


  I laughed a little louder than I needed to. If Rae really knew me, she’d know it was a nervous laugh and that I hadn’t found her words the least bit funny. “I was just curious, that’s all. I definitely don’t like—“


  “You seem like a great girl,” she said, interrupting me. “That’s why I feel the need to warn you…” Her hands slid back into her pockets and concern started to fill her face. “He’ll charm the hell out of you, fuck you and leave you the same night. The next day, he’ll do the same thing to a different girl. Is that what you want? To be fucked and disposed of? I don’t know you very well, but I think you deserve better than that.”


  She was right—I did. But something didn’t make sense. If what she said was true, then why had he pushed me away last night? He had the opportunity to take things even further, and I probably wouldn’t have stopped him. Was it because he might have to see me again, unlike the tourists who left town the next day?


  “Thanks for the warning,” I said. She didn’t need to know my feelings, even though I had no idea what they were. “I have no interest in these Maine boys, so you don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be heading back to Florida soon, anyway.”


  “Sorry to hear you won’t be sticking around.”


  Her smile seemed so genuine…but could I believe her? I wanted to think she was sincerely trying to be my friend. And maybe her warning was what I needed to finally get Saint out of my head. If I really was leaving Maine once the house was complete, then why the hell did any of this even matter?


  She glanced down at her watch. “Looks like I’ll be drinking the shitty coffee today.” She took several steps back. “Hope you feel better, Drew.” Then she turned and was around the corner before I even had a chance to say good-bye.


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  “THIS PLACE IS SO FUCKED UP, GIA,” I said as soon as she’d answered the phone. It was late, and I knew I’d probably woken her, but I didn’t care. I didn’t even bother to lower my voice, though I knew it could be echoing across the water. Saint’s grandparents were my only neighbors, and I doubted they were awake. As for Saint, he was most likely off somewhere fucking a tourist like Rae had described earlier today.


  “Don’t make me ask a million questions, Roo. Just start spilling, okay?” Her voice sounded groggy. I had definitely woken her up.


  “He kissed me…really kissed me.” I took a sip of my beer from the six-pack I had picked up when I’d gone back into town. I didn’t need to tell Gianna who he was. She already knew. She knew… everything. “Then he stopped and pulled away, and said a bunch of shit that made no sense before he told me to go to bed. Can you believe that?”


  “How drunk were you?”


  Shit.


  “Somewhat drunk,” I answered.


  “And how drunk was he?”


  Shit again.


  “Not at all.


  She let out a loud exhale. “Wouldn’t that be the sign of a good guy? You know, someone who doesn’t take advantage of the crazy drunk girl who comes onto him out of nowhere? Who, if he’s actually interested in her, spaces it out so he doesn’t take it all in one night?”


  Those were the signs of a good guy. But Saint wasn’t spacing anything out, he had flat-out pushed me away. Then he told me he wasn’t right for me. So to catch Gianna up on last night’s events, I gave her every detail, right through the conversation I’d had with Rae this morning.


  “I honestly don’t get it,” I said. “Things feel so intense and powerful when we’re together. He feels it too…he has to. I…I know he does.”


  “Drew, you’re forgetting something pretty major here.”


  “What’s that?” I rolled the glass bottle between my hands, watching the liquid slosh inside. I tried to remember the last time I’d drunk alone. I couldn’t—because I never had.


  “You’re not staying in Maine.”


  I knew that. I had told myself that exact same thing earlier. But for some reason, it didn’t seem to matter. I didn’t know why because I was moving back to Florida. My feelings just felt more important at the moment, and he was messing with them…or causing them.


  Or maybe both.


  “What about the Rae part?” I asked. “Do you think she’s trying to be a friend? Or does she have a—“


  “Are you just going to ignore my Maine comment?”


  I took a long drink of the beer and swallowed the icy liquid in stages. It was starting to warm my body, despite how freezing it was outside. I was in my usual spot on the back lawn. I sat here so much, my butt was starting to form a divot in the grass. “Yup. Totally ignoring it. We’re moving on to Rae and why she would say that to me.”


  “I don’t think it’s Rae who you really want to talk about. I think it’s Saint.” She paused, probably waiting for a confirmation. She didn’t need one; she was right. “I honestly think your attraction freaked him out a little…just like it did to you.” She cleared her throat. “If I know anything about you, Drew, it’s that you have a hard time admitting what you want, even to yourself. But when you finally make the decision, you back it up wholeheartedly. You say you’re not staying in Maine, but suddenly you have some compelling reasons to. So…are you ready to admit what you really want?”


  I placed the empty bottle in one of the slots of the cardboard holder and grabbed my fourth beer, twisting off the cap. “I want my parents back,” I whispered. Bella stopped snoring and her eyes opened and she inched forward, resting her chin on my thigh. I brushed my fingers through her thick fur, watching the loose pieces lift and blow into the breeze.


  “Roo…”


  I washed down the air I’d inhaled with an extra large gulp of beer. “When his hands were on me, Gia, I don’t know…it’s just been a long time since I’ve felt that way.” I actually wasn’t sure if I’d ever experienced those feelings before. “I didn’t want him to stop.”


  “And who could blame you for that?”


  I laughed a little.


  “Have you told him this?”


  “I haven’t had a chance to tell him anything. I thought he’d go swimming tonight, but he hasn’t come home yet.”


  “Your voice sounds different when you talk about him. You know, you didn’t even sound this way when—“


  “Don’t say his name,” I said, stopping her before she mentioned The Ex. There was no reason to dirty this moment with something as disgusting as him. “I’m telling you, it’s this place, it’s fucking with me. I’d completely sworn off relationships after graduation, and now I can’t stop thinking about him…more than I’ve ever thought about another guy before. And I’m staying at my grandparents’ house. And I’m drinking beer. Alone!” It was a disturbing admission to make. “Gianna, what the hell happened to me?”


  She sighed. “You had the world knocked out from under you.”


  I sighed back. “Yeah. I did.”


  “And you need to find your footing again.”


  “I know.”


  I heard something behind me. Bella lifted her chin from my leg and her ears perked up as we both turned around. It sounded like the rustling of leaves or something slithering through the grass. Woods surrounded the front of the property, with trees on both sides. It could have been any type of animal that lived in the forest…at least, that’s what I told myself. Just in case it was something even scarier, I got to my feet, grabbed the beer, and headed inside.


  “I don’t think Maine is your biggest problem, to be honest,” she said. “I think it’s something else. Possibly a few things, even.”


  When I reached the kitchen, I closed my eyes and rubbed the skin between my brows. I felt a headache coming on. I actually wasn’t sure if I was even over my hangover yet. “Unfortunately, I think you might be right.”


  Of course she was right.


  I just wasn’t ready to admit it fully yet, to her or to me.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  RAE HAD TOLD ME THAT BRADY WOULD WANT to talk about the fight. So I wasn’t surprised when someone knocked on the bathroom door a few minutes after I’d heard a truck pull in and Bella’s welcoming bark. Both he and Shane had a key; they didn’t always drive together. And Shane didn’t seem like the type who would bother someone in the bathroom.


  But Brady did.


  “When you have a second, will you meet me out back?” he called.


  I’d gotten out of the shower just a few minutes earlier and was standing at the sink when I pulled the door open. He looked surprised to see me only wearing a towel. At least the towel provided more covering than the bikini he’d seen me in.


  “No need,” I said. “Just come on in.”


  I could see him trying not to let his eyes wander. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” he asked.


  “I’m sure.”


  Bella walked in, too, squatting in front of him as he sat down on the closed toilet seat. “I didn’t realize you weren’t dressed.”


  “What did you think I was doing in the bathroom?” I pulled the straightener through a chunk of hair. “You don’t have to answer that.”


  He sighed loudly. “Look,” he said eventually, “I’m really sorry about Saturday night.” He rubbed his palms over his jeans. “I didn’t want you to see that, or even be involved with it. Shit with Gabe has been brewing for a while…how he treated you just put me over the edge.”


  “He was getting a bit too touchy-feely for me.” I adjusted my towel and started working on the shorter strands that framed my face. “Thanks for putting a stop to it.”


  If Saint hadn’t been on my mind, I probably wouldn’t have let Hat Boy come anywhere near me. His body had reminded me of Saint’s and that was definitely due to all the beer and weed. I’d had way too much of both.


  “I’m glad Rae got you out in time.” I felt his eyes on me even though he was rubbing Bella’s ears and letting her lick his face. “Things got pretty nasty after you left.”


  Something on his hand caught my attention. I turned a bit so I could see it better in the mirror. It was a bandage, looped between each finger and completely covering his knuckles.


  I winced. “How bad is it?”


  “It’s nothing. I’m more worried about you.”


  I wasn’t sure why he and Rae were making such a big deal about this. I’d seen plenty of fights in high school and college. I’d even stepped in to break up a few when some of my girlfriends had gotten into brawls. But I was too petite to really be tough.


  “There’s no need to worry. I promise. Really, I’m fine.” I put down my straightener and pushed off the counter to face him. The inside of his nostrils were bitter red and the whites of his eyes were a little pinkish. His allergies seemed to be getting worse, and he looked tired. His expression told me something was off, beyond his concern for my well-being. “Is this all you wanted to talk to me about?”


  His mouth fell open as he stood from the toilet. In the small space, we were only a few inches apart. His breathing increased, and the air he exhaled hit the top of my shoulders. “Pretty much, and to apologize for my behavior. I’ll…I’ll see you out there.” He left Bella in the bathroom with me and closed the door behind him.


  I turned back to the sink and grabbed another chunk to straighten. Before I reached the ends of my hair, I stopped, set the straightener on the counter, and dropped my towel. Reaching for the clothes that I had folded into a pile on the floor, I got dressed. I didn’t know if my half-naked body had caused Brady to act so strange, or if it was something about the fight…or maybe Rae had told him I’d been inquiring about Saint and that had bothered him. Maybe it was all of that. But something was definitely weird about our conversation. So just in case he wanted to talk about it more, I thought I should be fully clothed.


  


  ***


  I’d only been in Maine for two weeks, but the weather had already changed so much. It wasn’t cold only at night; those temperatures were drifting into the day now, too. Even so, it didn’t stop me from hanging outside. I just made sure to wear layers. I had dressed in a long sleeve T-shirt and a sweater before I left the bathroom. Once I got out back, I topped off the outfit with a fleece that Brady had lent me. It seemed thick enough to keep out the chill.


  Just because I was slowly settling into my regular spot on the back lawn, didn’t mean the thoughts inside my head had paused. If anything, the quiet nature caused those thoughts to move even faster, as if it were challenging the stillness around me. My mind played a constant slideshow of images, as though I had conducted a photo shoot in our kitchen, showing different poses of my parents on the floor: their limp limbs, the grayish tint of their skin, the blood that spread beneath them. It even came with sounds: my mother’s screams of terror, my father’s shouts of anger, the crying…Bella’s piercing howl. I knew what it would take to make it all stop.


  Saint’s presence.


  Swimming.


  Beer and weed, on continuous repeat.


  I also knew that wasn’t possible.


  So instead, I looked out at the ocean, taking in the foliage from the trees that surrounded the water, the seagulls that dipped their beaks into the sea. I tried to find an in-between place, a place where I knew what was happening inside me and around me, but I was teetering on the edge of a dream—one that was inspired by the scenery and not influenced by anything in my head.


  “Bet you don’t get a fall like this in Florida,” Brady said, taking a seat next to me.


  I’d heard him walk down the lawn, but I’d been so close…so close to some quiet that I’d chosen to ignore his sounds, hoping that he wasn’t headed for me. But he was. He sat, planted his heels into the ground and wrapped his arms around his bent knees. He had two beers in his hand and gave me one.


  “We don’t,” I told him. “This is my first time ever really seeing it. Probably my last, too.”


  He smelled like wood and the grape bubblegum he was chewing. The ends of his fingers were covered in glue. I watched as he tried to pick it off. “It’s too early to say that.”


  I laughed so hard I almost spilled my beer. “You actually think I would stay here?”


  He took a sip of his and leaned sideways, rubbing his shoulder against mine. It was a friendly nudge and nothing more. It seemed that whatever had happened in the bathroom had fizzled out. Maybe the beer was helping him relax. “You’ve got good stuff happening here. A sick house, a dog that loves being on the water. This view.” He stared at the ocean, his glue-covered hand raking through the scruff on his chin. “You’ve got people here that care about you. You shouldn’t want to leave that.”


  “So you’re saying you’d miss me if I left?” I smiled so he’d know my question was sincere as I nudged him right back.


  He chuckled. “I think you’re stretching my words a little.”


  “Florida isn’t that far away. You could always come visit, you know.”


  “Florida isn’t far away?” His stare dropped and moved back to the ocean. “A few more of these,” he wiggled the beer in his hand, “and my truck is going to feel pretty far away.”


  “It’s my home, Brady.”


  “Maine could be your home, too.”


  “I—“


  “Just think about it. You got plenty of time.”


  I stared at his profile and the way the sun reflected off his skin. Whatever tan he’d had from summer was starting to wear off; his natural coloring was coming back. His eyes popped with either skin tone. The blue was almost as light as the sky, but just a drop richer.


  “I’ll think about it,” I replied.


  “Good.” He tapped my knee. “So I was wondering, since I fucked up your Saturday so badly, why don’t you let me make it up to you? Nothing fancy, just someplace I’d like to take you.”


  I held the bottle up to my lips, but stopped drinking when I heard his request. He wanted to take me out? Just the two of us? That felt a lot different than a house party where we were surrounded by people. It felt intimate.


  “It’s not a date, Drew.” He must have sensed my apprehension.


  I faced him again, relief flooding through me. “I’m definitely up for it, then.”


  “How’s tonight?”


  “Tonight is perfect.”


  A feeling suddenly entered my chest. It fluttered down to my stomach and…I knew. It was the same sensation every time. He was here. Not on the Coswells’ property.


  On his.


  And as much as I wanted to keep my eyes on Brady, I couldn’t stop them from finding Saint. He walked down the dock toward his boat, a duffle bag in one hand, and several plastic grocery bags in the other. He’d left the morning after our kiss and hadn’t returned as far as I knew. I wondered if the duffle bag was from staying the night somewhere. A tourist’s room, probably. The thought made my muscles clench.


  He placed the plastic bags on the ground and unlocked the front door to the boat. He made several trips inside, taking only one bag at a time. We were too far away to read each other’s faces, but I felt his eyes on me every time he moved back outside.


  I felt Brady’s, too.


  He’d glanced in Saint’s direction before focusing on me. “I’ll pick you up in two hours,” he told me. “Make sure you’re hungry.”


  ***


  I had absolutely nothing to wear for my night out with Brady. I hadn’t packed much, since I hadn’t planned on staying up here this long, so I constantly repeated the few things I’d brought. Most of it didn’t match. Though it didn’t matter because I hid it all under the fleece Brady lent me. But for tonight, I wanted something that actually coordinated and would keep me warm without needing his fleece. So before he picked me up, I stopped by one of the boutiques on Main Street. The sales associate escorted me straight into a fitting room and continuously brought me things to try on. The pieces were unique, more delicate than what I would have found at a department store—which Bar Harbor didn’t have. They were also expensive, more money than I was really comfortable spending, since I didn’t have all that much left in my savings account. That meant if I wanted any of these clothes, I would have to use my parents’ money to pay for them. Aside from the repairs at our old house, I hadn’t touched their estate.


  I didn’t know how I felt about blowing any of it on clothes.


  While deep into my second outfit, pulling on a pair of boots she insisted I try on, I stopped myself from thinking about the money and where it came from. No more analyzing, no more dwelling. If Mom were here, she’d tell me to buy it all.


  So that’s what I did.


  I modeled a few more pieces for the clerk until we agreed which ones looked the best. Then I handed her my credit card and told her to bag up the two pairs of jeans, three sweaters, four long-sleeved tops, a jacket, and the boots. When she handed me the receipt, I signed my name without looking at the total and got into my car.


  After a quick shower and some primping, I emerged to find Brady already in the house. He was sitting on the couch with Bella wrapped over his lap, her paws on his shoulders. She had no concept of personal space. He didn’t seem bothered by it—or by the fact that I was running really late. I didn’t know how long he’d been waiting for me. I decided not to ask.


  “You ready?” he asked, tilting his head to the side so he could see past Bella’s neck. She turned her head as well and, strangely enough, I felt like my outfit received both of their approvals.


  “Ready,” I answered.


  He gently moved Bella off his lap and stood, brushing the stray pieces of yellow fur off him. Like the night of the house party, he was dressed a bit nicer than the way he came to work. Dark jeans, black boots, and a cotton button-down instead of flannel. His short strands of hair were gelled and styled, and he smelled of cologne. It was a spicy, woodsy-like scent that really seemed to fit him.


  Bella trotted over and stopped a few inches in front of me. I had on a jacket and was holding my purse, and she knew both of those meant I was leaving. She just didn’t know that she wasn’t coming with me. “You’re going to stay here, little lady.”


  “No, she’s not.”


  I looked at Brady. He’d made his way over to me, standing just on the other side of Bella. His eyes were almost the exact color of his shirt. I’d never noticed the navy speckles that rimmed the outer edges.


  “She’s not?”


  He shook his head and smiled. “You two are a package deal. I’m not gonna be the one to separate you.”


  “Bella,” I said, glancing down at her again. She was sitting, her tail thumping against the wood floor. “Go get your leash.”


  She knew exactly where I kept it and sped off to the laundry room. When she returned with it in her mouth, I clipped the hook to her collar and Brady locked the front door behind us.


  “I don’t think she’s going to fit in there,” I said, pointing to his truck.


  “No, she won’t. And I won’t put her in the bed of the truck, so I thought I could drive your car…if you’re okay with that?” It was as if he’d read my mind.


  I handed him my keys and moved around to the passenger side, opening the backseat door for Bella. She took her usual spot directly in the middle, her paws curled around the edge of the seat, her chin resting on our armrest.


  He slid the seat back several inches to accommodate his extra height, then he started the engine and shifted into reverse. “Most girls don’t know how to drive a stick.”


  “I guess I’m not like most girls, then.” A heaviness entered my chest, moving into my neck and settling right in the back of my throat like I’d choked down a mouthful of ocean water. “My dad made me get a stick and taught me how to drive one. He thought every kid’s first car should be a standard.” He was the type of man who had always planned for emergencies like being stranded without an automatic to drive…so why wasn’t he prepared when that fucker had entered our house with a goddamn baseball bat?


  “Your dad was smart for teaching you that.”


  I had always considered my dad to be one of the smartest people I knew. Now that I knew more about his life before me, I wasn’t so sure. He had taken Mom out of Maine when she was only sixteen, before she had finished high school and neither of them had ever returned. Was that smart, or was it one of the most selfish decisions they had ever made?


  I rolled down the window and leaned my face on the seatbelt, using it as a pillow. The air flowed over my cheeks. Bella moved to my side of the car and stuck her nose over my shoulder to get some of the breeze too.


  “You all right over there?” Brady asked.


  The cluster in my chest hadn’t gotten any smaller. I didn’t want to tell him that, though. I wanted to have a good time tonight and not think about anything else. But these last few months had proven how impossible it was to get my parents off my mind. I needed answers, or some sort of break from mulling it over. It would be hours before I could get in the water again.


  I sighed, my breath causing the glass to fog. “I’m fine.”


  “Fine is only going to make me pull this car over until you give me a real answer.” One hand gripped the steering wheel while the other rested on the window’s ledge. His eyes bounced between the windshield and me.


  “I don’t want to ruin your night,” I said.


  “There’s no way you could do that.”


  “Trust me…I could.”


  He swerved over to the shoulder of the street, parking on the grass that bordered it. It happened so fast I barely had time to process that we were no longer on the road.


  He turned toward me, his fingers still gripping the steering wheel. “I know you’ve gone through a lot lately; that’s why I was so pissed about the party. Last thing you needed was more shit thrown at you. I was trying to stop that…to protect you.” His eyes were full of sincerity, but his knuckles had turned as white as the bandage on his hand. I felt like he was trying to stop himself from reaching forward and comforting me. I could hear the hesitation in his voice, feel it in the way he moved in his seat. I wasn’t sure if I appreciated his distance, but I understood it.


  “Saturday night, I could handle.” The deep breaths I took didn’t help stop the tears. Bella leaned her face into the front seat to lick them away since I hadn’t caught them fast enough. “My parents…it’s what they kept from me that I can’t handle.” I tried to steady each inhale so I wouldn’t get the hiccups. That always happened whenever I couldn’t control my breathing. “It’s all…way…too much. Too much unknown. I deserved to know about my family.”


  He reached forward and rubbed my shoulder, his fingers landing next to Bella’s face. “There’s nothing I can say, you know that. If I had answers, they’d be yours. But I can listen. Whenever you need me to. Would that help a little?”


  I nodded and swallowed, wiping my eyes with the sleeve of my jacket. “Thank you.”


  “No need to thank me. Just let me be here for you.”


  It was kind of him to want to do that for me, even though he probably knew I wouldn’t stick around once the house sold regardless of how much persuasion he applied. But if he was offering to listen, I would take it. Maybe I needed more of that, in addition to what Gianna and Saint had done.


  I wrapped my fingers around his hand and squeezed. “I’d like that.”


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  “A WHOOPIE PIE?” I ASKED BRADY after the waitress walked away.


  “Yep.” He reached across the table and yanked the fork out of my hand. “You’re not allowed to use utensils. Only fingers. It tastes better that way.”


  “How is that even possible?”


  “Trust me.” He smiled and used his head to point toward the plate. “Take a bite.”


  This wasn’t my first time having a whoopie pie, but I didn’t tell him that. He looked so excited to have me try it, as if he was exposing me to some new and wonderful thing, and I didn’t want to ruin that. So I picked up the treat, broke it in half, and handed him the bigger of the two pieces. I nibbled just the corner, letting the combination of flavors mix on my tongue. This one was different from what Rae had served me at the Trap House. I tasted pumpkin, and the cake was loaded with chocolate chips. The frosting in the middle was buttercream. I put my hand over my mouth. “What. Is. This?”


  “Told you.” He bit off all but a small chunk of the piece I gave him. “Wait ‘til you try the red velvet one.”


  “They make that flavor?” I was talking with my mouth full. I didn’t care. Red velvet was my favorite, but I honestly didn’t think anything could taste better than the pumpkin. “And it really beats this one?”


  “Oh hell yeah…just wait.” He wiped his lips with a napkin and cleared his throat. “Alicia,” he shouted, flagging down our waitress as she stood by one of the dining room windows. Because we had Bella with us, we had taken a seat at one of the picnic tables outside. And it was freezing, so we were the only ones out there. “Red velvet, please,” he said when she poked her head out the window.


  I shook my head. “No way. I can’t eat another one. I’m still so full from dinner.” Alicia had removed our plates before dropping off the dessert. We’d both finished our baskets of fish and chips. The fish was fried haddock which was another food I’d never had before.


  He leaned over the table and snatched the rest of the whoopie pie out of my hand. “Yes, you can.” He chewed my half of the pie and called back to Alicia, “Bring us the biggest one you have.”


  “Hey,” I laughed, “I wasn’t done with that.”


  “I’m making sure you’ll have enough room for the next one.”


  I held up my hand, showing him the frosting that had stuck to my fingers. “You left some.”


  “No, I left that for you.”


  Brady had obviously become really comfortable with me in a friendly way. And that’s what it felt like—friends, not flirting. It was exactly what I needed. And it showed, since I couldn’t remove the smile from my lips or stop the chuckling that came from them.


  He rubbed his nose before resting his chin on his palms. His pupils widened. “It’s nice to see you laughing.”


  It was a much different sound than what had come from me when we’d been parked on the side of the road just an hour ago. I’d told him the whole story of my parents’ death. I’d paused several times as I spoke, emotion making it too difficult to say it all at once. It seemed that every time I told someone, I reacted differently.


  “It feels good to laugh,” I confided.


  He reached across the table again and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “You should do it more often. It suits you.”


  I didn’t know how to respond to that. Thankfully, Alicia returned to our table and placed the red velvet whoopie pie between us. This one was much thicker than the pumpkin. I picked up a knife to cut the cake in half, but Brady’s hand landed on mine before I could.


  “Nope. Fingers only,” he said.


  “What is it with the fingers?”


  “It makes it taste better. It’s like eating lobster…Mainers don’t use a fork; only tourists do. It fucks up the flavor.”


  I shook my head and smiled. “Whatever you say.” Once again, I used my hands to break it in half, handing one piece to him, and taking a bite of the other. “Wow.”


  He grinned. “Didn’t I tell you?”


  Even though our night had started off with tears, Brady was able to take my mind off my parents—and with something as simple as whoopie pies. His smile had become infectious. So were his eyes. It almost seemed as if they had darkened as the night had gone on.


  I nodded much more emphatically than I needed to. “You did. It’s…amazing.”


  ***


  I pushed off the wall of rock into my final streamline and counted three butterfly kicks before I surfaced into a freestyle crawl. I knew the water was colder than anything I’d ever gone swimming in. But sweat seeped out of every pour and my chest heaved as I tried to calm my breath. I had sprinted the last two-hundred-yards and my bikini was threatening to fall off from the drag. I really needed to buy a wetsuit… there was no way I’d give up my daily swims just because the water was too cold.


  When I reached the edge of the pool, I curved my fingers around the rock and filled my lungs with the icy air. My shoulders tingled and pulsed from the strain I’d put them through. As my breathing slowed, I pulled myself onto the peninsula. With my butt on the smooth rock and my knees tucked into my chest, I wrapped the beach towel around me.


  I’d felt him while I was in the water.


  That feeling intensified now that I was out and wasn’t concentrating on my strokes. It wasn’t just because Bella hadn’t greeted me…I just knew.


  I always knew when it came to him.


  He sat at the end of the rock, in the one spot the moon didn’t hit, hidden by a shadow. Bella was at his side.


  “Do you think about my mouth when you’re looking at Brady’s?” he asked.


  Goose bumps covered my skin at the sound of his voice. His sexy tone vibrated along every nerve. I tucked in the ends of the towel and pulled the goggles and cap off my head, releasing my hair. The strands fell over my back and shoulders in layers, water dribbling from each one. The path of the droplets ran toward my bare navel and thighs. They made me search the darkness for his fingers.


  “I don’t think about you at all,” I lied.


  He walked over to me and stopped just a foot away. Then he knelt and reached for my chin, the tip of his thumb tracing the outer edge of my lip. “I don’t believe you.”


  He didn’t know me well enough to know I wasn’t telling the truth. I wondered what had given me away. Maybe it was my breathing, the short gasps that came not from the swimming but from him. Or maybe it was the way I couldn’t keep still, the waves in my stomach becoming almost unbearable. I wanted more of his touch. But if those fingers had been on another girl last night…did I really want them on me now?


  I pulled my face away and stood. When the towel loosened, I tugged it tighter across my body. “What do you want from me, Saint?”


  He searched my eyes as I tried to keep them from revealing anything more. Then he straightened his knees, towering over me by at least a foot. His hands slid into his pockets; his biceps strained against his shirt. “I wanted to make sure you were all right. You know, no repeat of the other night.”


  “The other night?” I took a step back, then another. Putting distance between us was the only way I could ensure there wouldn’t be a repeat of that kiss. “Oh, don’t worry. My lips won’t ever touch you again.”


  “Drew,” he whispered. “That’s not what I meant.” As I turned to walk up the peninsula, he wrapped his hands around my stomach and pulled my back against his chest. I felt the strength in his grip, the hardness of his pecs, his taut thighs as he leaned into me. His face dipped toward my neck. “I was talking about your drinking.”


  I tried not to focus on how my body was reacting to him. I thought instead about the last things he’d said to me: I’m not what you need, Drew. I’m stopping this before I hurt you. He had no reason to be concerned about my drinking. That was a friend or a boyfriend’s job, and he clearly wasn’t either.


  I hated to move out of his arms, but I wiggled from his grip anyway and turned to face him. “Stop worrying about me; I don’t need you to. I have a best friend who does plenty of that.”


  The swath of light that flashed across his face revealed his furrowed brow. “I’m not an asshole…if that’s what you think.”


  “I’m sure you’re not.”


  “I know you were drinking tonight. I was just a little worried.”


  The waves that were in my stomach were suddenly replaced with disappointment. I suspected the reason he’d gotten so close was to check my breath for evidence.


  “Relax,” I told him. “I had two beers. That’s all.”


  A twinge of pain crossed his face. It was a familiar expression, but it seemed a little unnecessary given our situation. “Doesn’t matter how many you’ve had. You still shouldn’t swim afterward.”


  “It’s not your place to tell me what I should and shouldn’t do, Saint.” My voice began to rise. The towel loosened again, but I ignored it this time. “Actually, you should just stop talking to me. Everyone told me to stay away from you. I should have listened.”


  The pain left his eyes. A most determined grin took over his mouth. “You’re even sexier when you’re angry.”


  I shook my head. “I just don’t understand you. At all.”


  “I don’t understand you, either. You think it’s smart to listen to Rae and Brady? You actually think you can trust what they say?”


  I crossed my arms over my stomach. “Brady has been nothing but honest with me.” I left Rae out of it. She worked for him; I didn’t want to get her in trouble because of my need to trump Saint.


  “You sure about that?”


  The way he looked at me made it hard to breathe. His eyes didn’t just graze my surface; they pierced me. Nothing physical seemed to matter to him. He wanted what lived beneath. And yet he’d pushed me away…the same way he’d pushed them away.


  “He told me about your tourist girl hook-ups.” I just threw it out there.


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah. So was he lying about that?”


  He shrugged and didn’t even attempt a denial. I probably should have appreciated that. But I didn’t. I hated it. I wished Brady had lied and that Saint hadn’t screwed all those random girls. And I wished I could stop myself from caring about it so much…but I just couldn’t. There was nothing more for me to say without sounding ridiculously jealous. So I turned around and began walking again.


  “You’re not going to bed…not yet.” This time, he held me at the waist. It was enough to stop me from taking another step.


  “And why is that?”


  He slowly turned me around and his hands moved to my cheeks, gently caressing my face and tilting my lips until they aligned with his. His mouth was inches from mine. I felt his warmth everywhere.


  “Because I can’t let you go yet,” he said softly.


  He didn’t kiss me. He didn’t have to. I could feel what was passing between us without our breath mingling.


  When he said nothing more, I told him, “I’m not worried that you’ll hurt me, if that’s what you think.” Whenever I was with him, I felt so protected. Maybe the shield he built around me with his body was the same one that prevented anyone from getting too close to him.


  His body stiffened and he pulled his face away. “Maybe you should be.”


  “Saint, when I’m with you, I forget. I forget all of it…my whole past.”


  His exhale covered my mouth. “So do I.”


  I could feel him fighting something. His neck dipped again. His hands moved to the back of my head as he pulled me toward him. We met halfway, his lips hovering for several seconds before they fell against mine. The tension in his fingers strengthened, holding me tighter than he ever had before.


  His tongue circled mine while his lips surrounded me. But after several seconds, he pulled away, leaning his forehead against mine. My fingers moved to the bottom of his shirt, and I gripped the hem. I hoped the action would keep him close to me because all I wanted was to feel him, not the wetness from my towel, or the suit that clung to me, or the freezing air that was turning my skin even icier. Just him.


  “You’re too good for me, Drew.”


  “No…”


  Our faces finally separated. We didn’t, though. He brought my fingers up to his lips, kissing the skin between my nails and knuckles. “You need someone better than me.”


  And then he was gone. Again. When he reached the top of the peninsula, he crossed the grass that separated our properties. He never turned to me, never paused. The last thing I heard was his door shut.


  “But I want you…”


  I knew he couldn’t hear me. I didn’t say it loud enough for my voice to carry across the water. But I said it.


  For my sake, at least.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  WHEN SAINT HAD KISSED ME, caressed me, gripped my waist as if he wanted to rip the towel away, my body had been consumed with desire. I could think of nothing but him.


  But I must have been alone in those feelings.


  Because four nights later, I saw him in an alley just outside a pub and he was with a girl. She was pressed against the brick of the building, caged by his arms—and his mouth. Her long blonde curls bounced over his shoulders, peeking out from the tiny gap between their bodies¸and he was devouring her neck.


  My feet halted on the pavement not too far from them. My arms clenched around my stomach as I tried to hold down my food and control the emotions that were burning my skin.


  It seemed he wanted everyone but me.


  “Drew?” Brady said. He stood several steps ahead and was turned around, facing me. We were just leaving one of the bars on Main Street—this was how I’d spent the last few evenings since going out with my friend was better than sitting at the Coswells’ house. I could feel Brady’s eyes on me, probably wondering why I’d stopped walking. But I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t look at anything but Saint. “What are you…” His voice trailed off as he realized what was happening. “That’s what’s bothering you? That piece of shit over there?”


  I said nothing. But I didn’t need to. He could see it all over my face.


  Saint pulled himself away from the girl long enough to glance in our direction. We were standing closer than I thought, and Brady’s reaction hadn’t been quiet.


  “Fucking classy, isn’t he?” Brady shouted. “He’ll probably fuck her against that wall, too.” He started to pull me, leading me away from the alley. “I’m getting you out of here. You don’t need to see that scumbag and his whore.”


  “What the hell did you just say to her?” Saint yelled.


  I jumped from the sound of his voice as much as from what he’d said. He wasn’t asking why Brady had called his girl a whore…he was asking Brady what he’d said to me.


  Brady turned around to answer him, my hand still in his. “I called you a scumbag and that girl over there a whore,” he yelled back. “Was that loud enough for you?”


  Brady’s stare was solely focused on Saint. But Saint’s eyes were on me the whole time. They dropped to my hand…the one that was wrapped inside Brady’s. There were so many feelings competing inside me. I didn’t like any of them, and I especially didn’t like the sound I heard as I felt them.


  It was Saint’s laughter, unsettling and mocking.


  “I’m the scumbag here?” Saint asked. His voice was eerily calm.


  Brady tipped his head. “Yep. That’s what I said.”


  My eyes darted back and forth, waiting to see what this conversation would lead to. I didn’t think either of them was going to cower, which made me a bit nervous.


  Saint shrugged. “You can call me whatever you want, but I should rip your fucking arm off for touching her.”


  Why was he so concerned about me, when he clearly didn’t seem to want me?


  “What’s stopping you, motherfucker?” Brady shouted.


  “Remarkable restraint,” Saint replied.


  The last time Brady’s voice had been this angry, he’d showed up at the house the next day with bandaged knuckles. I knew this wasn’t going to end well. His posture went tense and primal, and Saint’s matched it. Brady stepped swiftly toward him, his hands landing on Saint’s chest as he tried to shove him backward. Saint didn’t budge. Standing so close to one another, the difference in their heights, their builds, and their mass was evident. But none of that seemed to scare off Brady. Brady shoved him again. And again.


  Saint didn’t move.


  I could see in Saint’s face he was losing his patience. “Get in there good, little man.” He was taunting Brady.


  Brady reared back his arm and cocked his fist, but I wedged my body between them with my back to Saint, hoping to break Brady’s violent focus. He looked right through me, his fist making circles in the air as if it was drawing power for what he was about to do.


  “Stop it!” I yelled at both of them.


  Saint’s hands went to my waist. He lifted me, my feet instantly leaving the ground as I writhed. “No, Saint…put me down. I don’t want you to fight—not now and not in front of me.”


  “I’m not going to touch him,” he answered. “I’m just moving you out of the way so he doesn’t hammer you while trying to get to me.” His breath hit my cheek, my neck. “I’m keeping you safe. That’s all.”


  “The only person she needs to be kept safe from is you, asshole!” Brady screamed. “And I’m going to make sure of that right now. After tonight, Drew, this fucker won’t ever touch you again.” His eyes never left Saint.


  “Let me go, please,” I plead. Saint finally set me down. He shifted to block me from Brady, like some sort of human shield. I couldn’t figure out why he was so concerned.


  While Saint stayed calm, Brady’s anger grew. His jaw clenched. He looked like he was gearing up to throw the first punch. I figured the only way I could get him to relax was to get him away from there. He’d drunk much more than I had. The alcohol was fueling his rage.


  I rushed around Saint and leaned into Brady’s chest. “We’re leaving… let’s go.” I used my weight to back him up, glancing over my shoulder. “I’m driving you home.” I said it to Saint as much as to Brady.


  We got only a few feet down the sidewalk before one of Saint’s hands clutched my waist from behind. The other found its way around my ribs. “You’ve been drinking, too,” he said in my ear. It wasn’t a question.


  “Let her go,” Brady shouted from in front of me.


  “I only had a few—“


  Saint’s hands tightened. “A few is too many. You’re not driving anywhere tonight…and he’s not driving you, either.”


  “Who the fuck are you to tell her what she’s doing,” Brady yelled.


  I was the only thing keeping Brady from starting a fight I knew he couldn’t finish. And I couldn’t push Saint’s hands off my waist; his grip was far stronger than mine. There was a part of me that wanted him to let go, sickened by the sight of him kissing another woman. The rest of me enjoyed the roughness of his clamped fingers and the fact he was trying to protect me.


  Saint’s movements were fast; before I knew what was happening, I was fully in his arms once again, pulled tightly against his chest with my feet dangling in the open air. “Like I said, little man, she’s not going anywhere with you.” Saint didn’t have to yell; there was enough anger and intensity in his tone to convey it without volume.


  Brady’s cheeks flushed deep red. “Drew! Tell that fucker you want to leave with me.” He waited several seconds. “Tell him, Drew. Tell him I’m taking you home.” I knew Brady couldn’t drive and that I really shouldn’t either.


  The alternative was being alone with Saint…I wasn’t sure I wanted that either.


  My vision shifted between both men, my pulse quickening as I thought. “Brady…” But I didn’t have a chance to say any more because Saint had turned around, carrying me in the opposite direction. And I just let him. Instead of looking back, I kept my eyes on the road. I knew there would be hurt all over Brady’s face and I didn’t want to see it.


  We passed the girl Saint had been making out with. He said nothing to her. She still stared us both down. I wasn’t sure why she had stuck around when Brady first started yelling. Saint had run from her to defend me. Obviously, she didn’t mean that much to him.


  “I can walk,” I said after several paces, my feet still hanging in the air. His cheek nuzzled against mine, the sharp hairs brushing over my sensitive skin. The twinge of pain felt good. It gave me something to focus on beyond the confusion.


  “Stop fighting me…and put your arms around my neck.”


  There was something sexy about the way he issued orders, and how he’d smiled with his arms clinging to my waist. Then I thought about how those same lips had been eating that girl’s neck in the alley.


  That part wasn’t so sexy.


  With each breath, his chest pushed against my back. His exhales came quicker as he wrapped the seatbelt over me, sections of his body touching me while others hovered just inches away. He shut the door, and I slid my fingers around the safety bar and squeezed. Even his truck was larger than Brady’s, and the interior was customized. The seats were dark red leather with black stitching; a TV sat in the front panel. It smelled just like him: unpredictable and rough.


  He climbed into the driver’s seat. “What the hell was that all about?” I asked. Their little tiff went way beyond the general animosity they held for each other. It seemed like they were fighting over me.


  He leaned back into his seat and drove one-handed out of the parking lot. “I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but if I have anything to say about it, you won’t ever get behind the wheel or in the water after you’ve been drinking.”


  This wasn’t about his issues with alcohol, whatever they were. “I’m not talking about driving drunk, and I’m pretty sure you know that. Why were you protecting me from him?”


  He shook his head. “I just don’t like that kid.”


  I turned to face him. “That’s it?”


  “That…and I can’t stand you hanging around him.”


  “Why?”


  He noticed I was shivering and turned on the heater. I watched the muscles in his jaw flex and his lips part, but he closed them without saying a word.


  “That’s all you’re going to say about this?”


  The headlights from the passing cars flashed across his forehead and eyes, creating bands of gleaming white. Many months ago, I would have reached for my camera phone to capture the beauty. I had no desire to reach for anything at the moment.


  “It doesn’t matter what I say,” he finally answered. “You two obviously have some sort of thing happening.”


  That burned me. “He’s a friend, Saint—that’s all.”


  He let out a sigh that sounded like a chuckle. “That kid is your friend?”


  “Yeah, you know, a guy I hang out with once in a while who I don’t fuck…and don’t even want to fuck. That’s what a friend is.” I glared at him. “Do you have any of those?”


  “I did once,” he said. It was a dig, but he took it as a serious question. “I thought she was a good friend. Turned out she wanted my dick, too. And when I finally gave it to her, things just got messy, so I ended it.”


  This was a lot of information all of a sudden, but it didn’t clarify things as much as he thought it would. “Seems like you give that away a lot.” I regretted the words as soon as they left me. They made me seem overwhelmingly jealous which wasn’t how I wanted to come across. But it was the truth, and it was out there now.


  I was curious about how he’d respond.


  “You really need to stop listening to that fucking kid. He’s filling you with lies and you shouldn’t believe any of them.”


  “I—“


  “Do you really believe he only thinks of you as a friend?” he asked, interrupting me and my thoughts. “You don’t think he wants to slip his fingers down those tight little jeans of yours?”


  When I imagined Saint making that move, a blush washed over my face, and it traveled to my chest and tingled all the way down to my stomach. “No, I…don’t think he wants to do that to me.”


  I couldn’t believe there was a competition building between these two. It didn’t matter; Saint would easily win me, despite how hard I tried to fight against these sensations.


  I honestly didn’t believe Brady had true feelings for me.


  But I wondered if Saint did.


  “Then you’re just as crazy as he is,” he said.


  He turned into the Coswells’ driveway, weaving around the path that bent through the trees. I wished we hadn’t gotten to the house so quickly. This was the closest he’d come to opening up, and there was so much more I wanted to know. But it didn’t feel right to push him.


  He parked in front of the steps. Bella stared at us from the pane of glass next to the door. I unhooked my seat belt and turned toward him, tucking my leg beneath me. “Do you—“


  “I’m going swimming,” he said, interrupting me again.


  “Then I am, too.”


  “Drew…” The strain crossed his forehead, his eyes, even his lips. “If you get in that water tonight, I’m going to have to make sure you’re safe. That means I’ll have to watch you. And I know—I just fucking know—I won’t be able to keep my hands off you this time.”


  As soon as I opened my mouth, Saint darted forward and caught my lip between his teeth. He pulled it into his mouth and sucked on it roughly. There was nothing gentle about his movements…there was nothing gentle about mine, either. My fingers crawled through his hair, clenching a handful and pulling him closer. The whiskers around his mouth dragged over my skin; I responded to the soft-harsh sensation with a lustful moan. The sound made him grab me even tighter, his fingers tracing a pattern up my stomach and pausing just below my breasts. I ached for him.


  I dropped my hands and let them linger on the hardness of his chest, then the tightness of his abs. I dipped my fingers under the bottom of his shirt, finally landing on his burning skin, and he reached under my shirt as well. My groans became louder when he flicked the tip of his finger over my nipple. When his speed and intensity increased, I kissed him even deeper.


  My back was fully pressed against the steamed window. He pushed himself out of his seat and leaned more toward me. I couldn’t move. I was caged between his arms…the same way that girl had been in the alley earlier. The thought hit like a strobe light. I was blinded, locked, unable to concentrate on anything other than the image of him wrapped around her like he was now wrapped around me. I hated my photographic brain for capturing that moment, holding it like a snapshot I didn’t want to keep. No matter how much I tried to remove it, I couldn’t. Neither could the feel of his lips or his fingers stroking my breasts and squeezing my nipples.


  He sensed the change and pulled away. He waited until his breath calmed before he finally said, “Let me get you inside.” He carefully lifted me off the door and opened it. Then he slid across the seat to help me out. With his hand around my waist, he led me up the front steps.


  “Thanks for the ride.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t even know what to think. I knew we were close to having something more happen…and I wasn’t so sure I was relieved that it hadn’t.


  In a fluid sweep, he released me and snatched the keys out of my hand, inserted one into the door and opened it. Bella greeted us, brushing her body around both of our legs. I reached my hand down to graze her fur. I made no other movement and neither did he. He stood facing me, our eyes fixed on each other. Heat lingered on my skin where his fingers had been. My mouth still felt roughened by his lips.


  Ordinarily, his silence was a comfort. But I couldn’t take the way it hung between us, and it seemed like that was all he was going to give me tonight. So I let my stare linger on him for one second more, and then I moved inside. No words, no touch, no kiss good-bye. I didn’t even ask when I would see him again.


  I closed the door without turning around, and I didn’t even bother checking the window to see if he still stood on the porch. Bella joined me on the couch, and I wrapped my arms around her neck and buried my face in her fur.


  The silence spread through the room suddenly. It swam around me, shuffling its way inside my head. I could handle the lack of noise in here. Maybe that was because it was a welcomed silence…and that was something I hadn’t ever heard in this house.


  And that it had everything to do with Saint.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  I AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING with one thought in my head: I’d been in Maine just short of three weeks. With that thought came a blast of pain. The sun was far too strong for the ache behind my eyes so I rolled over to face the back of the couch. It was Saturday; Brady wouldn’t be here until Monday, which was good…it would take me at least that long to figure out what to say to him.


  I needed a break from everyone.


  Instead of going out in the backyard with Bella, letting her relax under the fall air while I gazed at Saint’s boat, I took her into town to get coffee. I was going to need some fuel. Andy had called and asked me to go through every drawer and closet in the house and decide if there was anything I wanted to keep—including the furnishings. I had today to complete it all; he had scheduled a crew to come in on Sunday to box all the paperwork and remove the personal items from the house to make the renovation work easier. According to the attorney, Shirley had already taken everything she wanted when she left the US. The rest was mine if I wanted it. But aside from going in my mom’s old room, I hadn’t searched the house at all. I had no desire to; I didn’t think the answers I was looking for were in here. I felt like they were buried with my mom and her parents or they were off continent with an aunt I didn’t even know.


  With an extra-large to-go mug in my hand, I spent the morning looking through the closets in Shirley’s room and in the master bedroom. There was nothing in either of them that was worth saving. The clothes were as dated as the furniture and the bath products had long since expired. None of the papers in either of their desks taught me anything—at least not about my mom. I saved the nightstand next to the Coswells’ bed for last. People usually kept extra personal items in their nightstand… I had kept a vibrator and condoms in mine.


  I tried to prepare myself for whatever Marilyn’s might hold.


  I knelt on the floor in front of it, noticing her dainty glasses that rested on top, and carefully opened the top drawer. It was filled with paperback romances, a few pill bottles, and loose tissues. Inside the bottom drawer were two envelopes. When I saw the handwriting on the front of them, my entire body began to shake. My breathing sped up.


  It was from Mom. Our return address was in the top left corner.


  Why had I waited so long to search the Coswells’ bedroom?


  Lifting the envelopes out of the drawer, I gently opened the first one and removed the piece of notebook paper. The muscles in my stomach clenched as I began to read.


  


  ***


  My Dearest Mother,


  Today was Drew’s third birthday. My baby’s growing so fast; she’s so smart, so willful, so determined. She’s much smarter than I ever was. Those little teal eyes follow me wherever I go. Sometimes, when I dress her in navy, they turn a deep indigo and other times a light aqua. Those darn eyes…I can’t say no to them, especially when she wraps her little arms around me and looks up, her big dark curls bouncing over her shoulders. She’s always so close to me. I can feel her love. I only hope she can feel mine.


  I wish you could see her eyes.


  I wish you could see her.


  When I get her settled in bed and I’m about to kiss her goodnight, she waits for my voice; her full attention is on me, her eyes wide and ready to take in each of my words. Just like you. You were always the best listener. You never interrupted me. You heard me, Mom, even if you didn’t agree with everything I said. The similarities between you two don’t stop there. I also see it in her hands, how they’re like miniature versions of yours, nimble and fluid. I can already tell she’s creative like you. I see it in the way she draws and builds and plays. I can see in her eyes and her expression that she finds everything so beautiful.


  She’s too young to remember the stories I tell her at night, but they always include an adventure from home. My home—Maine, the place I still hold in my heart. When she wakes up every morning, she smells like the scent of rain. It’s a freshness, just like Maine. She may never get to visit that wonder of a state, and probably never with me, but I’ll make sure she experiences it through me—the colors, the tastes, the smells. I’ll make sure my daughter knows about my home.


  My daughter.


  Three years later and those words still feel new to me. She’s quite the wonder, this little girl. She’s the best decision I’ve ever made. She’s the best part of me, and the best parts of you, too. I like to think you’d be proud of her, Mom. Proud of us both.


  Love,


  Rebecca


  ***


  The cold air seeped through my sweatshirt and it trickled through my socks. I hadn’t bothered putting on shoes or a jacket; I’d just grabbed the bottle of wine from the fridge, ran out of the house, and found a place to sit on the rocky peninsula. The black sky above was a welcoming sign, a sight I’d grown familiar with over the last few weeks. I didn’t want to be in the ocean tonight.


  I didn’t walk to talk anymore, either.


  I’d spent the last two hours on the phone with Gianna. We’d analyzed each word of that letter and hadn’t come up with any new information. If anything, I’d ended up more mystified seeing my mom write Marilyn such a heartfelt note…one that was about me, no less. I hadn’t even bothered to open the second letter. One had been enough. Too much, actually.


  I wish you could see her eyes…I wish you could see her.


  I wanted air tonight. And a buzz. And a return of silence in my head.


  I took a long chug from the bottle and swallowed. The bottle had been in the fridge and already opened before I’d even arrived in Maine. I could taste how stale the wine was. I didn’t care. The warmth was slowly starting to spread through me.


  It was only teasing me.


  I also see it in her hands, how they’re like miniature versions of yours, nimble and fluid. I can already tell she’s creative like you.


  I wondered what she’d think if she knew I hadn’t touched my camera since her death. That my inspiration to create had died with them.


  As I took another sip, I heard Saint walking down the dock toward his boat. It was around the time he usually returned from wherever he spent his evening…and whoever he spent it with. The thought made me want to heave. Instead, I just swallowed down even more wine. Gianna was scheduled to come in two weeks. Maybe once she arrived, I’d stop spending so much time outside. I wouldn’t be reminded each night of the women he was with or be tempted to join him in the water. Maybe I wouldn’t crave him at all anymore.


  Maybe this bottle wouldn’t feel so good in my hands.


  I held my breath as I took another swig. I hated wine—the scent and the flavor. But I didn’t know what else to do, how to make it all stop. How to make it right. I couldn’t change the truth or the thoughts in my head.


  I couldn’t bring them back. Any of them. I wanted to.


  I really wanted to.


  Because I had turned my back to his boat, I saw his shadow first. The light from the dock was cast around his body, combining with the moonlight to create a reflection that danced over the waves. I heard him again, his sounds getting louder: the shuffling of his boots, his breathing. My nose filled with his scent.


  He reached between my hands, trying to remove the wine and replace it with a bottle of water. “Take a sip.”


  I pulled the wine out of his fingers, held the bottle to my chest, and tucked my knees against it. ”I’d rather have this.”


  He palmed the heels of my sock-covered feet, then my toes. “Where are your shoes?”


  “Inside.”


  “And your jacket?”


  “Next to my shoes.”


  He started walking up the peninsula. The movement sent me a breeze of his scent. I closed my eyes again and breathed it in, hoping the smell would stop the screaming inside my head and trigger something else—something within my body instead. When it didn’t, I shouted over my shoulder, “Where are you going?”


  “To get your shoes.”


  When I stood, I could feel the freezing rock through the thin cotton of my socks. I didn’t know if they were wet or just really cold. Probably both. “I don’t need my shoes.” He ignored me, moving over the lawn while Bella and I stayed on the peninsula. I didn’t need him to wait on me. I sure as hell didn’t need any more of his attention since all it did was come with confusion.


  I needed to be alone.


  That was what I’d needed this whole time.


  “Come on, girl,” I said to Bella.


  I left the wine and the bottle of water on the rock and jogged toward the house. Once inside, I heard Saint in the living room. He picked up my boots and my jacket and carried them to me. They were still next to my suitcase; I hadn’t bothered putting anything away.


  I didn’t move as he approached. I just stayed in the doorway, leaning my back into the wooden frame and holding it between my fingers.


  “Why is your stuff down here?” he asked.


  “Because that,” I said, pointing toward the couch, “is where I sleep.”


  He stopped when he was only a few feet away. “Not in one of the beds?”


  “Especially not in one of the beds. This house isn’t exactly all warm and fuzzy.”


  “I get it.” He took a step closer. His free hand lifted a chunk of hair off my lip and tucked it behind my ear. Flutters immediately arose in my stomach. “Put these on for me, okay?”


  I took the jacket and boots out of his hand. When I felt my back start to slip, I squeezed the wood even tighter. Then I threw both items on the floor. “I don’t want them. I don’t want anything.”


  “Drew—“


  “It’s too much. You. My parents. Something has to give…and my parents are dead. So…that leaves you.” The wine made me a little unsteady and my hands were too weak to hold my weight. I let my back slide, crossing my legs when I reached the floor. “You were with another girl tonight, weren’t you?”


  His hands wrapped around each side of the wooden frame; his forehead rested in the middle. He stared down at me, gazing into my face. I knew how disgusting I looked. I’d cried most of my makeup off when I had been on the phone with Gianna. The rest had dried in patches all over my cheeks and chin. I could feel the knots in the wavy nest of hair I hadn’t bothered to dry when I’d gotten out of the shower. I was a mess.


  But I didn’t care how I looked.


  I also didn’t care that he saw me this way. This was me. My rawest, most vulnerable state. He would either appreciate the mess I was, or he would run. I let myself believe that either one was fine with me.


  His fingers turned white and his chest began to rise and fall faster than usual. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or concerned or something else. And really, I shouldn’t have cared. But I did.


  “What do you want from me, Drew?” His face was full of pain. I knew that feeling, and I wanted to take it all away. “I’m trying to stay the hell away from you. I really am. But I can’t. I just can’t…there’s something about you.”


  The unspoken thoughts between us were so intense, they were probably audible to everyone in the area. So was the sexual tension. But I wasn’t going to be the one to start anything, especially if there was a chance that he’d been with another girl tonight.


  But if he instigated it, I knew I’d have a hard time stopping it.


  He slowly closed the gap between us and I held my breath, preparing for his lips, for his hands to caress my body. If that happened, I’d push him away…at least that was what I told myself. But his fingers and mouth didn’t come anywhere near me. His shoulder did; it pressed into my lower stomach and he lifted me into the air. I folded right over him, my arms dangling over the back of his thighs, my legs hanging over his stomach. He was carrying me.


  Again.


  This was getting to be ridiculous.


  “Where the hell are you taking me?” I snapped, banging my hands on his thighs and trying to squirm out of his grip.


  He rushed through the kitchen, stopping only when he reached the back door. “Bella, I’m going to take Drew away for a little while. I’ll bring her back—I promise. You stay here, girl.” Bella took a seat by the door.


  “Saint, tell me where we’re going right now!”


  He continued to ignore me while he moved down the steps and jogged across the lawn to his property. I felt like I was in water, weightless with just his hand resting on top of my thighs. And I felt tiny against his body since he was almost twice the size of me.


  He didn’t let me down until we reached the back side of his boat where he placed me in a chair. “Don’t move,” he said, disappearing to the front. I heard a door open and close.


  I had no idea what I was doing on this boat or if this was even the best place for me. But after following him into the house, something inside me felt a little better. The pain had turned to a dull ache. Maybe it was just masked by the confusion he caused. At least that was more than the wine had done.


  “Put this on.” He handed me a wetsuit and a second one hung in his hands.


  My eyes scanned the long rubbery garment, then the clothes that bound my body. I’d have to strip or the snug suit wouldn’t fit. “You want me to change into that?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Here?”


  “No one will see you.”


  “No one but you.”


  He leaned against the side of the boat, bending over to untie his shoes. He looked up through his lashes with a mischievous grin on his lips. “Right. No one but me.”


  I ignored the flutter that sparked in my lower stomach and reached for the collar of my sweatshirt. He was getting undressed as quickly as I was. And even though I was occupied with the task, my hands busy, my nerves building, I still stole glances at him.


  Whenever Saint had been in the water, he’d worn nothing more than a pair of trunks. Here on his boat, he seemed more exposed than any of those occasions. Maybe that was because he’d yanked his clothes off with a rushed, forced movement, making each of his muscles tighten. And he wasn’t hidden by the darkness of the water. The lights from the dock lit up his skin. His gray boxer briefs clung to his thighs and forced the outline of his dick.


  His eyes met mine as he turned around. “Zip me up…”


  He knew he’d caught me staring—we both did, and his expression showed it. Instead of trying to make up an excuse for my gawking that would only embarrass me more, I hastily slid behind him, relieved to have a few seconds to hide my blushing. The ink that covered his entire back peeked through the opening of the suit. This was the first time I’d really gotten a chance to examine the details of the piece: there was shading beneath each bar, confined space inside the cages. They were dramatic symbols for him to have permanently placed on his body.


  “Why cages?” I asked.


  “Long story—not one that’s worth sharing tonight.”


  Another question that wouldn’t be answered. They were starting to collect.


  The cages seemed to represent his emotions pretty specifically. I knew they could be used to describe mine.


  I gently grabbed the zipper, my fingers brushing over his skin while I pulled the gap closed. I felt his body constrict from the pressure. Mine did, too. And it tightened once again when he turned around, and I met the liquid caramel of his irises. The movement sent me his smell, and I felt it warm my skin as I stood in the open air in only my bra and panties.


  His eyes didn’t dip past my pupils. “Let me help you.”


  My mouth opened to answer him, but as soon as I felt his skin again, it closed. His hands surrounded mine and carefully pulled the suit out of my grip. He kneeled on the floor and held the opening in front of my feet.


  “Hang on to me so you don’t fall,” he said.


  I rested my hand on his shoulder, and I stepped into the suit. He slowly raised the fabric up my legs, past my panties and over my stomach, pausing for me to slip my arms in. His eyes remained on my face in spite of how little my bra actually covered. When the suit was up to my neck, he moved behind me to zip the back. His breath hit my bare skin. His fingers grazed and lingered much longer than they needed to. I closed my eyes and did everything I could not to lean into his body.


  This was the first time a guy had ever put clothes on me, rather than take them off. It was still such an exhilarating experience.


  Before he returned to my front, he clasped my hand in his and led me to the back of the boat. I expected him to jump off, diving into the deep water and I would follow closely behind. Instead, he stepped over the side and held onto the dock until he had the right footing, then he straddled the Jet Ski that was tied to the boat.


  “We’re not going swimming?” I asked.


  Once he got settled on the seat, he reached for me. “Not yet. Give me your hand.”


  I fastened my fingers around his, and let him guide me over the wall until I was seated directly behind him. My legs pressed against his, my chest rubbed into his back. He untied the rope that held us in place and started the engine.


  “Hold on,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Don’t let go of me.”


  I moved my hands to his waist and squeezed. “Okay.”


  He started off slowly until we moved past the boat and the dock and into the open water. The moon glistened off the top of each wave. The air sailed past our faces, sending the freshness of Maine and the spice of his cologne into my mouth. The breeze made my eyes tear. My ponytail flapped after each dip, pieces of hair tickling my cheeks. Once again, I was weightless, out of control.


  I liked the feeling of both.


  His hands covered mine to move my palms up his body until they stopped on his chest. “Squeeze here and use your arms to hold onto me.”


  He leaned up a little so I could get a better grip. As soon as he felt my fingers and arms clinging to him, he circled some of the waves he had created and prepared to jump. His muscles tightened, giving me a warning and a little more stability. The Jet Ski sprang into the air at least a few feet, freefalling right back into the water. My whole body reacted, shaking with fear at first, then I screamed from the excitement. The thrill of being so high up, and with Saint…it completely consumed me.


  “Again!” I said as we landed.


  He laughed and tucked his hands under my thighs, surrounding my legs with his fingers to pull me even closer. The jump had shifted us a bit, but now I was fully straddling his ass. “Stay close to me.”


  The rush was just as intense the second time and the third. But my body no longer stiffened in anticipation for the jump or the fall. It loosened, relaxing into Saint, allowing him to guide me into the air and to bear my weight as we descended. My eyes closed; there was nothing but darkness around me. But there was plenty to feel…in my hands, against my face, on the inside of my thighs. And just when I began to fully lose myself in his movements, completely releasing every bit of tension that had been caged inside, he killed the engine. Silence enveloped us. He stood, lifting his leg and swinging it over so he balanced on one side of the Jet Ski. Then he dove into the water.


  “Come join me,” he said after he surfaced.


  I couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead. It was impossible to find his face. We were in a small pocket where the moon didn’t reach. But I knew how far away he was. I could feel him, sense him, like always.


  I reached my hands over my head and closed my eyes again. I took a deep breath, the freezing air rushing into my lungs. Something was suddenly different. It was the feeling that filled me. The sensation hadn’t been there earlier, or yesterday, or even in the last few months. I wasn’t free. I wasn’t even close to it. But I felt lighter…much lighter, actually. And when my face hit the water, I let it sink into the depths, the vast liquid darkness swallowing me until I was fully submerged.


  The wetsuit protected my limbs and core, but my hands and feet felt the change in temperature and it cooled the rest of me. When I finally surfaced, Saint’s hands were at my sides, sliding around the length of the suit and my back.


  I tried to control my chattering teeth. “It’s so cold in here.”


  “I don’t even feel it,” he said calmly. “I just feel you.”


  It was too dark to see his eyes, but I sensed his need. It was in his voice, his fingers, the breath that came from his mouth.


  I gnawed at my bottom lip and sucked on its edge to keep my teeth still. His thumb stopped me, pushing its way into my mouth. His face moved closer. Then his teeth bit down on me, his lips wrapping around mine, his tongue teasing just the inside rim. My arms swished through the water, my feet gently kicking while I let his kiss resonate inside me. But he was gone almost as quickly as he had come. A small space now separated us.


  “You taste as good as you feel,” he said.


  Something kept me from wrapping my legs around his waist, from reaching for the zipper on his suit. It wasn’t just the thought of him with another woman earlier tonight, but all the women he had probably been with this week. Just yesterday, I had caught him in the alley. There had been so many girls…and he hadn’t wanted any of them to be me. I never smelled their lingering scent on his breath or on his skin, but it didn’t prevent me from knowing that they’d been there.


  I’m not what you need, Drew. I’m stopping this before I hurt you.


  I didn’t want to be just another girl to him. But a part of me wanted to feel that hurt, that pain from when he would leave the next morning and never return. Anything would have felt better than the sense of loss that continuously dropped my feet out from beneath me and left my heart plummeting through nothingness. At least I could enjoy that sparkling moment of silence that he always brought. I could lose my mind for a little while by giving him control of it.


  I’d find my breath and release a moan all at the same time.


  As much as I tried to make myself believe I could handle casual sex with him, I didn’t think I really could. I knew I would end up with feelings for him.


  I already had.


  “Kiss me,” he demanded.


  He waited for a response, a movement, a glimmer of compliance. When I didn’t give any, he leaned into my face again and I pressed my forehead against his to stop him. We stayed there for several seconds, our breath passing back and forth, heat mixing from his lips to mine. I wanted his mouth. But I knew that if I took it, I would only want more.


  “Maybe we should go back,” I whispered.


  “To the boat?”


  I nodded. His forehead tapped against mine.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Everything…how’s that for an answer?”


  He sighed, his fingers gripping my cheeks as more of his warmth spread over me. He tilted his head back and even though I couldn’t see his eyes, I could feel them. They slid down to my nose, over my lips and back up. “I can’t give you what you want.”


  “I—”


  “No, let me finish,” he said. “I know you didn’t ask for this, but I’m giving you my answer, finally, so listen to it.” His fingers tightened, and he paused between breaths. “I’m fucked up, Drew. You don’t want that. You shouldn’t want anything to do with me.”


  “I’m fucked up, too.” I placed my hands on his chest. “Don’t you see that? You have to…it’s impossible not to.”


  More silence. More breathing. Waves splashed around us, but neither of us spoke. The salty water entered my mouth and I didn’t spit it out. I didn’t move.


  “I shouldn’t have brought you here. I…should have left you alone,” he said.


  “But you didn’t.” I was pushing. “So what are we doing?”


  He hadn’t released me. If anything, his hands squeezed me even harder. I could feel his truth hovering between us. It was on the verge of spilling and, since I couldn’t use my eyes, I tried to use my fingers to hurry it along, to let him know if he told me his, I’d tell him more of mine. It never came. And as time seemed to pass between us endlessly, the intensity of the moment began to die. When it was completely extinguished, he turned his back to me and swam toward the Jet Ski.


  “No,” I said, grabbing his arm before he could plunge it into the water. He stopped swimming and started treading. Even if I didn’t like what he had to say, I needed to hear it. I wasn’t going to let him shut down again. “You have to talk to me, Justin. Please.” I thought using his real name would make a difference, that it would show him I wanted us to get beneath the surface.


  His arm extended across the water, latching onto mine and pulling me to him. His back was pressed against the base of the Jet Ski, using it to hold him up.


  “You keep saying you’re going straight back to Florida once the house is sold.” His voice was so stern. “You’re just going to run away from me like everyone else.”


  “Saint, I—”


  “I won’t let anyone else leave me again, Drew. No one. I won’t let another fucking door get slammed in my face.”


  My thoughts shifted to Rae and how she’d told me I needed to ask Saint about his parents. “Who left you?”


  There was so much pain in the way he gripped me and I had seen it so often in his eyes. It resonated with what I felt inside.


  “Everyone.” His voice turned hoarse. “Everyone but my grandparents.”


  “I know how that feels. You know I do.”


  “That’s not going to keep it from happening, though, is it?” I knew I didn’t have the right answer. I sensed he knew that, too. “I didn’t think so.”


  “I…don’t know, Saint. I have too many gaps in my own life to help fill in anyone else’s.” He said nothing. “I can promise you one thing. I won’t ever lie to you.” I couldn’t promise I wouldn’t leave. But I could offer this, at least.


  He reached his hand around my side, just below my ribs. I expected his grip to be hard and rigid, but his fingers were soft and tender. “No one has had a chance to. Not in a long time. I don’t let them.”


  Tourists.


  It made much more sense now.


  Those women couldn’t leave him because he left them first. I knew what a hole felt like and how desperate people got to fill it. I was filling mine. Swimming helped, and drinking. Was unattached sex what filled Saint’s?


  The tourists would have probably pressed their bodies against him, rested their lips over his, and spread their legs to the outside of his thighs. They would have made promises with their tongues. I did none of that.


  “I’m not like those girls,” I said.


  “I know you’re not. And I don’t want you to be.”


  Something passed between us, more than just an understanding… more than just the heat of our hands on each other. It was possibility. A chance to see what would happen without the heavy expectations that came with a promise.


  It was the place where we needed to start: At the beginning.


  Since I was a child, I’d watched the most beautiful flowers that my parents had planted sprout from the tiniest of seeds. That’s what Saint and I were now, two seeds, new and hopeful and delicate, hoping to push through the soil and develop into something greater. Neither of us was guaranteed that something good would happen or where we might end up. The best we could do was try.


  I took his face in my hands and gently pressed my lips against his cheek. Then I grazed it with my nose. “Stay away from those girls. For me.”


  “I told you, stop listening to him.”


  “I know, but—“


  “What you saw yesterday? That was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”


  I took a deep breath. “You need to know…” I pressed my lips onto his again. “There isn’t anyone else. Just you.”


  He lifted me onto the seat of the Jet Ski and mounted it in front of me. “That’s exactly what I needed to hear,” he whispered over his shoulder. Then he started the engine and we sped off toward home.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  MY DEAREST MOTHER,


  Drew graduated from high school this afternoon. When I watched her walk across the stage, holding that scroll in her hands, I was filled with such pride. My baby. My little girl. She isn’t so little anymore. She’s eighteen and beautiful, full of life and energy, charisma and spirit. She has a soul like I’ve never felt, like I’ve never witnessed. She lights up, she glows. She’s stunning.


  I raised her right, Mom. I pushed her, hoping she would surpass me, and she did. Her diploma trumps my GED; her acceptance to the University of Florida is greater than anything I’ve ever accomplished. Mine may not have been a success story, but my daughter’s will be and that tells me that, in spite of everything, I did something right.


  She’s going to be a photographer. You should see the photos she takes, and the way she enhances them on the computer. She’s so talented. I knew she’d be creative, but I never believed she would be able to make a career out of it. She can, though. She’s that good. I always had to work for everything I had, for everything I did. But this comes to her so naturally, so easily


  I’ve watched her closely, I’m strict, and I’m hard on her. I’m not going to let her make the same mistakes I did. So far, she hasn’t. She’s stayed out of trouble. She didn’t allow anything to stop her from pursuing her dream. She has a goal, and a plan to make it happen. She’s strong willed and independent and confident enough to see it through.


  In other words, she’s nothing like me.


  I think we’re both thankful there isn’t another teen pregnancy in the family.


  As for me, I sleep much more peacefully knowing she’ll be attending college and furthering her education. And there’s satisfaction in knowing that my hard work will allow me to pay her tuition, that she won’t have to get a job while she’s in school. She’ll be able to focus only on her dream and emerge without debt, without restrictions. With freedom and peace of mind. Knowing I can give her that means every sacrifice I’ve ever made was worthwhile.


  That’s what a mother does for her children.


  She never stops providing for them. She never stops supporting them. A mother never stops being a mother, despite the decisions her child makes.


  And she never stops loving them, regardless of their mistakes.


  Your daughter,


  Rebecca


  ***


  The letter dropped from my hands, slowly fluttering along unseen currents of air before it hit the kitchen floor. Standing above it, I stared down at the words. Her words. In the minute or so that it took me to read that short note, I realized how much I didn’t know about the woman who wrote it. I knew that she’d graduated high school, that she’d left Maine after graduation…that her parents had died when I was child.


  All I knew were the lies.


  She’s nothing like me.


  She was trying to prove herself, her parenting, the success she’d had in raising me. But now I wondered if those letters were really sent to keep Marilyn up-to-date on my progress, or if they were a way for my mom to feel better about herself. She sounded bitter. Resentful. There was an evolution in her tone in the fifteen years that had passed between the notes.


  She never stops providing for them. She never stops supporting them. A mother never stops being a mother, despite the decisions her child makes.


  And she never stops loving them, regardless of their mistakes.


  She was insinuating that Marilyn had done just that, and she was drawing the contrast between their parenting styles. My mom leaving Maine wouldn’t be reason enough for Marilyn to stop loving her or to stop being a caring mother. I couldn’t imagine what would be extreme enough for Marilyn to take such a hard stance.


  I wondered if Marilyn had ever written back, if at some point my mom had enveloped replies that responded to each call she’d sent out. There’d been nothing when Gianna and her family had cleaned out our house. Maybe the responses never came, or worse, my mom had burned them or buried them somewhere beneath her flowerbeds.


  There was nothing in these letters but me. Nothing about my father, about life in Florida. I wondered if these had been the only letters Marilyn had kept, if there were missing pieces between the ones that remained. Maybe my mysterious Aunt Shirley would have some of those answers. She still hadn’t gotten in touch with me. The last time we’d spoken, the lawyer told me he hadn’t been able to reach her. He could have been lying. And she could lie, too, when I finally reached her.


  I think we’re both thankful there isn’t another teen pregnancy in the family.


  Who was she referring to? Was it…her? My mom was twenty-three when she had me. That wouldn’t have made her a teen mom. Still, something didn’t feel right about that statement.


  An unsettling feeling entered my body and it wouldn’t leave.


  I dropped the letter and rushed straight out to the garage. The Coswells’ belongings had been removed from the house, but the paperwork had been boxed and placed in here. I combed through each file, looking for a hint, an answer, a date.


  And then I found one.


  Photocopies of each of their birth certificates were hidden in one of the last files.


  A month and day that I knew all too well were listed directly next to my mom’s name. Not the year, though. It wasn’t one that I recognized. It wasn’t the one she had told me.


  She had lied about her age, too.


  My mom wasn’t forty-five when she died. She was thirty-nine… which meant she was only seventeen when she had me.


  She left Maine because she was pregnant with me.


  Everything was a lie.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  “MARILYN.”


  I heard a man shouting my grandmother’s name from outside, followed by a pounding on the front door.


  “Marilyn, it’s Dennis, open up.”


  Dennis?


  I lifted my face off my arms; I had fallen asleep at the kitchen table, with my forearms serving as a pillow. I swiped the screen of my cell phone and saw that it was a little past four in the morning. The overhead light was still on. A warm half-empty beer sat in front of me. Mom’s letter was next to the bottle.


  “Marilyn!” he shouted again, followed by two bangs, then a loud thud. It sounded like he’d crashed into the wooden door. “It’s cold, Marilyn. So damn cold…I’m freezing my ass off. Let me in.”


  Bella hadn’t left my side; she sat on the floor pressed against my thigh. The hair on her neck and in the middle of her back stood straight in the air. That only happened when she sensed something was wrong or she was spooked. This stranger had clearly caused both.


  She followed me and peeked through the glass panel while I opened the door just a crack. “Where’s she at?” he asked into the space. His breath slapped me. It was a strong mix of booze, cigarettes, and tooth decay.


  “She’s not here.”


  He stuck his hand through the crack, pushing it fully open and squeezing in past me. He stopped in the entryway and looked up to the second floor, his eyes scanning the catwalk. His feet wobbled. “She ain’t sleeping, is she?” He was gaunt, haggard and covered in filth. Stains camouflaged his boots; his jeans were full of holes and burn marks peppered his flannel button-down. A wool cap covered half of his greasy hair; the rest hung down his back in knotted clumps.


  I reached into my pocket and found it empty. I had forgotten my cell phone on the kitchen table. I needed to get away from him.


  I carefully tiptoed to the other side of the foyer, gripping the molding behind me. Bella stayed directly at my side; she didn’t take her eyes off him. I didn’t either, but my mind took me to another time: the moment when the intruder, who’d killed my parents, was standing at our kitchen table. I thought of the details: that it had been days since he’d eaten or slept, that he’d been high on meth and was tweaking out when he broke in. And within his reach was a pile of cash that would buy him even more shit. My dad had died trying to protect his family.


  And now, here I was in a potentially similar situation.


  This man—this Dennis—wasn’t holding a baseball bat, and he appeared too fucked up to really be able to hurt me. But I could see the hunger and the need in his eyes. I didn’t get the sense he was looking for Marilyn because she was a friend. She’d given him something for whatever reason, and he was back to collect more.


  “She’s not sleeping,” I said gently, hoping not to provoke him. “She’d dead. Didn’t you hear?”


  His unsteadiness seemed to worsen as he stared at the second story. He breathed through his mouth, his stench filling the room. When he scratched his forehead, tiny bits of dirt floated into the air. “Don’t fuckin’ lie to me,” he slurred. “She ain’t dead…she’s always been ‘round. Has been for me, at least.” He circled the center of the room, his knees threatening to give out. “So where she at?”


  Through all the muck that covered his face and the full beard, there was something wildly familiar about his eyes…the way their soft brown light glared back at me, lost.


  “It’s true. She’s dead.”


  “Nah,” he spat. He nodded, but the movement didn’t seem intentional. “I don’t believe you.”


  Dennis wasn’t just drunk. He had taken something with his booze, something that shrank his pupils to the size of a pinhole and caused his body to sway and dip as if he was a buoy on the ocean. I had a feeling there was no way to reason with him. My words had to be carefully chosen and spoken.


  “How would you like me to prove it to you, Dennis?”


  He took several steps closer and stopped a few feet from me, squinting. His neck craned back, allowing his eyes to travel all over me. “Hey…I know you.”


  I shook my head. My palms were slick with sweat; I wiped them on my jeans and placed them right back on the molding. “That’s impossible.”


  “Nah. I know you.” He lifted his hand in the air, and pointed at me. “You’re…Rebecca?”


  My heart was pounding so fast, I could feel it in my throat. “Rebecca was my mother.” It came out in a whisper, but he heard me. Just as I opened my mouth again, the front door burst open and Saint rushed into the room. Dennis turned around, but his feet moved too quickly for his body and he wavered in the air. Saint caught him just before he fell. He pulled the old man’s back onto his chest and wrapped an arm around his throat.


  “Did he hurt you?” Saint asked. His voice was so hard and so stern, even rougher than he had sounded when he’d argued with Brady.


  “How did you know this was happening?” I asked.


  Saint ignored my question. He tilted his head so he could look Dennis in the eyes. “Did you fucking hurt her?”


  Dennis’s lips parted just a little. His eyelids were heavy with sleep. He didn’t say anything.


  “Answer me!” Saint demanded. He glanced at me with his teeth clenched together and his brows furrowed. “One of you better answer me right now.”


  “No,” I said, trying to find my breath. “He didn’t hurt me.”


  Saint’s stare shifted back to Dennis. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Dennis choked from the tightness of Saint’s grip. Saint didn’t loosen his arm, though. “Sometimes Marilyn gives me a little extra so I’m not so hungry. That’s all, son.”


  Son?


  “Saint…” I took a step toward them.


  “Drew, stay where you are,” Saint warned me. “I don’t want you getting any closer to him.”


  Dennis didn’t put up a fight when Saint started pulling him. His body was limp in his son’s arms, his feet dragging over the wooden floor. Saint freed a hand to turn the doorknob. “I’m sorry, Drew. This won’t happen again.”


  “Saint, I—“


  “Not now,” he said, interrupting me. “Lock the door behind me.” He continued down the front steps.


  Bella and I watched the two men disappear into the darkness, the sound of broken leaves filling the early morning silence. I glanced from her to the open door, to the woods and back. It wasn’t just the freezing air that sent a chill through my body. It was everything that had just happened.


  Saint’s father was an addict…and he’d known Marilyn.


  What else didn’t I know about this town and this house? And the Coswells?


  The questions multiplied in my head. I really knew nothing about Saint’s family, and now it seemed that they intertwined with mine. I needed to ask him. And I would, but he didn’t get out of work until three o’clock. I had no idea how I would keep my mind occupied until then.


  ***


  I hadn’t seen Brady since Saint had carried me away from him. Now he stood on the rocky peninsula and I saw him every time I surfaced to take a breath. The guys usually arrived at the house during my morning swim, though they never came out to the water. I had no doubt Brady came down here because he was wondering why I hadn’t returned his calls or texts. There had been several of each. I’d thought about it, even considered writing him back to tell him I needed a break. But somehow that seemed colder than just ignoring him.


  “I’m glad to see you’re alive,” he said as I approached.


  I stretched the goggles off my eyes and placed them at the edge of my cap, treading a few feet from where he stood. Bella was next to him getting her head scratched. Since I was wearing Saint’s wetsuit, I could tolerate the temperature of the ocean. I would have gone in without it, though, because I needed something to busy my brain. I still had seven more hours until Saint was out of work.


  “Yeah, well…” I answered. “The last few days have been horrible.”


  At least that was partly true.


  “Sorry for the other night,” he said. “That guy brings out the worst in me. I didn’t mean for you to get in the middle.”


  Hat Boy had brought out the worst in him, too. It seemed like he was always apologizing for things like this.


  “You can’t fight every man who tries to talk to me. It makes you appear jealous. And it shouldn’t because we’re just friends.” He didn’t respond. “We are just friends, Brady…right?”


  I was much snippier than I needed to be. I was still freaked out by Dennis coming into the house and turning out to be Saint’s father. I really just wanted to swim and clear my head. He was keeping me from doing that.


  “Yup,” he agreed. “That's all we are: just friends.” The skin around his nose was turning red from him rubbing it so hard. “I drank too much, and I fucked up. Saint and I have a past—you know that.” He kneeled onto the rock, but I stayed where I was in the water. If he wanted to bridge the gap between us, he’d have to jump in. For now, this was as close as I wanted to be. “I know that’s not an excuse,” he added. “I really just came out here to make sure you’re okay.”


  Despite Brady’s attempt at showing me he cared, I couldn’t get Saint’s words out of my head when he suggested that Brady really wanted to get in my pants. Was that all this was, some weak attempt at softening my defenses before he made a move on me?


  I was too full of emotion for those questions.


  When I compared everything that had happened in the last few days—the letters I had found from my mom, the things I had learned about her, the fact that she wasn’t even the age I’d thought, the gaps that lay between everything that was and wasn’t said—what had happened between Brady and Saint was as insignificant as what Brady thought of me. He was nice enough most of the time, and as long as I kept Saint away from him I could at least hope there wouldn’t be any more fighting. And regardless of what Brady’s motive was, he always made an effort when it came to me. I couldn’t forget that.


  “I’m okay,” I answered. “Thank you for checking on me. And for caring so much.” I swam a bit closer to the rock and curved my fingers around the edge by his feet.


  He grinned. “I see you finally got a wetsuit?”


  “It’s…borrowed.”


  By the ice that overtook his eyes, I could tell he knew who I had borrowed it from. “How about we go into town tonight and get you your own suit? I’ll even buy you dinner.”


  I wanted to do both, but I didn’t know how long I’d be with Saint—if I’d even be able to find him at all.


  “How about tomorrow night?” I asked. The ice turned to disappointment, so I added, “I’ll buy you dinner.”


  I saw in his face he was drawing his own accurate conclusion about tonight.


  “Tomorrow works just fine,” he said. He placed his hand in front of me, his fingers wiggling for me to grab. “Let me help you out.”


  I smiled and pushed myself off the rock, floating several feet into the pool. “Thanks, but I have a lot more swimming to do.”


  He laughed a little. “Then I guess I’ll see you inside when you’re done.”


  ***


  The tourist season was almost over in Bar Harbor, which meant I was able to park in a spot directly in front of the Trap House. I didn’t know if Saint would be here. He could have already dropped off his catch for the day and left, or maybe he didn’t end up fishing at all. I figured I could ask Rae.


  I walked around the side of the building, searching for her in the place where the hostess had told me she’d be. But before I reached the porch, I heard Saint’s voice.


  “Rae, I’ve already told you all this. I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” he said.


  I stopped and clung to the building, my shoulders shrinking and my hands shaking. They were just feet from me, standing at the back of the restaurant. The wall hid me from their view and them from mine, but they would hear me if I wasn’t quiet.


  “I don’t understand what I did wrong,” she said. She was trying to keep her voice down, but it couldn’t mask the whining tone that came through.


  “That’s because you refuse to listen.” It almost sounded as if he was speaking to his father. There was no compassion, no patience in his words.


  “I have listened, Saint.”


  “I’m not going to keep repeating myself, and I’m not going to get into this right now, either. You’re working, and I’m running late.”


  Their conversation sounded distinctly personal, which surprised me.


  “I’m not busy,” she cried. “I only have one table, and your catch is all unloaded. What could you possibly be late for?”


  “We’re done—here, now, permanently.”


  Done?


  “But, baby,” she whined.


  Baby?


  “Stop!” He sighed. There was even anger in the way he breathed. “We’ve been done for a long time, Rae. What’s it going to take for you to realize that? You’re acting even crazier than usual.”


  His words rang through my head: I thought she was a good friend. Turned out she wanted my dick, too. And when I finally gave it to her, things just got messy, so I ended it.


  Rae…


  “Saint, I just want—“


  “I know what you want. Our problem is that we don’t want the same thing. If you can’t handle that, then I’ll find someone to replace you here, but I can’t keep dealing with this shit every day.”


  “Shit?” Her voice started to rise. “That’s what I am to you?”


  “You’ll do anything to drag this out, won’t you? I told you this was a bad day for me and you just won’t take no for a fucking answer.”


  “It’s Drew, isn’t it? She’s the reason you’re acting like this.” My back straightened against the building from the sound of my name. My heart began to beat even faster. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d heard it. “I can’t believe she’s gotten to you, too. I can see it all over your face. You’re just as whipped as Brady.” I knew Saint couldn’t have liked hearing that. "I don’t get it…she’s not your type at all. She’s a nice girl; you don’t like nice girls.”


  “You have no idea what I like.”


  “I know what it is…I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid.” Her voice completely changed and so did her confidence. It sounded like she was suddenly full of it. “You’re in competition with Brady: who can get the girl, and who can fuck her first. She’s new around here and no one’s had her. You figure it’ll be one of the two of you. It makes perfect sense.”


  Who could fuck me first?


  I’d heard enough.


  “I’m not going to tell you again, Rae. Get the hell out of my way.”


  “Brady’s going to win.” Her voice had turned acidic. “He’s the nice one.”


  I hurried down the side of the building as quietly as I could. They were still arguing, but I stopped listening, their voices growing fainter the farther away I got.


  As I reached my car, I stuck the key into the lock and quickly opened the door. That was when I heard my name. Saint was calling me, jogging straight toward me.


  If I got in the car and sped off, he’d suspect something. But there was no way I could hide my emotions. I could feel them on my face; I could sense them in my posture.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked. His tone was so soft. He reached his hand out to graze my cheek, and his mouth followed his fingers.


  I held on to the hood of the car and turned my head away from him.


  He ran his hand over his messy strands of hair. “So you heard that, huh?”


  I shrugged. I didn’t want to lie…I told him I’d never do that to him. I didn’t want to add to his pain either. But I didn’t think I could ignore this.


  He took a deep breath and glanced at his feet, his fingers clenching his key. He rubbed his thumb over the sharp edges, flicking the tip like it was a lighter. “We need to talk.”


  “Do we?” It came out rougher than I’d meant it to.


  “Yes, we do.” I didn’t move. “You can either get in my truck or we can take your car, but you’re not leaving here unless it’s with me.”


  I’d come looking to talk to him anyway. I guess now I’d have what I wanted.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  WE COULDN’T GO BACK to the Coswells’ house; Shane and Brady would still be working there for a few more hours. And I didn’t want Brady to see us walking to or from Saint’s boat, so I didn’t think that was the right place to go, either. I locked my car, opened my purse and dropped my keys inside. “Take me wherever you want, except my house or yours.”


  He didn’t hesitate. It didn’t even appear as though he needed to think about where the destination would be. His fingers clasped mine and he led me back toward the restaurant, around the building and down the dock, until we reached the dingy. I could smell the lobster on his hoodie; there was mud caked on the thighs of his jeans. He probably wanted to take a shower, but there was no way I’d ever let him do that. I wanted him as dirty, raw, and honest as he could be.


  He stepped into the boat first, balancing himself before he reached for me. I gripped his fingers and took a seat on one of the boards while he started the engine. He sat on the plank near the motor and we slowly glided out and into the open water. Several docks, residential and commercial jetted into the ocean, and as we traveled by different drivers, Saint waved.


  This was the first time I was observing the scenery from the water’s perspective in full daylight. The mountains in the distance were just as colorful as the view from the Coswells’ backyard, but from here they were even richer. My senses took it all in: the scent of the salt, the swishing breeze of freshness, Saint’s eyes that periodically covered my body. The combination was exhilarating. And if I hadn’t had so many questions, I would have even been turned on.


  I didn’t ask where he was taking me, or how long we’d be on the boat, or when he was going to tell me what was happening between him and Rae. I just let it all go for the moment. Being on the water was almost as good as being in it. I was feeling everything around me.


  And I was sober.


  We moved into an inlet where the water was so dark I couldn’t see the bottom. There were many boats parked nearby, but we weren’t near the shore or a dock. This was a floating harbor where the other boats appeared to be anchored. Saint wove around several of them before coming to a stop. The boat in front of us was white, bright and gleaming with a blue, yellow and red stripe close to the bottom.


  “Is this one yours?” I asked.


  He nodded. “I have a few, but this is the one I drive.”


  Once we were aligned with the back of the boat, he turned off the motor and tied the dingy with rope. Holding my hand, he helped me step up onto the deck.


  “The rail is where we haul the traps,” he said, pointing to the side of the boat. Then his finger moved toward the middle where there were several tables set up with buckets, rope, and other devices. Most of the items looked complicated and beyond my knowledge. “We do the baiting and prepping here. And over there,” he pointed to opposite side of where we stood, “is the live-tank.”


  This was his place…his home. And I could tell that by the tone of his voice, in the way his eyes roamed over each spot he pointed at, by the briefest of smiles that danced over his lips. He was so comfortable here.


  My questions could wait. First, I needed to meet this side of Saint.


  “The live-tank,” I said, “is that where you keep the lobsters?”


  “While we’re fishing, yes. Then I unload them and bring them to the restaurant.”


  “So where are the traps?”


  He laughed, his hands gently pressing down on my shoulders. “Your questions are cute.”


  “Cute?” I felt my face blush. That was a word I never expected to hear him say. I was glad I got the chance.


  “I’ve done this for so long, I forget not everyone is familiar with lobstering.” With every passing second, he was becoming even more at ease, almost carefree. “We drop the traps at the beginning of the season. They stay there, then each morning and throughout the afternoon we empty them, re-bait, then drop them again to soak.”


  I leaned over the side of the boat trying to view the traps. If there were any in the area, I wasn’t able to see them. The water was too deep, too dark. “So if every fisherman does that, how do you know which traps are yours?”


  “We all have different colored buoys.” He left me briefly to open one of the compartments along the side of the boat. He removed a buoy and held it out for me to observe. “They float on top of the water right above the trap.”


  “And no one steals each others’ lobsters?”


  With the sun reflecting off his face, his eyes seemed to lighten to a sandy hue. His hair was so dark, I could see glints of navy on his locks. My gaze fixed on his lips, how they moved so fluidly, how they grinned when he described something extra special to him.


  “Stealing happens every year,” he said, “but the thief is usually caught. The guys around the Gulf of Maine are a pretty tight group. We watch each other’s backs, even though we’re really competitors.” He set the buoy back in the compartment and led me farther down the boat and through the only door. “This is called the wheelhouse.” There wasn’t much in this closed off section besides a row of seating, a steering wheel, and lots of computer equipment and monitors. A windshield covered the opposite wall. “And down here is the cabin.”


  He opened a small hatch and three steps followed. He went down first, waiting for me at the bottom, holding my hand the whole way.


  “Kitchen, bathroom…and there’s a bed back there, too,” he said.


  It was small down there, but with enough amenities that he could stay the night if he wanted, without having to return to shore to eat or use the restroom.


  We went back up to the wheelhouse and took a seat on the bench. He kept the door to the outside shut as it was even breezier on the water. I turned my body toward him and just as I was about to cross my legs in front of me, he caught the heels of my boots and pulled them onto his lap. I could feel the warmth from his fingers as they rubbed my toes.


  I hadn’t bothered to dry my hair after my swim. I’d braided it, the long twist hanging over my shoulder with a baseball hat covering my head. The tiny pieces that usually framed my face had escaped the elastic and tickled my cheeks. A few were even fighting against my lip gloss. Saint lifted the bottom of the braid and flicked the strands over his fingers.


  Being as close as I was, I had the chance to really study his profile. The gel in his hair had long worn off and the locks on the top of his head had started to curl, sticking in different directions. His scruff had grown even longer than this morning, long enough to pull; the thick black spikes covered his cheeks, his chin, and rimmed his top lip. The tanned skin of his neck peeked out of his hoodie; the collar let out hints of the waves tattooed on his shoulders.


  I let my eyes drift away from him and to this little room we sat in. This was his place, yet I felt just as comfortable, just as buoyant as he appeared. The boat gently rocked against the short surges of sea and the vibration relaxed me. Saint’s presence quieted everything in my head—everything except the lingering questions I’d had from earlier.


  He leaned his back against the boat and tilted his neck toward me. “Ask me whatever you want.” It was as though he’d heard what I was thinking.


  I stared into his eyes like it was the first time I had ever been in his presence. His irises had darkened back to caramel. They gleamed at me, his pupils changing size every time he blinked. It wasn’t just the color that I recognized from this morning. It was the look of being lost that so closely resembled his father’s. I knew the answer, but I had to ask anyway.


  “So Dennis is your dad?” He broke our stare to look out the window of the wheelhouse. I rested my hand on the back of his neck, my fingers running through his hair. “You can trust me.”


  He nodded. “He’s my father; it’s just been a long time since he’s acted like one. He’s…the whole situation is fucked up.” He pushed his head against me, sending my fingers deeper into his scalp.


  I didn’t want my nails to dig into his skin, so I pulled away. He clamped down on my arm. “Don’t stop,” he said, so I didn’t. Sighing into the air, he continued, “He’s a drunk, a drug addict. He lost everything… including me. I had no idea that Marilyn used to help him out. I never really talked to the Coswells that much—the few times I did, Marilyn was fairly nice, but her husband was a real asshole.”


  The Coswells was a conversation I wanted to have with him later. Right now I really needed to learn more about Saint and his family.


  “Are you in touch with him at all?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “He doesn’t have a cell phone or an address.” The muscles in his jaw tightened. “I know you think I spend my nights with tourists. That’s not the truth. I have in the past, I can’t deny that, and you saw me kissing that girl the other night, but it really doesn’t happen as much as you think. Hardly ever, actually.” He turned his head toward me again, showing me the honesty in his eyes, in his expression. “I’m really out looking for my dad every night. He needs help, and I want to give it to him. A week or so ago I’d heard he was all the way down in New Hampshire so I drove there. Couldn’t find him anywhere, and I haven’t been able to…until this morning.”


  That must have been where he’d gone after our first kiss, when he didn’t return to his boat for almost two days. He had been carrying a duffle bag; I had thought he’d spent the night with a tourist. I couldn’t have been more wrong.


  I won’t let anyone else leave me again, Drew. No one. I won’t let another fucking door get slammed in my face.


  Those words of his had haunted me ever since he’d spoken them.


  “Was your dad the only one who left you?” I asked.


  He brought my hand down from his neck and placed it on his chest, resting his fingers on top of mine. “My mom, too. She got into a fight with my dad after they’d been drinking one night, and she decided to cool off and go for a swim. She never came back. I was twelve years old when that happened.” He squeezed my fingers. “It destroyed my dad. He blamed himself, and he couldn’t handle raising me, running the boat and delivering the lobsters. So he started taking uppers to stay awake longer and everything for him just fell apart.”


  “You have no idea where your mom is?”


  He tightened his grip on my fingers as he stood from the bench and led me outside. We leaned against the side of the boat, our clasped hands resting along the flat edge, and looked down into the water. “I know exactly where she is.” He took a deep breath, his eyes lifting to the horizon. Then he faced me. The pain was spreading to his lips, his hands. I could feel it flowing into me. “She drowned in that water, Drew. They found her body the next morning, floating near the public beach. The tide brought her in.”


  Everything started shifting into place. The reason he had taken the bottle of wine out of my hands, why he didn’t want me to go swimming after I’d had a couple drinks, why he had warned me of the vices I might reach for, was because of how his mom had died. He wasn’t just trying to protect me; he was trying to prevent the past from happening again. His parents, the people who were supposed to keep him safe, had completely abandoned him. It was no wonder he didn’t want a relationship with any of the women he’d been with. He wasn’t able to trust that they wouldn’t leave him, too.


  Brady had made it seem like Saint was a whore, though he never told me why. Saint wasn’t even close to that. He was emotionally fractured. His foundation had crumbled and he’d been shielding himself from getting hurt again. I couldn’t blame him for that. I would have done the same.


  In fact, I had been doing the same since my parents had died.


  It had demolished me and everything around me.


  Beside my friendships, the only thing I had really committed myself to was the water. It was what I used to unleash my emotions. I opened my cage and let the current make me feel alive again.


  Caged.


  “Your tattoos,” I said. “The ones on your back...”


  He nodded as if he knew exactly what I was asking. “They’re lobster traps. They’re more than that, though. There was a time in my life—not too long ago—when I was trapped. Pulled beneath the waves, into the hole I had climbed into. It was a dark, damaging place. That ink reminds me of how I never want to visit there again.”


  I understood that completely. I even knew what that hole felt like; I’d been pulled into one of my own, through the neck of a bottle that didn’t seem to have a bottom. Alcohol was something I never would have normally reached for unless I was out socializing. But after the incident, it was something I depended on. I was fully aware of that now.


  “What happened to your parents is…horrific. There isn’t anything I can say to make it pretty.” I would never have told him I was sorry for his mom’s death or his dad’s disease. I hated when people said that to me as if they were apologizing for something that wasn’t their fault.


  He lifted my hair out of my lip gloss and tucked it behind my ear. “As fucked up as this sounds, I’m glad you get it. Someone who hasn’t experienced what we have, they don’t understand that kind of pain, or the things we do to defuse it.” He turned around, leaning his back against the boat and steering me to the front of him. He gripped my hands and held them at his sides. “I have to tell you something, and I need you to look at me—really look at me—when I do.”


  Something in my stomach began to flutter.


  “I heard you on the phone the other night. I don’t know who you were talking to, but you were outside on the lawn,” he said.


  He’d heard my conversation with Gianna. And the noise I’d heard in the woods, the one that had freaked me out enough to go inside… it was him.


  “You said you didn’t want my hands to stop touching you and that it had been a long time since you’d felt that way. I feel that way, too.” He rested my fingers on his lower stomach and palmed my sides, letting them travel up slowly and stopping just below my ribs. “And when you touch me, it feels different. Different from anybody else.”


  My breath was caught in my throat. My whole body was throbbing under his grip. Wind whipped past our faces, but my skin was flushed.


  His fingers rose once more, landing on my cheeks. He tilted my face toward him, his lips pausing several inches above me. “I know you heard the argument I had with Rae. She was the girl I told you about, the one I dated before she got all crazy on me. Things are over between us and they have been for months, long before you came into town. And there isn’t any competition between Brady and me—at least not on my part.” With the pad of his thumb, he circled my mouth. “No more leaving, no more slammed doors. For either of us. I want you, Drew, but I want you here. In Maine.”


  No words came out of me. Just a soft, sweet sigh that sounded just like a moan. It probably was…my lungs had emptied; my muscles had tightened as his body pressed against mine.


  His eyes went to my lips, his thumb parted them. He licked his, teasing me, showing me what he was able to do. “Tell me you want me, too.”


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  I WANTED HIM.


  My entire body was screaming for him.


  Even more than that, I believed him—it was his word against Brady’s, and something about his reluctance to share it with me from the start made me trust Saint more.


  Tell me you want me, too.


  It seemed like the answer he was hoping for wouldn’t only confirm my feelings for him; it would confirm that I was also committed to staying here. That was a lot to promise.


  Too much, actually.


  Maine wasn’t my home. I didn’t truly know anyone here other than Saint and Brady, and Brady’s motives were questionable at this point. I definitely couldn’t trust Rae after what I’d heard her tell Saint. Gianna and her parents were my only family, and they were in Florida. I couldn’t stay here just because of Saint. I needed to want to live here, to feel comfortable here, and with everything I was learning about my mom and my grandmother, I didn’t know if that would be possible.


  But staying would at least give me more of an opportunity to learn the truth.


  I wrapped my fingers around his hands, which were still pressed on my cheeks, and I closed my eyes. The way his body curved around mine felt right. His touch warmed more than just my skin. When he didn’t just come from work, his smell reminded me of the freshness my mom had always described. I had wanted this moment…waited for it, even. But when I opened my eyes, I couldn’t give him the answer he was waiting for.


  “I want you, too.” His thumb left my parted lips as if he was preparing the space for his tongue. “But I can’t promise you that I’m going to stay in Maine.”


  “I won’t say I’m not disappointed.” His eyes moved to my mouth, then back. “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to persuade you.”


  Since Saint had first kissed me, I had wanted more from him than he’d been willing to give. I liked this new side of him, the one that was demanding things and pursuing me. I didn’t know if it would be enough to make me change my mind.


  “I hope you do,” I replied.


  He was growing, hardening against me. My body was reacting to him as it always did. But his eyes did something to me, too. They pierced my soul.


  His lips moved a little closer. “So you won’t stop me if I try to kiss you?”


  I shook my head, a grin spreading across my face as I moved to meet his mouth. His tongue slowly caressed the inside of my lips, circling my tongue. Goose bumps rose on my skin. As he deepened the embrace, I pulled his lip between my teeth and gently bit down. His eyes burst open. And when he smiled, my cheeks turned red.


  “Will you bring me back here again?” I asked, finally pulling away.


  His tongue swiped over his bottom lip as though he were trying to taste me one more time. “Are you asking me to share this spot with you?”


  I nodded.


  “I’ll share more than that.”


  I could tell he was serious, but the smirk on his face made me laugh. “Well then…how about sharing your water, too?” The memory of it was kind of funny now.


  He leaned into me, softly kissing my cheek. “I was pretty mean back then, wasn’t I?”


  I pouted, and nodded once more.


  “I won’t be mean like that again…unless you want me to.”


  ***


  As much as I wanted to spend the rest of the night on the boat, I had to return to Bella. Brady and Shane had left several hours ago; they would have taken her out for me, but she still needed to be fed and walked and loved.


  During the ride back to the Trap House, I sat next to Saint in the dingy. My fingers gripped the plank behind my butt while his hand rested on my thigh. It all felt so right.


  “That’s my second boat,” he said, pointing to a navy colored ship that wasn’t far from the one we had been on. “And that right there is the third member of my fleet. I just bought that one last winter.” He also showed me restaurants and markets that he did business with as we passed them on the water. “And over there is my tidal pound.”


  I scanned the inlet that he pointed toward: a small cove between two fingers of land. I looked for a building or structure beyond the water, but there wasn’t one. “Isn’t a pound a restaurant?”


  The lights from the shore lit up his face, revealing his smile and his bold eyes. He was so humble when he spoke about his business. He obviously had a career he was passionate about and I couldn’t help but envy him. Before we had left the lobster boat, he told me how he’d worked as a kid and took over when things fell apart for his dad. His grandfather helped until he could manage it all on his own. Since the hand-off, he’d continued to build the business, and now at twenty-five years old, he was one of the largest lobster distributors in the state.


  His brows furrowed. “This is boring shit for you, isn’t it?”


  “No,” I said, moving even closer. I started to rub the back of his neck again. I liked the way his body relaxed as I ran my fingers through his hair. “Nothing about you is boring. I want to know everything. Seriously.”


  I could feel how much he appreciated that. I sensed a trust truly beginning to form between us. Maybe that was because I genuinely cared about what he did. His passion was inspiring. I wasn’t quite ready to reach into my back pocket to grab my phone and load my camera app or to ask Gianna to mail me my camera. But seeing how much Saint loved his work, I was definitely getting closer.


  “Then to answer your question,” he said, “a pound is a restaurant. But a tidal pound is where I keep the lobsters before I ship them out, as well as the overflow from what I don’t sell in town.”


  “So the city just allows you to use that water for storage?”


  “I actually own the cove, but yes, that’s what it’s designed for. Some of the guys around here have off-site tanks and facilities. I prefer the old school method; keeping the lobsters in their natural habitat maintains their freshness and health.”


  Brady had told me everyone knew Saint. That statement made even more sense now that I was learning all of this about him. There was so much more to him than a hard body and a memorable face.


  “You said you ship out the lobsters, so where do they go?” I asked.


  “All over the country. A few miles beyond the tidal pound is a warehouse where we do all the shipping.”


  “You own that, too?”


  He nodded. “I bought it two years ago. As for the cove, I inherited that from my grandparents. Those are hard to come by nowadays. I’m lucky to have one.” His thumb caressed my bottom lip. No one had ever really touched me there before—at least not like he did. It was a tender embrace.


  “Something’s wrong,” he said. “Tell me what it is.”


  “I’m just so impressed by you. Sounds strange, I know, but I am.”


  He closed his eyes for a brief second like he was taking it all in. “It doesn’t sound strange at all. Thank you.”


  When we reached the Trap House, he tied the dingy to the dock, but he didn’t get out. He helped me stand as we stayed in the center of the boat, our hands clasped behind my back. “I told you before that there was a time in my life when I’d felt trapped.” His grip tightened; his breathing became deeper and slightly strained. “I lost control. I followed my dad’s path, drinking, smoking…it was bad. I’m telling you this because things haven’t always been like this for me. I found my way out of the cage, but I smashed into the bars so many times before I made it through.”


  The honesty of his confession began to resonate. His description, his pain, his darkness. He’d found his way out of his cage.


  Maybe that meant I’d find my way out, too.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  SAINT’S CAGE OF DARKNESS closely resembled my own. Since losing my parents, I had changed. I was treading water, paddling with no current to guide me. None of my days had purpose anymore. All I did was get through them. Instead of working with my camera and training my eyes to find the perfect shot, I reached for a bottle of booze and tried to blind myself. I only called Gianna when I needed someone to listen; I wasn’t there for her at all. My body was a little too lean because I wasn’t eating properly and more muscular than it had ever been from all the swimming. Stroking my way through the ocean was the only thing that reminded me of who I used to be, the only thing that allowed me to let go of what my life had become.


  I’d been banging my head against the bars, trying to break free.


  Suddenly, I wanted to find the latch.


  In order to do that, I needed to change some things—the first being to clarify my relationship with Brady. I’d hoped that all he wanted was friendship, and he’d told me as much, but I had to make sure. So when he reminded me the next morning that we were supposed to go into town and shop for a wetsuit, I asked him if we could skip and just have dinner instead. Since going to a restaurant meant we’d most likely stop at a bar on the way home, I told him I wanted to eat at the Coswells’ house. I didn’t need any more of his drunken anger. But I did need to give Maine more of a chance, and I needed to do the same with this house—to embrace it as a possible new home and a new beginning. I couldn’t do that if I was spending all my time outside and in the ocean.


  So I went to the grocery store and the fish market and bought everything I needed for dinner. The kitchen was still a mess from the renovation, but all the appliances worked and there was a small chunk of countertop that I could use for the prep work. This was the first time I’d done more than just microwave in this house.


  It was a step forward, at least.


  There was a pan of mussels, clams, shrimp, and haddock lightly sautéing on the stovetop. I turned down the temperature for the red sauce and let the red pepper flakes and garlic seep in under a low simmer. Garlic bread was browning in the oven. The radio Shane kept on hand was playing pop tunes, and plastic plates and silverware were on the table.


  I heard Brady open the front door as I took the pasta over to the sink to drain.


  “What’s that smell?” he asked, coming into the kitchen. “Don’t tell me you actually cooked something?”


  I looked behind me, the pot still in my hands. “I hope that’s okay?”


  “Okay?” He dropped something on the table and hurried over. “I was expecting pizza like I’ve had for the last three days. It’s more than okay. Here, let me help you.” He grabbed the metal handles, leaving me enough room so I could slide my fingers out. Then he finished draining the pasta and glanced to the stove where the sauce was bubbling. “You want it all mixed together?”


  “Please.”


  He dumped the pasta into the sauce, and I added in the seafood. He took the spoon from my hand and stirred it all together. “You really made this?” He’d snuck a sample and was dipping the spoon in again for a second taste. He took a shrimp with it this time.


  “Why…is it bad?” I asked. “Because if it is, we can—“


  “It’s incredible. You’re going to have to stop me from eating it all.”


  I smiled.


  “I brought beer,” he said, moving over to the table where he had left his eighteen-pack. “Let me get you one.”


  “None for me.” I held my water bottle into the air. “I’m sticking with this tonight.”


  I was hoping he’d change his mind and do the same.


  ***


  Brady stretched out across one side of the couch, and I took the other. Bella was between us. The TV hummed in the front of the room, showing a movie I recognized, but I was too lazy to turn up the volume so I could hear it. And I was way too full. We’d finished all the pasta… and I’d made enough to serve four.


  The cushion behind me moved when Brady lifted his arm to sip his beer. He’d drunk all through dinner and the whole time we’d been sitting on the couch. Now that I thought about it, a bottle hadn’t left his hand all night. He’d even taken one into the bathroom. Since it was such a huge part of his life, more than I’d realized, I figured I had to tell him about my decision.


  “I’m taking a break from drinking.” I’d blurted it out, probably faster than I needed to.


  He rolled his head toward me. “Why would you do something like that?”


  His question surprised me.


  “I think I’ve been drinking a little too much lately,” I said.


  “I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s not like you have a problem or anything.” His words were really starting to slur. I’d counted the beers he’d had out of the eighteen-pack and there were only four left.


  “I’m not worried.” I searched his face. His eyes were bloodshot, and his cheeks were turning even more flushed. “I’m just trying to make some changes. Some good ones, you know?”


  He shrugged. “Not much to do around here besides drink.”


  “We’ll just have to find other stuff to do, then.” I waited for him to respond. He didn’t. “Or are you going to ditch me now because I won’t drink with you?”


  “Nah.” He sat up a little and crossed his legs. “Just because you’re stopping doesn’t mean I have to. And anyway…we’re doing nothing now and I’m having fun.”


  I wanted to talk to him about more than just my drinking. Rae’s accusation was still on my mind, that he and Saint were in competition over who could fuck me first, and that Brady had somehow been whipped by me. It seemed to tie into Saint’s similar theory about Brady. I really wasn’t sure if I believed any of it. I saw him every day at the house while he worked, and we often went for drinks at night. None of that meant he had it for me.


  “We’re good, right?” I placed my feet on the floor and turned toward him, holding the edge of the couch between my fingers. “Things between us, I mean. We’re friends and nothing more?”


  “You’re my buddy, Drew. Never saw us being more than that.” His eyelids were getting heavier. He was rubbing his nose much harder than he needed to.


  “I’m glad to hear you say that,” I replied, taking a deep breath, “because I want to tell you about Saint. I know things aren’t good between you two—“


  “You’re going to tell me about Saint?” He rolled his head back and forth over the cushions, exasperated before I’d even really said anything. “What could you possibly tell me about that fucker that I don’t already know?”


  I knew he wasn’t going to like hearing any of this, but I had to tell him. I felt like I owed him an explanation, especially since I’d be seeing much more of Saint from now on. I took another deep breath. “I…like him.”


  The air in the room instantly turned humid, mostly from Brady’s breathing; he was practically huffing. The tension in his body began to build visibly. He was twisting the corners of the pillows in his hands.


  “Don’t you dare tell me that!” he shouted.


  My body froze from the anger in his voice. “Look, I’m not getting in the middle of whatever you two have going on. But there’s no reason why I can’t have feelings for him and be friends with you, too.”


  “Bullshit!” he yelled, his nails raking over the stubble on his jaw. “You’ll drop my ass as soon as you start dating him.”


  The scent of his beer breath hit me in the face and turned my stomach. I didn’t want to smell it anymore, or to watch how it made him behave—how it changed his voice and brought about the lost look in his eyes. It reminded me of Saint’s dad, and that image scared the shit out of me.


  “Brady—“


  “I’ve heard all this before, Drew. That fucking bastard took her away from me…she would have been mine, but he grabbed her first. Then he broke her and I had to pick up the pieces.”


  He hadn’t said her name, but I knew he was ranting about Rae.


  It didn’t necessarily bother me that she had dated Saint—we all had pasts that we couldn’t change—I just wished she wasn’t Brady’s best friend. It only added to how fucked-up this whole thing already was.


  “You’re only comparing me to Rae because you’re drunk.”


  “No…I’m comparing you to Rae because he’s going to do the same thing to you that he did to her,” he slurred. “You’ll end up just like she did.”


  I’d heard enough. I pushed myself off the couch.


  He grabbed my wrist as I moved past him. “Don’t do it.” His light blue eyes were pleading with me. “Don’t be just another one of them.”


  The tourists.


  I yanked my fingers out of his grip. “I can’t believe you would say that to me.”


  “It’s the fucking truth.”


  It wasn’t even close to the truth. But it wasn’t my place to tell Brady how Saint really spent his nights. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to justify his suspicions by telling him that I wasn’t the type to spread my legs for just anyone. Still, I wasn’t going to just let it go.


  “That’s how you see me—like one of them…whoever they even are? You think that little of me?”


  “They all choose that piece of shit over me…and now, so have you.” He got off the couch and stumbled his way into the kitchen. I followed him, watching as he almost pulled the door off the fridge when he tried to open it. He took out a beer and slammed the top of it against the counter to remove the cap. He chugged most of it. “When he wrecks you like he did Rae, you’re going to come running back to me. But I’m not going to want to hear about it.” He held the bottle aloft and covered his ears with the palms of his hands. “Not hearing it. None of it. Not again.” His legs wobbled as he walked out of the kitchen and toward the living room. He shouted over his shoulder, “Really whoring yourself out, Drew. I thought you were better than that.”


  I didn’t follow him this time. I searched the kitchen for my phone and called him a taxi. I wanted him out of this house, but there was no way I’d let him drive. Once I hung up, I stuck my face underneath the faucet and gulped down mouthfuls. Water calmed me and gave me a little more patience. That’s exactly what I needed. Everything inside me felt like it was steaming.


  Making my way back into the living room, I paused in the doorway when I realized he wasn’t in there. I turned and circled the dining room, checked the downstairs bathroom, and laundry room. I stopped when I noticed Bella sitting by the front door. It was wide open and his truck was no longer in the driveway.


  He had left.


  I called his cell phone, but he didn’t answer. I called again as I ran to the kitchen to grab my keys. I had my hand on the car door and Bella directly behind me, and I froze…I had no idea where he lived, or where he would have gone. And I didn’t know the roads very well. He was at least a few minutes ahead of me and I didn’t know which direction he’d headed in.


  I needed help.


  I hated to do it, but Brady’s safety was in danger and the safety of anyone else he shared the road with.


  I pulled up my list of contacts and dialed Shane’s number. “It’s Drew.”


  “Are you all right?” he answered. His voice was deep and scratchy. I had woken him up.


  “I’m fine, but Brady’s had way too much to drink and he’s driving. I don’t know where he went and I don’t even know where to look for him and I have a really bad feeling about this and…” I was starting to hyperventilate.


  “Drew, I need you to calm down.” He stayed steady. “Take a deep breath for me, and tell me where you are.”


  I turned and pressed my back against the car, letting it hold my weight. “I’m at the Coswells’ house.”


  I heard rustling as he got out of bed. “I’m going to go look for him. Just keep your phone on you in case he calls, okay?”


  “Okay,” I whispered. “Will you let me know if you find him?”


  “Of course.”


  “Thank you.” The wind whipped past me, blowing my hair into my face, covering my arms in goose bumps. I couldn’t stop shivering. Bella rubbed her snout over my jeans and weaved her body through my legs as if she was trying to warm me. “Shane…this is my fault.”


  He sighed into the phone. “We both know that’s not true.”


  I didn’t know that.


  I shouldn’t have brought up Saint. That name did something to Brady; it turned him into a different person. It amped up his anger… and he had so much of it.


  She would have been mine, but he grabbed her first.


  Brady had feelings for Rae. And he’d lost her to Saint.


  And now, I was squarely in the middle of it.


  “I have to go, Drew,” Shane said, breaking up my thoughts. “I’ll be in touch soon.”


  ***


  I knocked on Saint’s door and quickly buried my hand in the sleeve of my sweatshirt. My skin stung from the cold. I’d never felt a temperature as low as this before; my body didn’t know how to handle it. I definitely needed to buy more clothes, even warmer than the ones I’d gotten the week before.


  He answered the door without a shirt on and my eyes immediately went to his abs. I didn’t think it was possible, but they looked even tighter, more defined in this light. My stare dipped to the sweatpants that hung low on his waist, revealing a thin trail of hair that started at his bellybutton and disappeared under the elastic.


  “Get in here, it’s freezing,” he said. He pulled me into the boat and shut the door behind Bella as she traipsed inside. “You don’t look okay.”


  “I’m not.”


  He sat me on a bench just on the other side of the kitchen and plopped down right next to me. “Tell me what happened.”


  Bella didn’t follow us. She moved around the boat, sniffing anything she could reach.


  We ignored her as our eyes locked. I wrapped my arms over my stomach. “You’re not going to want to hear this.”


  “If it has to do with you, then yes, I do.”


  I leaned back into the seat and glanced up at the ceiling, my eyes tracing the small recessed lights. When I finally met his face again, I started telling him about dinner and everything that had followed up until I had arrived at his boat. His face hardened when I told him the digs Brady had made, comparing me to Rae and the tourists, and saying that I was really whoring myself out. Saint stayed completely silent the entire time I spoke. I could tell that was really hard for him to do.


  When I finally finished speaking, his arm slid around my waist and he pulled me closer to his body. “This isn’t your fault, not even a little. Brady would have driven no matter what, even if you had tried to stop him. You know that.”


  I shrugged. “What about the things he said? That you wrecked Rae…that you’d do the same to me. What does that even mean?” I knew he wouldn’t go into further detail. I just wanted him to know how confused I was.


  He moved again, this time sliding down to the floor where he kneeled so he could face me. His hands pressed into my knees. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. Whether you break my heart or I break yours, that’s not really something we can say right now. But I want to be with you. And you completely own my mind. I promise you, that’s the truth.” He kissed beneath my eyes, catching the tears that were just starting to appear. I hadn’t even realized I was crying. “Drew, there’s so much you don’t know about Brady. If you did, you wouldn’t be blaming yourself right now.”


  “Tell me.”


  He pressed his forehead against my thighs, thinking for several seconds. Maybe he didn’t know how much he wanted to say. There were many times in the last few weeks that he could have defined his history with Brady. He never did, and I realized now that he’d never really said anything bad about Brady, either.


  “That period I told you about when I felt trapped? I spent it with Brady and his friends…and Rae.” He lifted his head and met my eyes again. They were filled with pain. “All I wanted to do was party, so I chose them. I knew they had access to whatever I wanted: weed, pills, anything that would take away the ache.” His hands squeezed down on my knees, and he licked his lips. I could hear his throat becoming dry as he spoke. “Everything around me started to slip. That’s what I meant when I said I was being pulled beneath the waves.” It was starting to make much more sense. “When my grandfather threatened to take away the business, I quit all that shit—the partying, the chemicals. The whole lifestyle. It was around that time that the cops got tipped off that Brady and his friends were dealing. There was an investigation, and charges hung over Brady’s head. He had no choice but to clean himself up. That was a few years ago. But I’ve heard recently that Brady started using again. You’d know more than me, since you spend more time with him.” He reached around to the back of my knees, pulling me off the seat and into his lap.


  “He thinks you tipped them off,” I said. “That’s why he hates you?”


  He nodded. “What happened between Rae and me didn’t help, either. He’s had a thing for her for a long time.”


  I was so close to him now, straddling his waist as his scent filled me. His skin smelled freshly-showered, his breath was a gust of mint. The blend was tantalizing…inviting.


  But I had to know for sure. “Was it you?” I asked.


  He laughed. “I’m a lot of things, and not all of them are good. But I’m not a snitch.”


  I suddenly realized the signs had been everywhere that Brady was doing a lot more than just drinking—the way he continuously rubbed his nose, his bloodshot eyes, his temper—and I had chosen to ignore all of them. It fit that Brady never told me the reason he hated Saint. He would have had to tell me everything he’d been involved in…and likely still was.


  “Hey,” Saint said, lifting my chin so I looked at his eyes. I was still deep in thought. “Did I just freak you out?”


  I dragged my fingers through the back of his hair. “About you? Not at all.”


  His lips grazed mine. “I hoped not.”


  My phone beeped from my back pocket. A text message appeared on the screen. It was from Shane.


  


  He’s home, and he’s fine. No more reason to worry. Get some sleep. See you tomorrow.


  


  Saint read it while I held the phone to our side. “You must be relieved, huh?” he asked.


  I met his eyes again. “For now, yes. But I’m worried about him. He needs help…this is going to keep happening until someone gets hurt.”


  “If I learned anything from my dad, it’s that you can’t make him want to get clean. He has to want it for himself.”


  That was probably true, but I could talk to Shane and see if he would help me speak to Brady. I wasn’t sure if that would be the best route to take; getting his father involved added a whole second layer of messiness.


  I’d have to try talking to Brady first. And I would. But not now.


  I wrapped my arms around Saint’s neck and began to really take in my surroundings. This was the first time I’d been inside his boat. I was too consumed with Brady when I’d first gotten here to appreciate his home. “Will you show me around?”


  He laughed. The sound was so refreshing and honest. “There isn’t much to show you, but if you’d like a tour, I’ll happily give you one.” When he stood from the floor, he brought me with him. My legs curved around his waist as he squeezed his body against mine. “I like that you’re here.”


  I smiled and gave him a little kiss as he set me down. With my hand in his, he led me into the living room and to the door at the back wall. Beyond it was his bedroom; a gray comforter and black pillows decorated the bed, and a flat screen TV quietly played on the wall. The interior of the main cabin was clean and contemporary. It was a narrow space for sure, but it was comfortable and felt new, with warm medium-toned wood lining the walls and the floor. Black leather couches and another flat screen TV filled the living room, and a small table separated the kitchen.


  As I turned to move back toward the couch, he grabbed me from behind. His other hand sank into my hair and he pulled all of it over to one shoulder. My eyes closed. His lips pressed into the newly exposed skin, and I tilted my head to give him more access.


  “You taste so good,” he whispered into me.


  My breath became labored.


  Every time his lips came in contact, a wave of tingles spread through me. My nipples hardened from the sensation. I had to keep my hands clenched at my sides so I wouldn’t reach for the part of him that pressed up against my lower back.


  “I want to taste you when you’re covered in water,” he said deeply, softly.


  I moaned from the movement of his tongue. “Water?”


  “Come swimming with me.”


  I pictured my body floating on the surface of the ocean, Saint’s fingers mixing with the coolness of the water.


  “Yes,” I breathed.


  “I have a wetsuit here that will fit you.”


  I wasn’t even thinking about wetsuits. I was too occupied with watching him step out of his sweatpants and the bulge that was waiting underneath.


  I felt his stare all over me as I slowly worked my way out of each layer: the scarf first, then the sweater and the tight tank top underneath it, the knee-high leather boots and jeans. I finally stood before him in nothing but panties and a bra.


  He held the suit in his hands but made no effort to help me get into it. He just gazed at me.


  “You’ve changed your mind?” I asked.


  He was once again meeting my eyes, but it wasn’t how he’d ever looked at me before. He was glancing up through his lashes with an intensity that made my body shiver. “No, I…”


  I gazed back at him. “I what?”


  He shook his head. “You’d better put this on. Now.”


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  BELLA FOLLOWED ME AND SAINT down the dock. I’d taken blankets from his boat, and when we reached the middle of the peninsula, I used them to create a nest for her. The cold weather didn’t seem to bother her, but I buried her under a layer just to be safe and kissed her nose before we dove in.


  The wetsuit kept my body from freezing, but it didn’t stop the wind from scraping along my bare skin or numbing my fingers and toes. To warm them, I pushed off the rock and began a freestyle crawl across the pool of water. Saint stayed a few paces behind me. I didn’t bother counting my strokes or timing my breath. I didn’t even swim my fastest. I just focused on reaching for the sea, pulling it through my fingers and enjoying the way it swished past my suit. I loved the feeling it stirred against this new skin, and the sound of Saint’s splashing, and the way I could hear his hands surface every time I took a side breath.


  Finally, I wasn’t alone.


  I flipped when I reached the wall, streamlining until I ran out of air. Then I turned over into a backstroke so I could watch his body glide, his feet kick, his fingers spread and stiffen again. When I reached the other side, I held the rock behind my back, clinging to the slippery surface as he dolphin kicked toward me. He didn’t scissor the water; he was humping it, using a rhythm I couldn’t get out of my head.


  A flash entered my mind: his fingers…his lips. The way he exhaled into my neck.


  He stopped several lengths in front of me, his chest rising and falling as he caught his breath. “All loosened up?” he asked. The moonlight revealed the intensity on his face. I wondered if he could read what was happening inside me.


  I nodded. “Come here.”


  “Do you have something you want to tell me?”


  There were so many things I wanted to tell him, to whisper over his skin. That wasn’t what he meant, though…and that something wasn’t ready to come out just yet.


  I shook my head. “No.”


  “Then come show me what you want instead.”


  I kicked off, taking slow and steady breaststrokes until I reached him. He treaded in place, his only movement as his eyes bore into me. Then his lips parted, his tongue teasing the inside of his mouth. His scruff was too thick to see his smile lines, but I knew they were there. I felt them between my fingers when I caressed his face to press my lips against him.


  My legs wrapped around his waist; my fingers moved into his hair, pulling him even closer to me. His mouth found my neck as he kissed the skin just below my ear, softly tracing the path to the collar of the suit. He pulled at the material to reveal more of my chest.


  “Are you cold?” he asked.


  I lay my head into the water, his tongue licking from my collarbone all the way up to my chin. I tilted my neck to meet his eyes. “Definitely not.”


  The pad of his thumb brushed over my nipples. “Then you won’t care if I rip this thing off you?”


  “You don’t feel like swimming anymore? Is that what you’re saying?” I couldn’t hide my smirk.


  “Never said I wanted to swim at all. What I said was I wanted to taste you in the water. I’ve done that…and now I need to taste more.” His mouth returned to my neck. The hairs around his lips and cheeks rubbed against me, rough on my skin. It was a welcomed pain.


  He lifted me onto the rock and pulled himself out of the water. Then he picked me up again, and I bound myself around him as he carried me back to the boat. The icy air blew past my wet hair and I waited for a shiver to flood my body. It never came. Instead, there was more grasping, more nuzzling, more of his tongue circling mine.


  He shut the door as Bella trotted in behind us, and he carried me to the back. A second door shut as I realized we were in his room. He set me on my feet, and I stood next to his bed in complete darkness. He turned on a strip of lights recessed in the wooden panels of the wall. The room glowed.


  He closed the gap between us and I backed up until I couldn’t move anymore. His arms extended over me, creating a cage made of hands and lips. He wasn’t gentle when he kissed me now, and I didn’t want him to be. I was so consumed with the sensations that were inspired by his touch, the fluttering and the tingling that spread toward each end of me.


  He turned me around and tugged down the zipper, his breath covering every inch of skin that was revealed. His tongue flattened against my back, molding to a point when he dragged the tip of it toward my neck, then it spread wide again as he headed back down. He followed the same pattern again and again until I had removed my arms and the suit hung at my waist. Then he turned me around to face him, stripping me out of the rest.


  After he’d pulled me free, it was his turn. “Take this off me,” he said firmly.


  It was a demand, and a sensual one at that. I responded by reaching around his shoulders and pulling down the zipper. My eyes caressed his tattoos as he shed the second skin he wore. My hands were drawn to them instinctively. The waves that covered his biceps, chest and shoulders mirrored the motion that I felt in my stomach, the white tips of each crest representing the perfect storm we were caught in.


  His suit fell to the ground. There was nothing but red lace and boxer briefs separating us.


  He lifted me and held me against the wall. The tip of his nose and the top of his hair grazed over my skin as his mouth lowered to my chest. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” His words breezed over my nipples, trailing down to my lower stomach.


  My desire was building.


  I didn’t want to make any more decisions. I didn’t want to think. I just wanted Saint to release the current in my body, to let my muscles ripple over each swell and surge.


  His fingers crawled up my back until they discovered the clasp of my bra. He unhooked it with one hand and threw it across the room. The warmth from his mouth never left me; it covered my neck like a fog, trickling across my collarbone and dipping lower until it hovered directly above my right breast.


  I was lost in his lips.


  I closed my eyes as he sucked and tugged on my nipple. He still wasn’t gentle; his touch was nothing like a soft flicker of hair against my skin. It was strong and urgent and direct. It was exactly what I was hoping for. And with each pass of his tongue came a new sense of passion. I was moaning for more.


  He rested me over his bed, exhaling my name over my navel, his lips creeping lower until they paused between my legs. His tongue flicked across me. I lost focus on where I was, the location of his hands, the soft light that glowed through my eyelids. I grabbed his hair, held the strands between my fingers, and sunk my nails into my palm. My back arched. My thighs squeezed his cheeks. And when the numbness spread through me, a satisfying sigh coming from my mouth, he climbed on top of me. I waited for the sound of foil tearing, for heavier breathing, for the feeling of his hardness teasing my edge. But there was only silence and heat from the cradle of his arms.


  I opened my eyes, rubbed my nose over his cheek and traced the lines of his tattooed waves. “I’m not selfish, you know,” I said.


  He chuckled against my ear. “I don’t think you are.”


  I smiled. “I just mean…I’m not one to take and not give anything back.”


  He pushed himself off me and kneeled, placing one of my legs on each side of him. From this position, I could take in the magnificence of his whole body: the definition in his chest, the outline of each ab, the light dusting of hair that trailed to the waistband of his boxer briefs. The thin cotton couldn’t hide the hardness they contained, and I didn’t pretend that I wasn’t staring at it. “You can have whatever you want,” I affirmed.


  He smirked. “I took exactly what I wanted, Drew…and my mouth plans to take it again right now.”


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  WHEN I FINALLY OPENED MY EYES, Bella and I were alone in Saint’s bed, and there was a note on top of his pillow. Neat, straight, all capital letters covered the small white paper:


  


  I WISH I COULD WAKE YOU UP THE SAME WAY I PUT YOU TO SLEEP…


  IF YOU HAVE TIME, STOP BY THE RESTAURANT AROUND THREE.


  -JUSTIN


  


  He had never used his given name before. It felt like he was letting me further into his real life, even deeper than he had last night. A wave of heat passed through me as I recalled the final moments before I’d fallen asleep. He had said his mouth was going to take me again, and it did. He didn’t stop at two orgasms…or three. He waited until I had nothing left in me—no voice, no breath, no feeling in any of my limbs, and then he moved behind me, his arm curved around my stomach, his leg woven around mine, and we cuddled.


  His smell still surrounded me, coating my skin. I breathed it in, stretching my legs and arms, and I stepped out of the bed and moved toward the kitchen. When I saw the time on the microwave, I froze.


  There was no way it could have been ten o’clock in the morning.


  That would have meant I’d slept more than seven straight hours. I hadn’t done that in months.


  I yanked my cell out of the back pocket of my jeans. The screen confirmed the time. Saint’s bed was much more comfortable than the Coswells’ couch, and the gentle swaying of the boat had probably helped keep me in a deep slumber. But I suspected those weren’t the only reasons I had slept so well. I suspected it had more to do with Saint.


  As much as I wanted to think about how true that really was and what exactly it signified, I had to focus on putting on the rest of my clothes. Brady and Shane were due at the house and would have been there for hours already. I needed to talk to Brady about what had happened last night.


  Bella followed me down the dock and across the lawn as we snuck in through the back door. When I rounded the corner of the laundry room, I noticed Shane on his knees in the kitchen installing new slats of wood flooring. He glanced at us as we entered, and so did the guy who was kneeling on the other side of the island. It wasn’t Brady.


  “Good morning,” Shane said, scratching Bella’s head as she licked his face.


  “Morning,” I answered.


  “I hope we didn’t wake you. We got started quite early this morning.”


  Shane knew I slept on the couch; he would’ve seen me as he came in, so he knew he hadn’t woken me. But I wasn’t about to explain myself. Instead, I grabbed Bella’s bowl from the cabinet, filled it with food and set it on the floor, out of the way so the guys wouldn’t trip on it. “Is Brady upstairs?”


  He shook his head. “He took the day off.”


  My hand instinctively clutched my stomach. Shane’s words had caused a sudden pain that I was trying to rub away. “He’ll be back tomorrow, though, right?”


  “Not sure,” he said. He stood, leaned his back into the counter and crossed his arms. “He wasn’t looking too good this morning. I’ve seen him like this a few times before, but he’s always snapped out of it. He’s just like his old man—I’ve seen some big benders in my days.” He adjusted his tool belt as it had shifted, and he crossed his arms again. “I’m sure he’ll come around real soon. In the meantime, this is Josh. He fills in when I need an extra hand.”


  Josh nodded at me and went right back to work.


  A bender? That’s all he thought this was? I had a feeling this was more than Shane realized or that he was willing to admit. I decided I’d discuss it with him, but not until I was sure of what was really going on.


  On my way to the living room to grab some clean clothes, I sent Brady a text. Then I locked myself in the bathroom. Keeping the phone close to me, I took a quick shower, got dressed, and straightened my hair. Bella pawed the door as I was finishing my makeup, letting me know she was ready for her walk.


  I still hadn’t received a reply from him.


  ***


  I didn’t know what Saint had planned for us this afternoon, so I thought it was best to leave Bella at home. I headed downtown an hour before I had to meet him so I could do some shopping on Main Street. With the weather getting even colder since I’d last visited the boutique, I really needed some heavier clothes; nothing I’d brought with me from Florida was warm enough anymore. The sales clerk remembered me and filled the dressing room with the outfits she wanted me try on, and even threw in accessories to match it all. I bought just about everything.


  With my hands full of bags, I ran to my car and raced to the restaurant just a few minutes past three. I was reaching for the front door of the Trap House when Rae walked out. I moved to the side to let her pass. She mirrored my movement. In our previous encounters, she’d made sure that her unscarred cheek was pointed toward me when she spoke. This time she glared at me straight on. Her face was full of rage.


  “What, you’ve got nothing to say to me now?” she barked.


  Honestly, I really didn’t. She and Saint had obviously been over for quite some time, so my presence couldn’t have been interfering with what was left of their so-called relationship. I decided to keep my mouth shut. But when I took a step toward the building, she followed me.


  “I thought you were my friend,” she said. Her hands moved to her hips. “Apparently all you want is to take away everyone I care about.”


  “What?” Her accusation was uncalled for. “That’s not true at all. I didn’t even know you and Saint had dated until a few days ago.”


  “You’re lying.” Black circles lined her eyelids and I could tell by the way her hands quivered that she wasn’t steady. She was chomping on gum, but it couldn’t hide the scent of the booze on her breath. “I told you on the way home from the party that I was in love with him, and you went after him anyway.” Her voice rose; her finger pointed at me in the air.


  “That’s not true.” I was fucked up during that car ride, but I remembered everything she had said. “You told me you loved someone, but you never told me it was Saint.”


  I tried to move around her, to at least reach the door so I could go inside. She blocked me before I got the chance.


  “Did he take you on his boat yesterday? Did he show you all his fishing gear?” Now her voice was a little high pitched and whiney. She was mocking him—and me. “Did he bring you down to the cubby? I hope you got a good look at that big bed in the back…that’s where he fucked me just a couple weeks ago.”


  The blood fell out of my face. I couldn’t speak.


  “Or maybe he brought you to the boat that he lives in…turned on the lights in the wall so his bedroom glowed like Christmas.” She sneered. “Did he stick a finger up your ass while he was licking your pussy, too? That’s his move, you know…the one he always uses on me.”


  My whole body began to shake. “You’re disgusting.”


  “And you thought you were special…that he actually cared more for you than he did for me.”


  “Get the hell out of my way,” I said, weaving past her.


  She grabbed my arm from behind and spun me around to face her again. I noticed how much taller she was than me, how much thinner. Her collarbone stuck out more than it should and her cheeks looked hollow. She had definitely lost weight in the weeks since I’d met her—weight she could have afforded to gain instead. The shorter layers of hair that once curled around her face were flat and greasy. Her eyeliner was smudged, and the whites of her eyes had a pinkish tint to them. But she was smiling. The whole time, she smiled.


  That fake fucking smile was always on her lips.


  “I’m not done with you yet,” she snarled.


  “Oh, yes you are,” Saint said from the doorway. “Get your hands off her and get the hell out of here.”


  Her back straightened and her fingers released me in an instant. “Fuck you, Saint,” she said as she glared at him. Then she looked at me. “You’re going to wish you never met him. I can promise you that.”


  She jammed her shoulder into mine as she passed, sending me straight into the door. Saint caught me before I fell. He held me against his chest, wrapping his arms around my stomach while we watched her walk to the parking lot.


  “I fired her today,” he said. “That’s why she’s pissed.”


  “Oh God, I hope you didn’t do that for my sake.”


  His arms tightened. “No, I did it for mine. I should have let her go a while ago. I don’t need her around here. She’s toxic.”


  I twisted around to face him. He leaned down to kiss me, but I turned my lips away. He continued moving closer, pressing his forehead against my cheek. “She got to you, didn’t she?” When I didn’t answer, he reached for my hand and led me toward the back of the restaurant.


  There was no one outside, so we sat at one of the picnic tables that was closest to the water. “Talk to me, Drew,” he said.


  I reclined into the wood with my back against the table and crossed my legs underneath me. But I said nothing. There were so many things I wanted to ask him, but there was one thing in particular that was gnawing at me—something I hadn’t cared about at first. All of that had changed just a few minutes ago. “You have those wetsuits in my size…is that because you had them for her?”


  The water was my place. It was his place, too. It seemed almost too intimate to have been shared with anyone else. I understood that I wasn’t the first girl in his bed, or the only one he’d brought on his fishing boat. But would the water feel as special now knowing how many he had brought in there before me?


  He cupped my chin, pulling it toward him so I would meet his eyes. “No, I bought those suits especially for you. You’re the only one who has worn them; I was just waiting for the right time to give them to you.”


  “Did you take her swimming?”


  He shook his head, his tongue licking across his bottom lip. “Until a few months ago, the boat I live in was parked at the harbor. I came to my grandparents’ place every night, alone, to swim. I never took anyone with me—never have.”


  “Why did you move?”


  I remembered Brady telling me that the reason Saint had parked his boat at his grandparents place was because it was more secluded than the harbor. That meant the girls he met in town would have to bring him to their hotel room since his bed wasn’t so nearby anymore. I wondered how true that really was.


  “I want to be closer to my grandparents in case they need me,” he said. “They’re getting older now, and they have help during the day, but not at night. And I wanted to live closer to the water…our water.”


  I glanced back at the ocean. His answer made me feel better. Relieved, actually. But I couldn’t get Rae’s words out of my head or the spite that covered her face. She had true hatred for me in her eyes. Rejection wasn’t easy. I’d experienced that with The Ex toward the end of our relationship, so I knew what it felt like. But I didn’t start shit with the other girl he had left me for even though I knew her. The Ex and his new girlfriend had repulsed me at the time, therefore I could understand if Rae felt that way about me. But I wasn’t going to argue with her if we happened to run into each other again.


  He slid one arm around me, and his other hand rubbed my navel. “You want to go for a ride in the boat?”


  I turned toward him again, the whiteness of his teeth meeting my eyes, the burnt caramel irises that stared back. Then I remembered the night before…the look in his eyes when his face was between my legs.


  “Yes. I definitely do.”


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  BRADY DIDN’T SHOW UP AT THE HOUSE the next day, and he hadn’t returned my text messages or phone calls. So I asked Shane for his address. It turned out that his apartment wasn’t far from Main Street. Shane gave me some quick directions and I followed them straight to his door. I knocked a few times; when he didn’t answer I tried the knob. It turned…and I stepped in, not knowing whether I would find him sober or drunk.


  I certainly didn’t expect him to be flat on his back in the middle of the living room floor. But he was.


  His place was dirtier than some of the frat houses I’d partied at in college. Crushed beer cans littered the entire space. Cigarettes had been crushed out all over the wood floors; stale smoke clouded the room. The door to the fridge hung open by only the bottom hinge. Instead of the sink being full of dishes, they were shattered all over the tile in the kitchen. And there he was, lying in the middle of it all, shirtless, with an empty case of beer next to him and a tipped-over bottle of vodka that only had a few sips left in it.


  I shut the door behind me and carefully stepped through the entryway, trying not to slip on any of the liquid that had pooled on the ground. “Brady?”


  He kept his eyes closed and crossed his arm over his face to block the light. “Get the fuck out,” he slurred.


  “Brady, it’s Drew.”


  He bent his knees, but his shoes didn’t get any traction on the floor. His legs fell flat again. “What do you want?”


  “You haven’t returned any of my calls so I came to check on you.”


  He buried his face deeper in the crook of his elbow. “You never returned mine…I think we’re even.”


  I kneeled beside him, gently pulling his arm off his face. His skin was so pale, his lips so chapped and raw. He finally opened his eyes. They were redder than Rae’s had been…and so was the inside of his nose. Scratches marred his chest and hands. His jeans were stained with cigarette burns. “I didn’t know you smoked.”


  “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”


  He was right about that.


  “How about I help you into the shower? Then I can get you something to eat.”


  “How about you just get the fuck out.”


  His breath was a blend of beer, cigarettes, vodka, and unbrushed teeth. It shot straight into my face and nauseated me. I tried to calm my stomach by swallowing mouthfuls of clean air that I inhaled from underneath the collar of my sweater.


  “I came here to help you, Brady.” He had really been there for me over the last several weeks. He’d dragged me out when I needed to get away from the Coswells’ house, and he was able to get my mind off those screaming thoughts. I wanted to do the same for him, so I wrapped my fingers around his and squeezed.


  He jerked his arm away. “Don’t touch me.”


  I kept my hands far away from him and leaned up a bit to get a look at the kitchen counter. On the tiny clearing that wasn’t covered in cans was a dusting of white powder. I didn’t know if it was coke or pills. It didn’t matter what it was—he was using, and that probably meant I wouldn’t be able to rationalize with him. I still had to try. “Will you at least take a shower? It will sober you up a little, and then we can talk.”


  He leaned up on his elbows, wobbling but holding his weight. “Sober up?” He laughed and fell on his side. “Why the hell would I want to be sober?”


  I looked him in his bloodshot eyes. “Because I want my friend back. That’s why.”


  He swatted the air, even though my hands weren’t anywhere near him. Then he rolled onto his stomach and used his forearms and knees to push himself to his feet. I backed up a few inches to give him some space. “This is about what I want,” he said, “not you.” He stumbled several times before he made it to the fridge and removed the full case inside. With the door open, the beer had to be warm. He didn’t seem to care.


  “And what is it that you want, exactly?” I asked.


  He cracked open a can. “Everything I wanted was taken away from me by that fucker…the one you’re in love with.”


  I thought about challenging his statement. I didn’t think it would do me any good; he would only fight back or stay completely silent, neither of which would help us move forward. I also doubted that Saint was the real cause of his self-destruction, but if I told Brady that, it would only get him angrier. So I brushed off both thoughts and scanned the rest of the room. The only other furniture in here was a table that was covered in clothes and makeup, and a couch that had a pillow and blanket on top of it. “Do you have a roommate?” I asked, as though the cosmetics hadn’t made it obvious. There were two doors off the living room and both were closed. She could have easily been in either of those rooms. Surely she’d be helping him right now if she were home, unless she was as fucked up as he was.


  He gulped down a beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Rae’s been living with me since your boyfriend kicked her out.”


  That explained a lot. Too much, actually. But it was nothing I wanted to talk about just yet and especially not with Brady. “Is she here?”


  “She’s not in my bed, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  Now that she didn’t have a job, there was no reason why she couldn’t be here making sure Brady didn’t drink himself to death. He had called her his best friend. She sure as hell wasn’t acting like it.


  This wasn’t about Rae, though. I was here for Brady.


  “I need to talk to you,” I said, “but I can’t do that while you’re like this.”


  “There’s nothing to talk about.”


  “Oh, I think there’s lots of things we need to discuss.”


  I moved closer to the counter he was resting against. He used his finger to scrape up all the tiny white pieces of dust until they stuck to his skin. Then he rubbed them over his tongue. His hand dropped from his mouth, and he rubbed his nose. As raw as it was, I was surprised it wasn’t bleeding. “You know what?“ he asked.


  “I can’t imagine.”


  “I think I need to get more fucked up…so you should get the hell out of here. Right now. You won’t like what you’re about to see.”


  This wasn’t the Brady I’d been hanging out with. There wasn’t even a trace of him in here. Even his body looked foreign to me, with all of the ashes and burns and scratches that covered it.


  He was struggling with something that was much larger than me.


  He grabbed another beer from the case and drank it straight down, crumpling the can in his hand when he was done. Then he dropped it on the floor, the metal clanking against the broken dishes. “Get out.”


  This was my last chance. If I was going to get through to him, I needed to make him feel my words. “You’re the only friend I have up here, Brady. The only person who’s been there for me. I can’t lose you—I’ve lost way too much and too many people already. I can’t take any more loss. I care about you, and—“


  “Get out!” he yelled. “I don’t want your fucking help, Drew.”


  I moved to the door and fingered the knob, keeping my eyes on him. I didn’t want to leave, but there was nothing more I could do if I stayed. He didn’t want me here. He didn’t want me to see what he was about to do, which I had a feeling would involve snorting more of whatever was on his counter. Saint had said I couldn’t help Brady unless he wanted to help himself. Hopefully that moment would come before it was too late.


  I’d tried, at least.


  It was all I could do.


  I looked at him one more time, then I shut the door behind me as I left. He didn’t try to stop me, as much as I wanted him to. He didn’t say another word or glace in my direction…I was wishing for both of those to happen, too.


  As I turned to head down the stairs, I smashed into Rae. I shrieked from the impact.


  She pushed me off her. “Why won’t you get the hell out of my life?” she barked. Her tone was eerie and disconnected.


  I stepped to the side to move around here. “I came to check on Brady, not you. I didn’t even know you lived here.”


  “Well, now you know.” She reeked of booze. It smelled even stronger than yesterday. Her hair and makeup looked worse than before. “Brady doesn’t need you coming over here acting all high and mighty. He’s fine…you don’t have to worry.”


  “Actually, I think he does need someone. And if you’re his so called best friend, you’re not exactly doing your job in the state that you’re in right now, are you?” She ignored me, so as I passed her, I leaned in and said, “Get him some help, Rae. And maybe think about getting yourself some, too.”


  She moved so fast, I hardly saw her hand swing. I felt it, though, as it swept across my ear, over my cheek and pounded my nose. I tasted blood; I just wasn’t sure where it came from. My heart was thumping; I could feel it in my throat. Every part of me shook. I didn’t give her a nasty reaction. I figured that would just give her more ammunition. I didn’t even blink. I smiled, as fake as she did, and walked down the stairs without saying another word.


  On my way to the car, I thought about the conversation I needed to have with Shane. Since Rae obviously wasn’t going to help him, and he wouldn’t accept any help from me, I had no choice but to ask Shane. I could only hope his father could get through to him.


  I found my cell phone in the center console of my car. I hadn’t even realized I had left it in there. It showed a missed call and a voicemail, though the number had been blocked. I hit the button that would play the voicemail and glanced at myself in the mirror. The corner of my lip was bleeding; there was a scratch across my cheek, and a bruise was forming on the side of my nose.


  A woman’s voice came through the speaker on my phone. “Drew, this is Shirley, your mother’s sister…your aunt.”


  My body was still shaking from Rae’s slap, and the phone call didn’t help calm me. After so many weeks of her not responding to the Coswells’ lawyer, I’d assumed she didn’t want to talk to me.


  “I’ve been traveling,” her message continued, “and I’m at the airport now, heading out once more. Unfortunately, it will be a bit before I can be reached. I want to talk to you about something important, so I think we should definitely chat. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”


  Suddenly, I really wanted to hear what she had to say.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  AS I WAS ABOUT TO TURN into the Coswells’ driveway, I noticed Saint’s truck coming out of his grandparents’ place just up the street. I steered over to the side of the road so he could pull up next to me. I rolled down my window and waited for him to do the same. Instead, he flew out of his truck, opened my car door and lightly held my face between his palms.


  “What happened? Who did this to you?”


  “What?” I asked. “Oh…”


  The blood.


  I’d forgotten all about what Rae had done to my face. I’d been too occupied with thinking about Shirley’s call and figuring out what I was going to say to Shane…and trying to forget the way Brady had licked that powder off his finger. That image was going to haunt me for a long time.


  “I’m fine.” I nuzzled my nose against his hand to assure him. “I promise.”


  “Like hell you are. You’d better not tell me Brady did this to you. I’ll kill him.” Despite how stern and cold his voice was, his touch was still gentle as he swiveled my chin to examine each cheek.


  “It wasn’t Brady.”


  He was practically snarling. “I know you were at his place, so the only other person it could have been is Rae.”


  “How do you know where I was?”


  His hands dropped to my thighs as he squatted down to my level. “I finished with work early, so I came over. Shane told me you’d gone to Brady’s. I had a bad feeling about it, especially after what happened at your place. Figured it wouldn’t hurt to go check on you. That’s where I was driving to, but it looks like I was too late.”


  I really wanted to get inside the house and talk to Shane. But I got the sense that Saint wasn’t going to let me go until I told him what had happened. “Rae showed up as I was leaving Brady’s. She didn’t like what I had to say, so this,” I pointed at my face, “is what she gave me as a thank you.”


  “That will be the last time she fucks with you. That’s my promise.”


  I didn’t doubt it for a second. But I couldn’t waste any more time talking about her—not when Brady was screwing around with drugs and alcohol at the same time.


  “Can I meet you on the boat in a few minutes?” I asked. “I really have to talk to Shane. It’s important.”


  His eyes roamed my face, stopping at my lips before traveling back to my eyes. “I’ll come with you.”


  “No,” I insisted. “I don’t know what Shane will end up telling Brady, but I want to make sure this news comes from me and only me, and that you aren’t tied to it in any way.”


  “You don’t have to protect me, Drew.”


  I grazed my thumb over his lip, the same way he always did to me. “I’m not. I’m doing this for Brady. I think Shane is the only one who can help him.”


  He stood and carefully closed the door. Then he leaned in through the open window. “You’re a better person than I am.” He brushed his lips over mine and gave me the tiniest taste of him. “I’ll be on the boat when you’re done.”


  He got back in his truck, and I turned down the driveway and parked right next to Shane. Bella greeted me at the door. I scratched her head and listened for Shane’s voice, following the chatter into the kitchen. He was giving Josh instructions about removing the hardwood from the staircase.


  I stood on the other side of the counter from Shane, waiting for them to finish talking, and for Josh to leave the room. “Do you have a second?” I asked.


  His eyes widened. “What happened to your—“


  “It’s nothing,” I said, waving him off. I gripped the edge of the newly placed granite and took long, deep breaths. “I think you need to go talk to Brady.”


  “Talk to him?”


  I nodded. “Shane, he’s not okay.”


  His teal eyes stared back at me. He looked tired—physically and emotionally. It didn’t look like my request was much of a surprise. I still wanted to make sure he realized how serious I thought this was.


  “It’s not just a bender this time,” I continued. “It’s much worse than that. I think he has a problem, and he needs help. He won’t listen to me, I tried. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”


  He ran his hand through his hair and sighed loudly, painfully. “I’ll go see him right now.”


  Because he responded exactly the way I wanted him to, I resisted telling him about the drugs. I was sure he would see them at Brady’s apartment, anyway, and that he would know his son was on more than just booze.


  “Will you let me know if there’s anything I can do to help?” I asked.


  “Of course.” He rested his hand on mine, just like a father would. It was a touch that I so dearly missed, one that I yearned so greatly for. “You’re a good friend to him,” he said. “Thanks for coming to me. You did the right thing.”


  The knot in my chest made a sudden return.


  And each second that passed, it grew a little larger, slowly blocking the air from my throat. I had to get out of there before the tears came and I lost it in front of him. But first, I wrapped my hand around his and just held on for several seconds, appreciating the moment. Then I slipped out of his hold and rushed toward the back door. Bella met me as I crossed the lawn to Saint’s boat. The fresh air helped, but it did nothing to stop my tears. I soaked my sleeves wiping them away.


  As I knocked, Saint called out, “It’s open.”


  Bella trotted to his side to give him a kiss. I grabbed the water he handed to me and downed almost half the bottle. While placing the cap back on, I noticed there was a first aid kit in the middle of the table.


  “Come over here and sit,” he said, pulling out a chair for me. “You can tell me what happened while I get you cleaned up.”


  I dropped into the chair and leaned my head back. He wiped off the blood as I told him about Brady, pausing several times to glare down at me. I could see how bothered he was by everything that had gone on, but it didn’t stop him from tending to my wounds. By the time he’d disinfected the cuts and covered them in ointment, I’d also told him about what had happened with Rae.


  He took the seat next to mine. He pulled my chair closer to his, lifted my legs and spread them over his lap. “I wish you hadn’t gone there without me.”


  I leaned into his shoulder. “You don’t have to worry, Brady would never hurt me.”


  “You don’t know if that’s true.” His hands began to massage my calves. “Whatever shit he was on could have tripped him out. He could have done something crazy—to you, or to himself.” The pressure in his hands grew with his volume. “Tell me you’re not going to go over there again. Tell me you’re going to let Shane handle it from here.”


  I shrugged. “I can’t promise that.”


  “That’s not the answer I want to hear. Not when I just cleaned blood off your face from being there.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand this sweet spot you have for Brady. What do you see in him?”


  I pulled my legs from his lap and crossed them in front of me. “What happened to my face wasn’t Brady’s fault. That was all Rae.” He was right, though. I did have a soft spot for Brady that I couldn’t explain—to him, or to myself. I just cared about him. I knew my friend was somewhere within that haze of drugs and booze. He just needed to get help.


  “But it happened at Brady’s place,” he said, “and he was too fucked up to hear what was going on outside his door.”


  “No…it happened because she’s your ex-girlfriend and she’s pissed that we’re hanging out.”


  He ran his hand over his scruff. The sound of his fingers rubbing over the scratchy hairs filled the silence. “Is that all we’re doing?”


  I didn’t have an answer for that, and I didn’t really want to think of one. Not when I had other questions to ask—ones that could affect the whole nature of our relationship.


  “Why didn’t you tell me that you and Rae lived together?”


  He leaned back and crossed his hands over his chest. “Because she didn’t live here. She stayed here.”


  “Isn’t that the same thing?”


  I sounded jealous, but I wasn’t. I just wanted answers and I didn’t understand why he was holding back from telling me these things. Why I had to find out from Rae instead of him. If he was trying to protect me, I didn’t need it. I just needed the truth—I could handle that.


  “No, because she didn’t move her stuff in,” he said. “She just spent the night a lot. So no, that’s not the same thing at all.”


  “My point is, no matter how you define living here, things were much more serious between you two than you’ve led me to believe.” I wasn’t sure if that even mattered. I just wished he’d been a little more honest with me when we’d spoken about it. I really hated to ask my next question, but this one was even more important than the last. I gripped the seat of my chair with both hands. “She also said that…that she fucked you a few weeks ago. Is that true?”


  “Drew—”


  I cut him off. “Is it?”


  He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. I could see it on his face. In his eyes. In the way his lips hesitated to form any words.


  “I guess I have my answer, then.” I stood from the table. Bella leapt up from where she was sitting in the living room.


  He stood, too. “You’re not leaving.”


  “I’m not? Oh, but I think I am.”


  “Over Rae?” he asked.


  “Yes, Saint…over Rae. But not because you fucked her while you were watching out for me. That was your choice, and we weren’t anything at that point, anyway. I’m leaving because you told me that you two were done long before I came into town. And apparently, that was a lie. I thought lying was something we didn’t do to each other. I guess I was wrong.”


  I moved around him, but he twisted and blocked the path to the door. He kept his hands in his pockets the whole time. “I didn’t lie to you, Drew. Rae and I were done. We just happened to hook up out of…I don’t know—loneliness? For the sake of old times? Just to fuck?” None of those sounded very excusable to me. “Bottom line: it didn’t mean anything to me.”


  “Regardless, you should have been the one to tell me—you, Saint… not Rae.”


  He reached for my hand. I wouldn’t give it to him. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  Tears rose, but it wasn’t sadness that filled my eyes. It was anger. It spilled over my lids and ran down into the ointment he had just spread over my cuts. My mind flashed to The Ex, and how many times I’d cried over learning the truth about something he’d “forgotten” to tell me. The situation with Saint wasn’t similar.


  But lies were lies.


  “Come here,” he whispered. “I can’t stand seeing you cry.”


  I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and ignored his request. “My ex lied to me for years—one lie after another after another. Then came the cheating. I’m not doing that again, Saint. I need truth—from the beginning, until the end and all the way through. I deserve it. It’s what I promised you, and what I gave you, and it’s not what you gave me in return.”


  My breath became more labored; my body was starting to tingle. A thick fog was moving its way into my head, darkening my thoughts. My vision moved to the floor, afraid of what might happen if I saw his caramel eyes. When I finally looked up again, his hands were on my cheeks.


  “Rae means nothing to me.” He carefully moved my battered face to meet his gaze. “You do. All I want is to climb in that cage with you right now and never come out. Tell me we can have that, Drew… tell me I can have you.”


  My mind filled with images of Brady on the floor, leaning against the counter, chugging the beer and licking the powder. My ears replayed the sound of Shirley’s voice coming through the speaker on my phone. Then a flash of Rae filled my vision, the look on her face before she hauled off and slapped me. My heart was consumed with the feeling of Shane’s fingers wrapped around mine…


  …I couldn’t have my father’s hands anymore…they were blue…they were gone…


  There was too much inside me, too much all around. I looked toward the table where Saint had cleaned my wounds, on it the cloth that had wiped my face. The cloth that was stained with blood now…


  …like my parents…they were stained with blood, surrounded by a pool of it as their life left them…


  I couldn’t handle any more. Not today.


  I slipped my hands around Saint’s and pulled them off me. The movement delivered his scent…


  …the freshness of Maine, just like my mother had described it...


  I breathed it in. I swallowed it, just before I ran from him.


  “Drew!” he called out.


  I couldn’t turn around. I wasn’t sure what would come out of me if I did—not the words or the motion of my hands. Would I strip away what layers still separated us or would I slap him as hard as Rae had done to me and create an even greater distance?


  What I needed right now was silence.


  And Gianna.


  I made it past his door, jogging down his dock, then running the rest of the way to the back of the house with Bella trotting beside me.


  Then I called her.


  “I was just thinking about you,” she said, as she answered.


  “I know you’re not supposed to come for another few weeks, but I need you. I need you now. Everything is falling apart here… Brady’s using drugs, Shirley called me today, Saint lied about Rae, and he wants an answer and I can’t give him one, and…”


  “Shhh…it’s okay, Roo. I’ll be on the next flight.”


  I took a deep breath, my throat finally loosening a bit. “Okay.” I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t. And when it came to Gianna, I didn’t need to. She understood. “Okay.”


  “Where’s the closest airport?” she asked.


  I sat in the corner of the kitchen, my knees pressed against my chest. Bella rested her chin on my shoulder and licked my ear. “Bangor.”


  “I’m looking for flights right now. I’ll call you once my ticket is booked.” Even though there was silence, I could still hear her breathing. “Drew?”


  It took a few seconds before I answered. “Yes?”


  “It’s going to be okay. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”


  I was glad she had said that.


  But I didn’t know if it was true.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  “DREW?” SHANE CALLED FROM UPSTAIRS. “Drew, can you please come up here?”


  Gianna and I had just returned from the airport. We were at the kitchen counter eating take-out we’d picked up on our way back to the house. Food was our second stop; the first had been to buy an air mattress, sheets and pillows. There weren’t any beds in this house anymore, and the couch was only big enough to fit me.


  Gianna looked at me. “More house decisions?” she asked. “Or do you think he wants to talk to you about Brady?” Her long red hair hung down to her forearms as she leaned over to take a bite. It was such a comfort to have her here. During the ride from Bangor, I’d filled her in on everything that had happened since we’d last spoken. It took longer than the forty-five minute drive, so we stayed parked in front of the house until I had purged every detail. Then she’d caught me up with my parents’ estate, that the sale of their business was almost finalized and the house had been put on the market.


  I shrugged. “Hopefully Brady. I haven’t heard a thing from him, or Shane.”


  She dropped her sandwich. “Well, I’m coming along for the ride,” she joked, as we both carefully made our way up the unfinished steps.


  I found Shane in my mom’s old room, though it looked nothing like it had when I was in here last. Everything had been cleared out except the floors. I’d made sure her personal items had been boxed and placed in the basement. I knew one day I’d look through it all. I just wasn’t ready for that yet.


  Shane was on the floor, kneeling in front of three slightly raised slats, staring at whatever was underneath. “Have you seen this?” he asked.


  I took a few steps closer. There was a small cubby peeking out from under the wood, with something inside. “No,” I told him. “What is it?”


  “The slats were already loose,” he said, lifting the wood even farther. Then he pulled a small notebook out of the space and handed it to me. “She must have used this spot to hide things.”


  I couldn’t pull my eyes away from what I was holding in my hands, and I flipped it over so I could examine both sides. “Is there anything else in there?”


  “No,” he said. “Just that.”


  I didn’t have to open it to know it was her journal. I could feel my mom’s words flowing through the thin covering; I could sense her written emotions. I had a feeling I was holding answers to all the things I didn’t know.


  I carried it down the stairs, gripping it as though it were a treasure—and in all the ways that mattered, it was. I didn’t stop until I reached the counter where Gianna and I had been eating. I placed it on top where it couldn’t fall.


  “What the hell are you waiting for?” she asked. “You need to open that thing right now.”


  “I don’t know.” My chest was seizing and tingling. The sensation traveled down my legs. “I don’t know if I can.”


  “But this is what you’ve been waiting for.”


  “I know.” Once it was opened, I would know everything. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that, even with all the wondering I had done since I’d first learned about the Coswells. What if I didn’t like the answers? There was nothing I could do. I would have to live with this knowledge forever.


  I was terrified.


  “I need air.” I left the counter and moved out to the back lawn. I took the same spot that I’d been planted on for the last twenty-six days and stared out into the water. By the time I sat, Gianna had joined me, the notebook in her hands.


  “Should I read you one of the passages?” she asked, sitting down in front of me. She had also brought a blanket that she wrapped over us. Her voice was calm and quiet. “The entries are dated. I’ll start somewhere significant. Okay?”


  She didn’t wait for an answer.


  ***


  Kyle isn’t like any guy I’ve ever met. The boys in my class only want to talk about themselves, like how many goals they scored at the soccer game or how many beers they’re able to drink before they pass out. With Kyle, there’s lots of silence but it’s not awkward…he doesn’t try to fill it by grabbing at my boobs or marking my neck with hickeys. He’s more mature than that. Maybe that’s because he’s older…I don’t know.


  One time, my neighbor, Dennis, took Shirley and me to the cove that his parents own. I think he had a crush on Shirley and wanted to show off (she wasn’t interested in him, and neither was I). That’s where I’ve been taking Kyle, it’s quiet and no one can find us there, unlike the beaches around town. It’s become our favorite spot. He usually spreads out a blanket so we don’t get all sandy and I sit between his legs with the back of my head resting on his chest. He puts his arms around me, and it feels really nice.


  My parents must see how happy I am when I get home after spending time with him. But if they do, they don’t accept it.


  I don’t care that Kyle is four years older than me. I don’t think twenty is that old.


  But my father does.


  I don’t care that Kyle skipped college and went straight to work out of high school.


  But my father does.


  I don’t care that Kyle cuts my parents lawn and prunes their flowerbeds.


  But my father does.


  Kyle works hard, and he’s good at being a gardener. He loves the outdoors and nature and making things beautiful. He even sends part of his paycheck home to help his parents out.


  My father doesn’t even want to listen when I try to tell him all the good things about Kyle, and how he’s so different from the other boys in my school. All Dad cares about is that he’s twenty years old and our “gardener.” It’s okay that Shirley is dating a contractor’s son. It’s okay because it’s Shirley, and she can do no wrong, and the contractor is successful and he’s the one who built our house.


  But I don’t care what my father says.


  I’m not Shirley, thank God. And I won’t let him control me—not what I do, not my feelings, none of it.


  I love Kyle, and my father can’t change that.


  ***


  Gianna looked up from the notebook. Our eyes met, and we both shivered from the breeze that dragged our hair into our faces…and from the voice we could both hear in our heads. She knew my mom’s voice almost as well as I did.


  Her hand found mine on top of the grass and she wrapped her fingers around it. “She really loved your dad.”


  I nodded as the tears ran down my quivering lips. There had always been a deep intimacy between my parents. It wasn’t an act for my sake. But it was so comforting to hear it written in her own words, in her own thoughts.


  I felt like I had slid open their closed door and I was silently peeking in on their past.


  “The guy she referred to as her neighbor, Dennis, that’s Saint’s dad,” I said.


  I had wondered how Dennis had been intertwined with my mom, how he knew her name and her appearance well enough to mistake me for her. Now I understood.


  We both glanced toward Saint’s boat. I hadn’t spoken to him since our fight. He’d called a few times, but he hadn’t left any voicemails and I hadn’t called him back. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet.


  “Should I keep reading?” Gianna asked.


  I nodded. “I think so.”


  She slowly flipped the pages between her fingers. “Didn’t Shane tell you that your mom left Maine a few weeks before he and Shirley graduated?”


  “Yeah, that’s what he said.”


  “So that probably would have been sometime in late April or early May.” She stopped turning the pages. The color slowly drained from her face. Gradually she glanced up at me. “Oh, Roo…”


  Everything inside my body began to tighten.


  ***


  My hands won’t stop shaking. I haven’t been able to eat a thing. The back of my throat is still burning from all the times I threw up this morning. And this afternoon. I’m more than just sick.


  I’m broken.


  I’m ruined.


  It’s been two months since I last wrote in here. Until today, I wasn’t ready to say or write what I feared to be true because there was still a chance that it wouldn’t be.


  That chance is gone.


  It happened a few days after my last entry. There was a party at the clearing in the woods. Shirley didn’t want me to go. She doesn’t like it when I go to the same parties as her. She says I embarrass her. I guess she doesn’t like how the boys in her grade give me so much attention. Since I’m only sixteen, she thinks it’s inappropriate. She’s such a loser. I think she’s just jealous. I don’t know why she cares, anyway. She’s taken and has been since she was my age. But I’m her little sister and for some reason it just bothers her when I’m around.


  I went to the party anyway and, since Kyle flew home to visit his family, I took my girlfriends. We drank. We danced. We drank even more.


  We flirted with boys.


  Shooter had been checking me out for a while. Years, actually. Whenever we passed each other in the hallway or in the cafeteria or in the parking lot where Kyle picked me up after school, he would look me up and down. It was obvious he wanted me. And he made it even more obvious at the party.


  I was drinking whiskey. I hated the taste and wished it was beer, but a friend’s brother got it for us. Because none of my girlfriends have fake ID’s and there wasn’t anyone else to buy for us, we had to drink what we were given.


  I’m not using the whiskey as an excuse.


  I know what happened…


  And I knew Shooter was following me into the woods when I left the party to go to the bathroom. I saw him from the corner of my eye—our eyes had been finding each other for most of the night. I heard him behind me. And before I reached the thicker part of the woods, I felt him. What we did was wrong…I really wanted Kyle. But when Shooter started kissing me, I didn’t stop him. When he backed me up against a tree and lifted my legs around his waist, I didn’t push him away. I didn’t say no. Not to any of it.


  I said yes to everything.


  I was numb afterward. I still am. And I don’t know why I did it.


  But I did.


  A few months have passed and I can still feel him on top of me, the grass pressing into my back and the leaves brushing against my face. I wish I had listened to Shirley and not gone to the party. I wish I could take that whole night back. I wish I hadn’t had sex with Shooter.


  But I did.


  And because of that one mistake, I’m going to have to live with my poor decision for the rest of my life. I know that now, because the pregnancy test came back positive. I know the baby is Shooter’s. Until that night in the woods, I had been a virgin.


  Kyle and I still haven’t had sex.


  ***


  Gianna set the notebook down on her lap. Her mouth hung open. My chest rested against my knees; my heels tapped the grass. I couldn’t look at the book, at the white pages that had slightly yellowed from age or the young handwriting that covered them.


  I couldn’t look at the fucking truth.


  “I feel like I should say something,” she said. “I’m just not sure what it would be…or what it would do.”


  “Gianna…” It felt as if something had crawled down my throat and was pushing its way out of my chest. Everything hurt. So much. “How could she do this to me?” I whispered. “How am I supposed to feel? How am I even supposed to process that Kyle wasn’t really my dad?” My voice was rising. “What the fuck does that even mean? That I have a dad out there who’s alive…who wasn’t murdered.”


  She nodded. “Someone named Shooter.”


  “Shooter,” I repeated.


  She picked up the book again and found the place where she’d left off. “I think we both need to know how this ends.”


  I didn’t answer her. I didn’t stand or walk away. I kept my eyes on hers, waiting for the ending.


  The ending that became my beginning.


  ***


  I told my parents I was pregnant. It went exactly the way I thought it would: Dad screamed, his fists pounded on the kitchen table at the end of every sentence. Mom stayed silent, weeping into a tissue that she held under her nose. Dad yelled directly in my face…


  You’re not going to be a fucking embarrassment to this family.


  You’re a slut.


  You couldn’t keep your goddamn legs closed until you graduated.


  I’m going to fucking kill that boy of yours.


  You’ve disgraced us for the last time.


  That went on for hours. And hours. I didn’t tell them Kyle was the father. I didn’t tell them he wasn’t the father either.


  Dad gave me an ultimatum. I wasn’t surprised by it. I actually expected one. His temper and his outbursts and the way he wanted to be viewed and respected around town were all-the-time things. It wasn’t new. And I had disgraced him now, so I could either get rid of the problem or I could leave. Those were my choices. My parents probably thought I left the kitchen table so I could make my decision.


  But before I went downstairs to talk to them, I’d already made up my mind.


  The baby was my responsibility, not Shooter’s. I wasn’t even going to tell him about it. But I had to tell Kyle. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I love him, and he was so devastated by the news. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he told me he never wanted to see me again, if he’d called me all the names my father had and more.


  But he didn’t.


  We cried together, and he said how much he wished the child was his. I told him there’s no reason why it can’t be. I have money saved from working in my dad’s print shop, and Kyle has been working all this time. We have enough to get us out of Maine and set us up somewhere until we both find jobs. It’s money I was going to use for college, but now it will be money we use to start our lives together and raise our child. I told him all of this. I didn’t expect him to say yes. But he did.


  He wanted to speak to my parents first, to try to change their minds and earn their respect by taking responsibility for the baby. So he came over last night. My father barely let him speak before he started screaming…


  You ruined my fucking daughter.


  She’s only sixteen years old… you rapist.


  You couldn’t keep your goddamn dick in your pants, could you?


  Get the fuck out of my house before I call the police, and get the hell out of this state before I have you arrested.


  So Kyle and I are leaving Bar Harbor in a few hours. All I’m taking is a backpack. Other than clothes, there isn’t anything in my room that I’ll need. The most important things are my memories of Maine, and those will always stay with me.


  I know my father will tell everyone I left because I didn’t want to follow his rules, that I was a rebellious child, that his hopes for me were greater than my own. I don’t care. Unlike my father, I don’t give a shit what the townies think about me. I know the mistakes I made. They’re mine.


  And I’m not going to abort this baby because of those mistakes.


  What my father won’t tell everyone is that he’s the one who gave the ultimatum. He’s the one who threatened Kyle for trying to do the responsible thing. That’s something he’ll have to live with—not me. He’ll die with the guilt of pushing his daughter and grandchild away, of never seeing either of them again.


  He made his choice.


  I made mine.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  I COULDN’T SIT STILL. I needed movement, and to get as far away from that notebook as I could.


  So I started walking.


  My arms swung with each step. Freshness seeped in and drifted out. Gianna and Bella followed, though I didn’t know where I was leading them. Soon enough, there was no grass under my feet. There was gravel, lined by moss, twigs, and leaves. We were bordering the woods. I didn’t know what woods and I really didn’t care. The way my feet pounded against the pavement almost masked the quivering in the rest of my body. My collar was soaked from drying everything that fell from my eyes.


  Gianna held my hand. I didn’t know how long she had been clinging to me, or when exactly we’d stopped walking and had fallen to the ground. Our legs were pressed into the earth, our bodies bound around each other like we’d been packed inside a box.


  She didn’t ask me any questions. She didn’t talk at all. She knew me well enough to know I needed to get this out, this incredible tension wracking my body, slicing each of my seams until everything felt like it would spill out all at once. This wasn’t the kind of pain I’d felt when I lost my parents. This was a blinding betrayal. This was years of lies, and questioning everything I believed to be true.


  This was a completely new reality.


  I felt a burning, a gnawing inside that burrowed for a few seconds before it clawed at me again.


  Kyle would always be Dad to me, no matter what.


  But I deserved to know who my father was.


  “Why the fuck did this happen?” I asked.


  “Breathe,” Gianna reminded me. That was all I was doing. I was on the verge of hyperventilating. “Take big, slow breaths. Slow your heart.” Her hand pushed a little harder against my back, rubbing my shoulders and spine as she whispered. “There you go, just like that.”


  I’d calmed down enough to not be gasping for air. When I could finally speak, I said, “I hate her.”


  “No you don’t. You’re angry and you have every right to be. But you don’t hate your mom.”


  I pulled myself out of her arms and sat back on my heels. “Why would she do this?”


  “I know this isn’t going to make you feel any better, but it sounds like she had one stupid night with a guy at a party, and you happened because of it.” She took my hand. “But she chose the right guy to be your dad. Kyle was amazing, and that has nothing to do with who made you. You wouldn’t change that….you know you wouldn’t.”


  I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter how everything turned out. She lied to me—for my entire life. They both did.” I paused to breathe again. It seemed like something I actually had to remind myself to do. “This is fucked up and you know it.”


  “It is—it’s completely fucked up. But Roo, you can’t change what happened or the choices they made.”


  They.


  My dad had always been my hero and I loved him dearly, but I idolized my mom. I felt like the betrayal was hers more than his.


  “But I have to live with the consequences of their choices. They don’t have to face me or own up to their deception. They’re dead, Gianna…they’re dead. And I’m not.” I didn’t think I’d ever said it so bluntly before. The sound of it falling out of my mouth pulled tears to my eyes again. Bella sat next to me, her nose pressed against my cheek, her tongue lapping the drops as they fell.


  “No,” Gianna said softly. “You’re not.”


  “So what am I supposed to do now?”


  “You find out who Shooter is. If you feel comfortable enough, you’ll show him the journal and have him confirm it.”


  She made it sound so simple. It was anything but.


  My heart was beating so hard I didn’t think it would ever return to a normal rhythm. I rested my palm against it, trying to keep it from bursting through my chest. “I…”


  “We don’t have to do it now. But when you’re ready, we’ll start asking around. There are like eighty people in this damn town; someone knows who Shooter is.”


  “I don’t know when I’ll be ready.” Or if I ever would be.


  She rubbed my shoulder. “I told my boss I wouldn’t be back for a while, so I’m here as long as you need me. We’ll go at your pace.”


  Something in my chest loosened. It was a tiny shift, but I felt it. The short surge of relief was short-lived; Gianna started swatting her hands over her head and screaming. She stood and stomped her feet, dancing in a circle. “Shit…shit, shit, shit!”


  I was dumbstruck. “What are you doing?”


  “Something huge just fucking bit me!” she screamed.


  A giggle burst through my lips.


  It was the dancing.


  I couldn’t help but laugh at her. “It was probably a mosquito.”


  “They get that big here? That thing felt like a goddamned needle!”


  I got to my feet and calmed her down, examining the spot where she had been bitten. It was starting to swell. “Definitely a mosquito bite.”


  She squeezed my cheeks and stared into my eyes. “You need to get me away from these trees and these stinging pterodactyls and take me to a place that serves wine. Right now.”


  “I can try,” I said, glancing around the woods. “But I have no idea where we are.”


  She slid her hand into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. “One of these apps will get us to civilization. And if not, I’m calling a fucking cab.”


  It was so good to have her with me again.


  ***


  I took Gianna to one of the pubs on Main Street. We sat in a booth across from the bar and ordered drinks. I even asked the bartender if he could spare any ice. Gianna’s bite really needed some numbing; it was huge and painful by then.


  “Your drinks,” he said, smiling, “and your anesthetic.”


  “My savior,” Gianna said. I wasn’t sure if she meant the ice, the wine, or the bartender. She pressed the ice to her neck and the wine glass to her lips. While she guzzled down the Pinot, I took a sip of my beer. My stomach couldn’t handle any chugging. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to drink. Before I had the chance to swallow, my phone started buzzing.


  “Who is it?” she asked.


  Andy’s name appeared on the screen. I pressed a button to silence it. “My realtor.”


  “And you’re not going to answer it?”


  I shook my head.


  She dropped the ice, reached across the table and picked up the phone. “Hello?” I watched her face as she listened to him. Her nose scrunched and her eyes widened. “No, this is Gianna, her best friend. I’m so sorry. She picked me up from the airport and we…went for a walk… and she must have forgotten.”


  Forgotten?


  Damn. My meeting with Andy.


  He had scheduled one for the afternoon, to tie up some loose ends and discuss a timeline for finishing the renovations. The notebook had completely wiped my responsibilities from my mind.


  “Why don’t you guys come to us and we can talk about it over drinks?” she asked.


  I shook my head again and mouthed, “No.” I didn’t want a meeting with them today. I didn’t want to make any decisions or listen to their thoughts about the house or find out how much time I had left here in Maine. I just wanted to sit with my best friend and try to breathe. It had been far too long since I’d been able to do that.


  From the look on her face, I could tell it would be a while longer.


  “Perfect,” she chimed. I rolled my eyes. “We’re at…” she looked down at the coasters on the table, “The Brewery. We’ll see you soon.”


  The house was just a short drive from downtown, so they met us in no time. Andy slid in next to me and Shane took a seat in the booth beside Gianna. Gianna immediately introduced herself to Andy. She was smoothing things over for me, just as she’d done when she’d helped me fix my makeup in the car, though it wasn’t able to hide how swollen my eyes were or mask the emotion on my face. The men didn’t seem to notice, but I still had a feeling they knew something wasn’t right. It wasn’t like me to blow off an appointment or to be completely mute in their presence.


  “We’ll make this quick and painless,” Andy said. He placed a folder on the table and pulled out several pieces of paper with fixtures, lights, faucets, and doorknobs for us to choose from. “Which do you prefer? Small things, I know, but we need your sign-off to get them all taken care of.”


  I didn’t even bother to look at the photos. Gianna did it for me. I knew she’d pick the ones that would look the best. Instead I focused on the bartender approaching our table with a rag draped over his shoulder. I considered ordering a shot. I hadn’t really wanted to drink when we’d first gotten here, but the weight of everything was becoming overwhelming and the thought of something a bit stronger than beer sounded really good.


  “Andy,” the bartender said, “what can I get you?”


  Andy looked up from the table. “Just a water. Thanks, Joe.”


  “How about you, Shooter?” Joe asked.


  Shooter…


  My body stiffened. My heart raced as fast as it had during our walk. I gripped the edge of the table with both hands, squeezing, trying to push the words out of my mouth. “What…did he…just say?” My voice sounded like all the air had just been sucked out of my lungs.


  Everyone’s eyes turned to me.


  “He asked me if I wanted a drink,” Shane said. He glanced at Gianna and back to me. “Drew, are you okay? You’re looking a little pale.”


  “No,” I swallowed, my stomach beginning to churn, “what did he call you? That name…”


  “Oh, that,” Shane said, laughing. “He called me Shooter. It’s been my nickname since I was a kid. Only the older folks really call me that anymore.”


  I scanned his face as I’d done so many times before, but this time it was entirely different. The chocolate hair, the teal eyes, the narrow oval shaped head, the chin that was a little more pointed than it should have been, the small sloped nose. I may have looked strikingly like my mother, but the similarities between Shane and me were undeniable.


  My father…


  “Excuse me,” I said, gently pushing on Andy’s arm so he would let me out of the booth. I rushed to the bathroom and let the water from the faucet run over my hands. I dragged my wet fingers over my cheeks, my chin, the corners of my eyes…analyzing my reflection the same way I’d analyzed him.


  “Holy shit,” Gianna said, as she entered the bathroom a few seconds later. “Are you okay, Drew? I just…I can’t believe that happened.” I put my hand in the air so she’d know I needed a minute before she approached. She leaned against the wall of stalls behind me and watched my movements through the mirror. “You look like him. I wouldn’t have picked up on it without knowing who he is, but it’s so obvious now.”


  I rested my arms over the base of the sink and let it bear my weight, trying to focus on filling and releasing the air from my lungs and regaining the feeling in my limbs. Everything had gone numb, including my thoughts.


  “Do you know what this means?” she asked.


  “I do, yes…I can’t talk about it yet.”


  And really, I couldn’t. My father was the man who I’d seen almost every day since I’d arrived in Maine. He’d been in my house, chatting with me like a new friend. This whole time he’d had no idea, and neither had I. And I couldn’t even consider what else that meant and who else I was related to.


  Brady.


  My mind closed at the thought of his name.


  She slowly moved to my side without touching me. “You know, you should probably—”


  “No. Not a chance in hell.” I knew her well enough to know what she was thinking and I couldn’t believe she wanted me to do that.


  “But just think about it for a minute,” she said.


  I dipped my face under the faucet and took a mouthful of water. I swallowed and took another. “No way.”


  “Why would you wait to tell him? Right now is the perfect opportunity.”


  I leaned my back into the edge of the sink and crossed my arms over my chest. “Too much has happened today. I can’t handle any more.”


  “Drew, your father is sitting right out there and you’re not going to tell him you’re his daughter?”


  Shane was my father…


  How was this even possible?


  “You really think this is the right place to share this kind of news? That over twenty-two years ago, the girl he had sex with at a party one night had gotten pregnant with his child? And that she didn’t bother to tell him?”


  “I don’t think there is a right place,” she said calmly. “But I don’t know how you’ll be able to keep this to yourself. I wouldn’t be able to. And being that you’re furious with your mom for keeping this from you, do you really think it’s fair to do the same to Shane?” She reached her hand out, her fingers waiting for me to grab them.


  Maybe she was right. Maybe I would feel some tiny sense of relief if I told Shane everything that I had learned from my mom’s notebook.


  Maybe it was the truth I’d been searching for this whole time.


  “Okay.” I grasped her hand as she led me through the bathroom. I didn’t let go of her until we reached the table. The men just slid over to make room for us on the outside of the booth.


  “Everything okay?” Shane asked. I kept my eyes on Gianna, but I felt Shane staring at me. Andy, too. I could hear my breathing, my heart, the trembling in my stomach, and that’s what I focused on.


  When no one answered, Andy said, “Why don’t we reschedule this meeting, Drew? Looks like this might not be the best time for you. I’ll give you a call tomorrow and we can figure out when to reconvene.”


  I slowly glanced to my side, taking in the concern that covered his face. “Thank you, Andy. I appreciate that.”


  I got on my feet so he could exit the booth. He patted my shoulder, his eyes soft and understanding, obviously realizing I could use the tenderness. The three of us watched him walk out of the bar.


  “I’ll go too, then,” Shane offered.


  “No!” Gianna shouted. “Sorry. I mean…you probably want to stay.”


  I sat down again, my gaze gradually shifting across the table. I was afraid to look at him, afraid of how I’d react when I stared into his eyes.


  My father’s eyes.


  So I started off slowly, my focus creeping around his face. His lips were full like mine, the bottom one slightly larger than the top. We had the same highlights, copper and bronze tones that peeked out from our dark strands. The same nose.


  Gianna’s hands rustled under the table as she placed the notebook in front of Shane. “What you found in the floorboards was Rebecca’s diary.”


  Shane kept his hands still and his eyes on me. “I thought it might be.”


  “Drew…” Gianna said, reminding me I needed to speak, too.


  I took a deep breath and reached for my beer, downing everything that was left in the glass. I didn’t even feel the chill of the liquid or the bubbles burning the back of my throat.


  “We read some of it,” Gianna continued. “She described…that thing… that happened between you two.”


  He sighed and traced the grooves on the table with his thumb. “I know we talked about your family, Drew, and I’m sorry I left that part out. I really believed what happened between your mom and me was a detail you didn’t need to know.”


  “Ordinarily, I would have agreed,” I said. I was surprised by the sound of my voice and how easily it was to speak those words. “But in this case, it actually does matter.”


  He glanced from me to Gianna. “And why is that?”


  Gianna reached for the journal and opened it to the page that explained it all in my mom’s words. She set it back down on the table for him to read. He didn’t look at it. His eyes bore into my face instead. “Tell me what it says, Drew.” It wasn’t a demand. It was an honest, sincere plea. “Please.”


  Gianna was right. There would never be a perfect time to tell him. And I knew nothing would ever be the same for either of us after this moment. He had gone all these years thinking he only had one child and I had gone just as long thinking Kyle was my biological father. But I couldn’t hold it back from him. He deserved to know as much as I had.


  “It says that I’m your daughter.”


  The color drained from his face. His eyes went wide, his mouth opened, his thumbnail stopped tracing the nicks and grooves and it rested flat on the table. “No…”


  “Yes,” Gianna affirmed.


  “But how—"


  “You got her pregnant,” Gianna said.


  Shane absorbed the thought for a moment. “I’m…your father?”


  I nodded.


  “Kyle didn’t…” he paused.


  “She was a virgin,” I told him.


  “I didn’t know,” he breathed, reaching across to rest his hand over mine. “Drew, I swear to you, I didn’t know.”


  “I know you didn’t.” I searched his eyes trying to understand his reaction. “Nobody knew, not even me. Just her and my father…I mean, Kyle.” Honestly, I didn’t know what I meant. “She explains that she intentionally kept it from you. If you hadn’t found her journal, we never would have known.”


  “I have a daughter.” His voice wasn’t any louder than a whisper. His fingers still held mine. “I have you.”


  “And I have…” I struggled with the word. It had only meant one person to me until today. I hadn’t expected to ever be able to speak it again in the proper context, especially not to a man who looked at me with eyes that so closely matched mine. I’d always felt a warmth from Shane, even from the first day we had met. “I have a father.” I felt the warmth once again as I told him who he was to me.


  “Yes,” he said, his eyes glistening. “You do.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  “DREW…HEY,” SAINT SAID, AFTER THE FIRST RING.


  He sounded surprised by my call. I was surprised, too. I had no intention of reaching out to him. But something had forced the phone into my hand, looked up his contact information, and hit the button that would connect our call. It wasn’t Gianna—she was asleep. It was an emotion.


  Anger? I still couldn’t believe he had lied to me about Rae. Longing? There was probably some of that in there as well. But that wasn’t what I wanted to talk about. Not now, at least. I needed to get my mind off things for a bit, and Saint had always been able to do that for me.


  “You’re not in the water,” I said. I moved away from the window that looked out to the ocean and took a seat at the kitchen table.


  “Neither are you, I see.”


  I felt myself blush. I wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t said anything sexual. Maybe it was because we had both glanced out at the same spot at the same time. The boat was only about a hundred-yards from the house, yet it felt like so much more. Not just distance, but time, too.


  Was I weeks ahead or weeks behind?


  “Nope,” I said. “No water for me tonight.”


  He sighed into the phone. “I can hear in your voice how badly you need those waves.”


  I brushed my fingers through my hair, spending a few extra seconds on my scalp, trying to rub away the tension. A headache was building. I wasn’t actually sure if it had gone away since we’d left the bar. Saint was right; I did need the water.


  “I called you instead,” I said. That seemed like a lie, but maybe it wasn’t entirely.


  “I’m glad you did.” He paused. “Have I helped any?” He chuckled into the phone, probably knowing how ridiculous and awkward this conversation was. It was so much different than being in his presence— and things felt so different since our fight. I sensed that he wanted to say a lot more. Maybe the tone of my voice had told him not to.


  “A little, I think.” Bella trotted into the kitchen and grazed her cheeks over my knees. She wanted attention. It had probably been a few days since she’d gotten the super love that I usually gave her. I felt guilty. “I have to go.”


  “Okay, then. Tell Bella I said hello.”


  That made my blood rush a little more. “I will.”


  I was ready to hang up, but I jumped back in while the connection was still open. “Hey, Saint?” There was silence. “Justin?”


  I heard the phone scrape against his scruff. “Yeah?”


  “Thank you. I just wanted to say that.”


  He exhaled heavily. “No problem. Goodnight, Drew.”


  I realized I didn’t need water at that moment to be peaceful. All I needed was him.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  EVEN THOUGH WE DIDN’T DOUBT what my mom had written in her journal, especially since Shane had confirmed what had happened that night in the woods, we still decided it was important to take a paternity test. Considering all the lies that had been told over the years, we just wanted to make absolutely sure we finally knew the real truth. The results were positive.


  I had a father again.


  The change between Shane and me happened gradually. We began spending more time together and started talking about our pasts. He continued working at the house every day, but now we’d eat together during his lunch break, and sometimes he’d stay for dinner. I learned that his marriage to Shirley hadn’t lasted very long and during their separation he had gotten Brady’s mom pregnant. Brady was born right after their divorce was finalized. He never remarried.


  His past was almost as complicated as my mom’s.


  Our conversations often drifted to Brady. My brother. It didn’t matter how many hours had passed since I’d learned that I had a sibling, saying that word still felt strange…especially considering what I’d thought his intentions were toward me. I’d spent my whole life as an only child. Finding out that I had a brother and having it be someone so immediate and someone who I already cared about, only made me want to help him even more.


  He wouldn’t let me, though.


  Shortly after Shane had gone over to Brady’s place to talk to him, Rae told us that Brady had taken off. He had made it very clear to her that he didn’t want to be found. He left his truck, and he even disconnected his cell phone. We did everything we could to locate him. Our only hope was that he would get in touch with Rae and that she would lead us to him. So far he hadn’t.


  Every night after Shane went home and Bella had been walked, Gianna and I would sit in front of the newly-installed gas fireplace and read a little more from my mom’s journal. Now that I finally understood why my grandparents had no part in our lives, I was trying to accept why she hadn’t told me about Shane. Shane believed my mom had made the right decision, that she wanted me to have a real father, and that at eighteen he wouldn’t have been what I needed. That didn’t excuse her for keeping it a secret from me or him.


  But I didn’t hate her for it.


  Whatever she’d kept from me couldn’t undo all that she’d given me, all that she’d sacrificed to make sure I had a wonderful life. She was faced with an impossible decision at such a young age—something I couldn’t relate to in the least—and even though I barely existed at the time, she chose me over her own parents. Having her journal allowed me to get close to her again and the letters she had sent to Marilyn confirmed her feelings for me from the very beginning.


  Whether I would go back to Florida or not was a question that seemed to linger between Gianna and me. There was about a month left before the renovations would be finished, and Andy was already generating a list of investors to pitch the property to. It was a decision that I just wasn’t ready to make yet. So rather than talking about what I would do when the house was done, Gianna and I shopped for winter clothes. Things we’d never been able to wear before, like lined boots and hats, thick wool scarves and mittens. And when she couldn’t fit any more into her suitcase, we went apple picking. We were trying to immerse ourselves in a real Maine autumn.


  ***


  “Saint’s out there tonight,” Gianna said from the kitchen window.


  Since she’d arrived in Maine, I’d completely avoided taking her anywhere near the Trap House. I wasn’t ready for a face-to-face conversation with him just yet. I had sent him a text after our phone call, letting him know that I was dealing with a lot more than just his ties to Rae. His reply said he would give me the space I needed and he had.


  But I missed him terribly.


  It wasn’t just the way he kissed me or how he made my body feel. I missed his presence, the intensity of his stare, the comfort of his darkness, the way he watched over me protectively and made sure nothing became too much. I didn’t think it was fair to keep hanging out with him and letting our feelings grow if I wasn’t going to stay in Maine. That didn’t seem fair to either of us. And the next time I was with him, I wanted to be ready to give him a definite answer, one way or the other.


  My uncertainty didn’t stop Gianna from constantly mentioning his name. It seemed that every evening around his swim time, she just so happened to be near the window, and she never failed to make a comment. But her words weren’t necessary; Saint was always on my mind. I didn’t know how he didn’t freeze in that water. A part of me believed he only swam because he was hoping it would get my attention.


  It absolutely did.


  She glanced between me and the windowpane, her mouth slightly open. “I know it’s late and my eyes are tired…and I’ve had a few glasses of wine so everything looks better to me right now, but holy hell.”


  I laughed.


  We had just returned from The Brewery. For every glass of wine she had drank, I matched it with a soda. Someone needed to drive. And I wanted a clear head. For a while I had just wanted to bury my thoughts and silence them. But now I wanted to listen to what they were saying and I wanted to be in control instead of letting them control me.


  I rested my chin on my palm and crossed my legs. “I know how good he looks. If the spotlight from his boat was on, you’d be able to see a lot more.”


  “Oh, it’s on.” She faced the window again. “It’s shining right on him. And the wetsuit is clinging to every single—”


  My heart fluttered at the thought. “I know.”


  She smiled as she walked to the table. “Oh, my Roo…” She took the seat in front of me. “You know I’ll listen to anything you have to say, even if it’s a continuous repeat of what you said the day before.” Her red lips smirked. Nearly every conversation we had about Saint was identical. I didn’t realize it until she pointed it out. That made me smile. “But it’s time you give me a solid reason why you two aren’t together. So far, I haven’t heard one. And knowing how you feel about him—and after seeing that body in the ocean, close enough to be able to touch it wherever and however you want—I don’t understand what’s stopping you.”


  I shook my head. “I’ve given you more than one.” I thought of all the talks we had at night, while we were walking Bella and during the meals we hadn’t eaten with Shane. I’d been giving her solid reasons all along. But the overriding reason was right in front of us both. “He lives in Maine, and I live in Florida. How about that?”


  “Wrong. You lived in Florida. Past tense.”


  “Lived? My whole life is there.”


  Her voice turned soft. “No, it was there. It isn’t there anymore.” I felt tears sting my eyes as I realized how right she was. “I’m there and my parents are there. It’s warm and comfortable all year long and it doesn’t have any of those flying pterodactyls that love sucking the fuck out of me and leaving welts all over my body.” I was laughing and crying at the same time. “Those aren’t reasons enough for you to give up what you have here.”


  It wasn’t just my past I would be leaving behind if I moved. It was the memories of my parents, of my childhood. Of the beautiful life they’d made for me beginning under the worst of circumstances. “What about them?”


  “Drew…”


  I leaned back in the chair, pulled my knees up to my chest, and wrapped my hands around them. “I can go to the park and the beach and remember being there with them. They’re in the air…in the sunshine. They are Florida, and Florida is home. I don’t have anything like that here.” I took a breath and raised my hand in the air, stopping her from interrupting because that’s what she was going to do. My vision drifted toward the window and the knowledge of Saint on the other side. “Maine doesn’t feel like anything but lies to me.”


  She slid closer and rested her hands on my knees. “Then give it truth and make it your home. Make this house yours. Take out your camera and your computer—because you know I brought them with me—and start a career here. Your love for photography is still in there…it’s just been clouded over by pain.” She squeezed her fingers around mine. “I know how much they meant to you. But Roo, they’re gone. You can’t let what happened to them stop you from living. You’ve done that. It didn’t work. Maybe this will.” I couldn’t see her through my tears. “You have a father here, and a brother…and him.” She pointed out the window. “Holy fuck…you have him, and he wants you.” Again, I was laughing and crying. Only Gianna could do that to me. “Life is coming back to you…so let it. Don’t give up this home; don’t give up the chance for new memories. Your mom was born here; this is where you learned the truth about her, and about yourself.” She looked around the kitchen, with its renovations and its new finishes. “The flesh may have changed, but the soul is still hers.”


  I glanced down at our locked hands. The only time we’d ever been apart was for college, and even then we’d visited often and spent every break together. Moving to Maine was such a permanent disconnection from her. She was the only stable force in my life and I’d just gotten her back. Could I really leave her again? “I don’t want to be away from you.”


  Tears filled her eyes now, too. “I don’t want that either. But more than that, I want you to be okay again. So you can’t let that stop you.” I knew she was right. “You have Shane and Saint. They’ll always be with you.”


  My back straightened; I felt the furrow between my brows. With the people I loved, there was never an always. My parents were gone; my newly-discovered brother had already disappeared. “You can’t say that—it’s not true.”


  “And you don’t know that it isn’t.” With Gianna here, I’d finally been able to sleep more. But there had been a few times in the last several days when I’d woken up to find her gone. She’d said she was taking Bella for walks, but now I had a sneaking suspicion that she was out talking to Saint.


  “Is that what he told you?”


  She shrugged. “Maybe.” The gaze from her green eyes deepened and her hand tightened around mine. “So tell me, my dearest friend, what are you going to do?”


  My heart was racing again, and my breathing felt challenged.


  The answer to her question was clear; I just wasn’t ready to share it. Having the words come through my lips would make it more real, more definite than when they were just thoughts in my head. I knew I wanted to be with Saint. I knew I wanted to spend more time with Shane. I knew I wanted to be close to Brady and help him through his addiction. But as long as I didn’t tell anyone, I could still change my mind. I could still go back to Florida and figure out what was there for me, though I knew the answer to that too.


  There was nothing but memories.


  “I don’t know,” I said eventually.


  “I think you do.”


  She really did know me too well.


  When I was finally able to calm myself down, I went into the laundry room and grabbed Bella’s leash. I handed Gianna a jacket and took one for myself. “You’re right…I do know. But I’m not ready to say it just yet.”


  She smiled. “All that matters is that you know.”


  And I did. Finally, I did.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  ANDY WALKED AROUND THE KITCHEN, examining the cabinets and drawers, looking over the backsplash for chips in the tile. He scrutinized the corners of the walls to make sure the paint had been cut perfectly. He opened all the new stainless steel appliances one at a time, studied the flooring and the molding, testing the spaces where the hardwood met the lower cabinets to ensure there were no flaws or warping. The final set of finishes had arrived the day before, so Shane was finally able to finish all the work on the kitchen. This was the first time Andy had seen it completed.


  After his thorough inspection, he leaned across the counter opposite us. “Excellent job, Shane,” he said. “I’m highly impressed with what you’ve done here. The investors will be, too.”


  “I appreciate that,” Shane said. He winked at Josh who stood in the doorway, thanking him for stepping in to help finish the work. Brady wasn’t here so there was no one else to share the credit.


  Gianna nudged me. “Don’t you…” she whispered, “…you know… have something to tell Andy?” She wiggled her eyebrows in his direction.


  “So what’s the status on the rest of the repairs?” Andy asked.


  “Thanks to Josh’s help, we’re ahead of schedule,” Shane assured him. “A few more weeks tops, before it’s all done.”


  “Can you email me a completion date by tomorrow?” Andy asked.


  “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Shane said.


  Gianna’s stare intensified. She cleared her throat very loudly.


  Andy smiled. “Perfect. I’m going to have my stager come over in the afternoon to take some measurements so she can have everything ordered and ready by your date. We’ll get the photos taken once the house is all dressed, and then we can have it listed on the MLS immediately.” He turned toward me. “Drew, the paperwork will be ready for you to sign in the next few days. Once I have your signature, you’re free to head back to Florida. In fact, I’d prefer you to move out before we start staging because the house will show better and stay cleaner if it’s vacant.”


  “Drew…” Gianna whispered. It was sort of a growl too.


  I said nothing.


  Shane caught her tone and looked at us both. “I’ll email you the date in a little bit, Andy,” he said.


  “Very good,” Andy said.


  Josh left the kitchen with Shane following behind him, but not before Shane cast one more sideways glance at me.


  Andy put his things back in his briefcase. “Any questions, Drew?”


  Gianna looked at me again.


  “No, I think we’re good.” I smiled as best as I could. “Thank you, Andy.”


  He said good-bye and left.


  I grabbed my jacket and slipped out the back before Gianna could call me out. When I reached the peninsula and took a seat, I realized how much I missed the water. I missed its coolness and the pressure of the wetsuit against my skin, the way I could lose myself in the waves. Those waves had given me so much support when I needed it…and I still did. But I hadn’t found the time to get in since Gianna arrived, which was a good thing, since I didn’t want to face Saint yet and certainly not in what had become our sacred place.


  I’d heard Gianna walking behind me as soon as I’d left the house. Now she was at my back. “Roo, what the hell? Why didn’t you say anything about not selling the house?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered. I thought she would have given me a few minutes to breathe before bombarding me with questions. I was wrong. I tried to ignore her along with the boat that was parked behind me by keeping my eyes straight ahead. I focused on the trees surrounding the water. The branches were becoming bare, their trunks wedged into the sides of the hills. It was as if those trees knew where they belonged and they weren’t letting go for anything. I felt something similar. I would never see any of this in Florida—no changing leaves, no fall, no mountains. No freshness.


  No Saint.


  The scenery offered a calming silence. I felt filled by my surroundings, and I didn’t want to give it up. I didn’t think my mom would either, but I just needed a little more time before I could speak my answer.


  Since she hadn’t said another word, but she still stood at my side, glaring down with her hands on her hips, I added, “I don’t have to sign the paperwork for a few more days.”


  “I thought we had this all settled—that you’re staying and keeping the house.”


  I nodded. “We did.”


  “So why didn’t you tell him?”


  I glanced back toward the water. Her perfume and lotion were mixing with the freshness. It still smelled good; Maine smelled better. “Because I need more time.”


  “Roo, Roo…Roo.” She sighed her feelings into the ocean. It echoed over the water. “You needing time makes me need a drink.” She turned and left me and Bella on the rocks.


  ***


  I was awakened by an emptiness, a wave of anxiety filling my chest. My eyes popped open; my hand reached behind me to feel for Gianna. It grabbed nothing but a handful of blanket.


  She was gone. Bella, too.


  Something had felt off between us since she had left me on the peninsula. We hadn’t spoken much in the hours that had followed. I was beyond grateful to have her here, but we’d been together non-stop since she’d arrived in Maine. Now that I was making decisions that would alter my life forever, maybe we both needed some time to ourselves.


  But I still wanted to make sure she was okay so I checked for her in the bathroom and all the rooms upstairs. She wasn’t in any of them. I passed the kitchen sink on my way to the back door and I glanced through the window. The light from Saint’s boat caught my attention. Gianna was kneeling on the peninsula with Bella next to her and Saint was in the water. I was too far away to see their expressions or to hear what they were saying.


  I hoped to hell she wasn’t telling him I was planning on staying.


  That wasn’t her place.


  But I wasn’t going to march down the lawn and interrupt their conversation. That seemed a little crazy. So I patiently waited for her at the table, dwelling on each thought like I always did. I even sat in the darkness, as I didn’t want to draw their attention and cut their conversation short by turning on the kitchen light.


  Finally, the back door opened. “Good girl,” Gianna said. The door creaked as it closed. “Let me get you a treat.” She stepped into the kitchen and moved over to the cabinet not far from where I sat.


  “Are you and Saint all caught up?” I said loudly.


  She jumped and screamed. “You scared the shit out of me!”


  “That’s what you get for being sneaky.”


  She glared and continued past me, pouring herself a glass of water. “I wasn’t being sneaky. I was doing what you should have been.”


  I rubbed my eyes. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” I knew it was around midnight because that was the time Saint went swimming. But the few hours of sleep I had gotten felt like a full night’s worth. I was awake and alert, and there was plenty of snark in my tone.


  “It means that someone had to say something to him, Drew, and you didn’t seem to want to. So I took it upon myself.” She moved over to where I sat. Apparently she was feeling just as snarky. “You’re acting like a complete idiot and it’s driving me insane.”


  “Gianna Rossi—”


  “Let me finish.” She took a deep breath and shifted her weight. Gianna was anything but subtle, so I tried to prepare myself for what she was about to hit me with. “I see how you look out the window toward his boat, how you check your phone to see what time it is, wondering if he’s home or working or swimming. I see the expression on your face every time his name comes up. I see you looking around this house, asking yourself if this could be your home because I know that’s what you really want. And I know you want to be with him; you’ve just got your reservations. And that’s okay. But I’m not going to let you fuck this up. He’s too special, Drew. He gets it—all of it. He knows what it’s like to lose a parent.”


  An odd sense of relief poured through me. My body stopped shaking and my stomach settled. “You talked to him about all of that just now?”


  “Oh, please. You know me better than that.” She smiled, the sound of her voice finally returning to normal, and she twirled a chunk of my hair between her fingers. “I’ve been secretly talking to him since I got here.”


  I smacked her leg. “I knew it.”


  “Did you really think I wouldn’t drill the man my best friend is in love with?”


  “In love with?” It sounded so stark and definite.


  She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Drew. In love with.”


  I felt my cheeks blush. I glanced away from her and over to the sink where I had spent so many nights watching Saint in the water. In love with Saint. It didn’t sound wrong at all.


  Then my eyes dropped to the countertop that I had helped Andy choose, and the furnishings Shane had so expertly installed. Shane…


  My father.


  Andy was right; a buyer would be impressed with the kitchen because it was perfect. The house was, too. And it was mine.


  And then my thoughts drifted to Brady…my brother.


  I had a brother.


  My family wasn’t in Florida anymore. My family was in Maine.


  “So what am I supposed to do now?” I asked.


  “Oh. My. God.” She dropped my hair, grabbed my fingers and lifted me off the seat. “You’re supposed to get your ass out there and tell him how you feel. And that you’re not leaving Maine. I can carry you if you need me to…I’m stronger than I look.”


  I stopped chewing the inside of my cheek. “I need to get dressed.”


  “Oh no,” she said, leading me toward the laundry room. “None of that slinking off and chickening out shit. You’re putting on a jacket and leaving right now.”


  I stood in front of the washing machine, my eyes darting between my jacket and the door.


  “What the hell are you waiting for?” she shouted. She didn’t let me think. She wrapped the jacket around me, opened the door and pushed me through it. “Get out there and tell that beautiful man that you love him, dammit!”


  She always knew the right thing to say.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  I RAN STRAIGHT DOWN THE LAWN and to the peninsula, stopping only when I reached the section of rock that was directly across from Saint. He was in the middle of the water, his back to me, swimming toward the other side.


  I didn’t want to wait. And I didn’t want him to come to me.


  I wanted to go to him.


  I knew how cold the water was going to be, so I took a few deep breaths and tried to prepare myself for the shock my body was about to experience. Then I stripped off my sweatshirt to keep it from weighing me down. It didn’t matter how much air I sucked into my lungs to brace myself; nothing could have made me ready for the icy liquid that splashed over my face and drenched my skin when I dove in. My muscles locked as my chest heaved. My ears were ringing. But I pushed through it, streamlining as far as I could. I didn’t have goggles to help me see or a cap to keep my hair out of my face. I was a cold mess. When I finally surfaced, I squeezed the water out of my eyes, dolphin kicked with my legs, and swept my arms into a breaststroke.


  Saint had no idea I was behind him.


  He turned on the rock when he reached the other side, and he spotted me. He stopped moving instantly. I had reached the middle of the pool; the only light was the one from his boat, but it was enough for me to see him. The intensity from his golden gaze halted me.


  “Are you fucking crazy?” he yelled.


  He didn’t give me a chance to respond. He tucked his head into the water and sprinted at me, his arms crawling over his head. When he reached me, he wrapped his arm around my waist and swam me over to the rock. “You don’t have a wetsuit on. You’re going to freeze.”


  “I don’t even feel it,” I said.


  All I felt were his hands on my waist as he readied to lift me onto the peninsula.


  “Drew—”


  “I’m sorry I haven’t called you again…and I’m sorry I haven’t returned your last few messages. And I’m sorry I’ve kept you waiting.” I didn’t think he was prepared for so much regret from me. “The only way I’ll let you take me out of this water is if you come with me.”


  I tried to make myself heavier, to hold firm so I could prove to him that I wasn’t going anywhere without him. But we both knew I wasn’t physically strong enough to make him do anything he didn’t want to do. I hoped he saw my reasoning and understood what I was telling him.


  He ran his hands through his hair. Then he clutched me again and hoisted me onto the rock as if I weighed only a few pounds. His hands lingered on my leg, thoughts crossed his face in the illumination from the boat light. Several seconds later, he climbed out of the water and lifted me off my feet yet again.


  He carried me to his boat; I said nothing. I kept my silence when he set me down on one of the chairs in his kitchen, wrapping a blanket over my shoulders and tucking in the ends. Then he left to find a blanket for himself. When he finally sat down across from me, his caramel gaze consumed me. It was his turn to keep silent.


  He was waiting for an explanation. A justification.


  An answer.


  I’d left the house and sprinted down the lawn without composing what I wanted to say. All I wanted was for him to know I was sorry, and now he did. I didn’t know what to say next. But being this close, his scent wafting from his suit, his eyes drawing me in, the words came without effort. Nothing else mattered at that moment.


  Nothing but him.


  “I was scared,” I said. “Scared of admitting what I really wanted, of wanting what I really wanted. And of giving in and being hurt again.”


  “I know, Drew. Gianna told me everything. Shane, Brady—all of it.” His hand found my cheek. I was thankful that he still wanted to touch me. It had been far too long since he had. “Don’t be upset with her. I needed to understand, and now I do.”


  “I’m not upset with her,” I said. “I’m upset with myself. I should have been the one to tell you.”


  He nodded, sliding his hand through my hair and tilting my head so our eyes were aligned.


  “Say it, then,” he whispered.


  “I’m staying.”


  His teeth sank into my bottom lip. “Say it one more time.”


  “I’m staying in Maine.” The words were muffled, but he still understood me. “I’m not leaving.”


  He sucked my lip into his mouth and his tongue danced around it. I jumped up and wrapped my arms around his neck, straddling my legs over his waist. He stood and lifted me with him, holding me against his body and carrying me. I had no idea where we were going; I was too busy clawing at the neck of his wetsuit, my fingers needing to feel his skin.


  More water rained down on us, warm and forceful from the shower as steam filled the air. He pushed my back against the wall and tore off my tank top and my sweatpants. I rushed to unzip his wetsuit. There was almost no separation between our naked bodies.


  His muscles flexed as I gently scraped my nails over his back. It was as if I could feel the bars of the traps that were inked on his skin, as if the pressure of my fingers was opening them to free us both. My lips skimmed over the waves on his arms. Despite the sensations that were pulsing through me, I couldn’t ignore the symbolism, what this meant and how far we’d come. There was nothing left to cage us from each other anymore.


  Not even us.


  “Tell me again,” he breathed over my chest, his lips hovering just above my nipple. “Tell me you’re mine.”


  I gripped his cheeks and pulled his face toward me. My legs tightened around his waist. “I’m yours. You have me…completely. Entirely.” My fingers glided around his neck as I reached for his hair, and I gripped it as tightly as I could. I wanted him to know I wasn’t going to let go of him again. “I’m yours, Justin…I’m yours.”


  The water ran down my chest, dripping toward every sensitive spot on my body. Saint carried me from the shower and threw me on his bed, his tongue following the trails of droplets as he licked everything, everywhere. His teeth circled each rise again and nibbled at them; his hands found my wetness and he used his fingers to fill me. Soft moans came from his mouth; louder sounds streamed from mine.


  He finally gave me what I’d desired, stopping just long enough to put on a condom. When he entered me, we moved together in a rhythm that allowed both of us to flex our hips and meet in the middle. We ground and circled each other. He sensed the pressing need from the other parts of my body and used his fingers and lips to give them what they enjoyed.


  His breathing was my guide. And when there was a change in his sounds, a quickening, it triggered something within me…a build. His lips crashed down over mine, my hands wrapped around his neck and tugged him even closer. We shuddered together.


  He didn’t pull away or leave me. He stayed inside, tracing my chin, my cheeks, my lips with the tips of his fingers. He was using his touch to show me his emotions. His love.


  I needed to know that he’d heard mine.


  “I love you, Saint.”


  I finally felt free enough to say it.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  SAINT HELD MY HAND AS WE WALKED into Paul’s office. I didn’t know why he had requested this meeting or what he wanted to discuss. Maybe it was about the check that I’d asked him to write from the Coswells’ account and give to his son. Andy had spent so much time helping me with the renovations and preparations. Even though I’d decided not to sell the property, I wanted to make sure he was compensated for his time.


  “Where’s Bella?” the secretary asked. “I got her a treat.” She placed a rather large bone on the counter. It was a kind gesture considering how our initial interaction had gone.


  “She’s at home,” I said, savoring the significance of the word. “Sleeping, I’m sure.”


  The door to Paul’s office was open. He waved us in.


  Saint continued to hold my hand as we took a seat in the chairs in front of his desk. My eyes wandered around the office. I couldn’t help but recall the last time I’d been in here. It had only been six weeks earlier, but so much had changed in that short time. There was now a Maine driver’s license inside my wallet. Gianna had purchased a return ticket, but she would only be in Florida long enough to grab some of her things and her car. Then she was driving straight back to Maine. She wasn’t sure the move would be permanent, but she was falling in love with this state as much as I was. And because I spent every night on Saint’s boat, she basically had the house to herself. Not staying there made mornings much less awkward, since Shane arrived at the house to finish the renovations at the same time Saint usually left for work.


  Shane hadn’t taken on a protective father role yet, but my love life wasn’t something I wanted to throw in his face. He was getting a little edgier every day, a little less patient. It was because of Brady. He still hadn’t returned, and we’d had no luck finding him. Saint helped with the search, checking all the places his dad had hid out over the years before he’d gone to rehab. But Brady wasn’t in any of those locations. Until he turned up on his own, there was nothing we could really do.


  Still, it troubled us all.


  “It’s nice to see you, Drew.” Paul smiled, his eyes moving over to Saint. “And you, Justin.” He removed several sheets of paper from his drawer and placed them in the middle of his desk. “I have some final paperwork for you to sign. Since you didn’t use all the money that had been set aside for the repairs, I was instructed to transfer the remaining balance to you.” He handed me a pen and I signed my name in all the places he indicated. “Did you happen to remember to bring the folder?” he asked.


  “I have it right here,” Saint said, placing it on the desk. It was the folder Paul had given me when I’d come to his office the first time. I hadn’t even bothered to ever look inside of it.


  Paul took the documents that I signed, made photocopies of each, and clipped them to the ones that were already stapled to the top of the folder. That was after he peeked inside, scanning the sheets in the pile. “You never opened this envelope?” he asked.


  “What envelope?” I had no idea what he was talking about.


  “The letter your grandmother wrote you. It’s right in here, and it’s still sealed.”


  He slid the envelope over to me. I read what was written on the front: From Marilyn Coswell, your grandmother.


  My chest began to tighten and a wave of heat spread over my face. “Should I open it now?”


  “Only if you’re comfortable,” Paul said.


  I looked over at Saint for guidance. His fingers moved to my shoulder, massaging the muscles, giving me his warmth and courage. “Are you okay with this?” he asked.


  “I think so.” I tore the envelope and removed the letter, unfolding it without taking my eyes off him.


  “Read it out loud,” he said. His hand lifted to the back of my neck, and he kissed me.


  My eyes went down to the paper and I began to read.


  ***


  My Dearest Drew,


  It warms me to know that you’ve decided to come to our home. I don’t believe that was an easy decision for you to make, as I have to assume you didn’t know much about your Maine family. What little you were told probably wasn’t very favorable. The truth is, we weren’t the parents your mother deserved. My husband and I made a lot of mistakes, and there are many things I wish I could change. The way we treated Rebecca is one of them.


  I remember the day as if it was yesterday. I knew something was wrong; I could tell by the look on her face. She always had a sparkle in her eyes, but on that day the sparkle was from her tears. Full of pep and vinegar, she was. A crier, she wasn’t. So I knew whatever she had to tell us was extremely difficult to share. My heart broke for my child. God knows it did.


  My husband was demanding, relentless, and a very stubborn man. He never wavered, and he never showed remorse. He ran a strict household, and Rebecca had broken one of his many rules. How he treated her was entirely wrong, and I did everything in my power to convince him of that. Lord knows I tried. But in the end, I wasn’t strong enough to choose my child over my husband. So I didn’t. I kept her room exactly the way she had left it. That was the only piece of her I had, and I went into that room as often as I could, sitting on her bed, resting my head against her pillow to smell her memory. As a mother, a child’s smell is something you never forget. I never wanted to take a chance that I would.


  Through the years, I only heard from your mother twice. I kept her letters beside my bed. But I never wrote her back, and I regret that every day. I was too ashamed. Too embarrassed by my weakness to tell her the words she deserved to hear long ago. Some say better late than never. I say your mother was better off not having me in her life. I know I wasn’t better off for not having her in mine.


  I know it sounds like I’m asking for your sympathy. I’m not. And I’m not asking you to understand my side. I’m just explaining myself and reconfirming that your mother made the right choice. I, however, didn’t. My husband would never admit this, even if he could answer me from the other side, but the news of your mother’s passing was the beginning of his descent. Neither of us had been healthy. But the news really compromised everything. Now I’ve lost him and I know I’m on my way. My light is gone. I feel it. So I thought it was time to put my affairs in order. That’s what this is. My final confession, I suppose you could say. I feel no lighter for offering it, but I felt you deserved something from me by way of an explanation.


  It was Shirley’s idea to leave you the house, although I had planned on it anyway. She wanted you to have a piece of home, even if that’s a home you may never have known about. Maine was your mother’s favorite place. Maybe now it can be yours.


  I hope you and Shirley will be able to connect as I know she would really enjoy that. She never reached out to you out of respect for your mother, but now I hope she can find a place in your life.


  My last wish is for your happiness. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Hearing the way your mother spoke about you in her letters, it sounded like she made sure of it as she didn’t want your life to be anything like hers. She was so proud of you. I am, too. And I’m hopeful. The feeling is actually stronger than hope. It’s light. It’s your light, Drew.


  With Love,


  Marilyn


  ***


  The letter gave me more clarity than I could have hoped for. It was ironic that I’d been in possession of it since I’d arrived in Maine. Had I just faced the fear and opened the file, so many of my questions could have been answered from the beginning. It would have saved me weeks of sleepless nights and dwelling on the unknown. But maybe if I had learned the truth earlier on, I wouldn’t have stayed.


  Maybe I wouldn’t have had Saint.


  And because of that, I wouldn’t have taken any of it back. Not the tears, not the unknown, not the solitude or the bite of the frigid water.


  None of it.


  “Have you spoken to Shirley yet?” Paul asked.


  My eyes gradually rose and met his. I shook my head. “She left a voicemail, but we haven’t been able to connect.”


  “Shirley did push Marilyn to leave you the house. I thought you should know.”


  Maybe that was what Shirley had been referring to in her message when she said she had important things to discuss. I knew we would chat eventually and it would give me a chance to connect with her and to thank her for what she had done. Without her influence on Marilyn, I never would have had a reason to come to Maine and learn the truth, to drag myself out of that hole I’d been pulled into. Shirley was a true part of my family and that meant something to me.


  More so now than ever before.


  


  EPILOGUE


  SAINT AND I STOOD ALONG THE ROCKY PENINSULA, wetsuits encasing our bodies and goggles covering our eyes. This time we weren’t facing the pool in front of my home. We were facing the one in front of his grandparents’. Saint hadn’t been able to swim in that water since his mother died. She’d taken him swimming there every day in the summer. It was their place, which was why he lapped across the Coswells’ water instead. It hurt less. I understood that perfectly.


  But it was time to dispel some of that pain.


  It was time to create new memories.


  I stared at him in the same way he had gazed at me while we’d been in Paul’s office.


  I’m right here for you.


  He looked back at me in a similar way. He wasn’t the only one pushing through his cage. I was, too. His hands moved over his head, preparing to dive in, and mine hung before me, gripping my camera.


  This was the first time we had been swimming during the day. I couldn’t help but appreciate how different his suit looked in the light. It hugged all the right places, wrapping the width of his muscles, the flatness of his stomach, the bulge that hung just beneath.


  “Are you ready?”


  “I think so,” I finally replied.


  I kneeled down to rest my camera on the rocks. Before it left my grip, he stopped me. “No, Drew, I want to remember this moment, and you’re going to make sure that I do by capturing it for me. We’re doing this together.”


  Together.


  “I’ll ask you again,” he said, smirking. “Are you ready?”


  I straightened my legs, shifting my feet to find the proper stance, and adjusting the settings for a daytime exposure. Everything had to be just right. I only have one chance to get this shot, and I wasn’t going to miss it. Not for him.


  Not for me.


  “I’m ready,” I said.


  “Wait…I have another idea.” He turned his back to me and pointed at the zipper. “Unzip me.”


  “Are you crazy? That water is—”


  “I think we both know that I am.” He glanced over his shoulder, giving me one of the looks that he usually reserved for when he was taking my clothes off. “Now, would you please unzip me?”


  I tugged the zipper, and he slipped his arms out of the suit, pulling it down until it reached his waist. He left the rest on, letting the top hang over his thighs.


  “I want my ink to be in the shot,” he said.


  “Your cages.”


  “Yeah…my cages.”


  His toes curled around the edge of the rock. I held the view finder up to my eye, my finger pressed on the shutter release. The camera fit perfectly against me. It felt right in my hands.


  I had really missed that.


  My eye followed as he bent his knees and stretched his arms over his head. I clicked the release as his feet left the peninsula. His body curved around the air, the muscles in his back and shoulders constricted and tightened from the movement. I continued to snap, capturing his tattoos as they broke the water, the waves on his arms as they matched the sea around them.


  As he surfaced, I lifted the camera off my face and placed it on the rock next to Bella. “How do you feel?”


  He leaned against the rock. “It was easier than I thought,” he said.


  I kneeled down and ran my fingers through his wet hair. “For me, too.”


  He kissed the pad of my thumb as I dragged it over his lips. “These cages have an entirely different meaning now, you know.”


  “Yes,“ I replied. “I know.”


  Saint had never been able to promise me what would happen between us. But I wasn’t afraid of that anymore. I had survived one of the most devastating incidents, navigated my way through a maze of lies and gained three people in my life who I now couldn’t imagine living without. One of them was still missing, but we held out hope that he’d return to us soon.


  A smile tugged at my lips as I remembered our conversation on my first day in Bar Harbor, and Saint’s reply when I told him I would be selling the house. “Does it look like I’d make it as a Mainer now?”


  He laughed as he remembered it, too. “Closer…much, much closer.” His fingers wrapped around my toes. “Are you ready to add your new memories to this swim?”


  Bella whined. Swim. She knew its meaning as well as I did.


  “It’s too cold for her,” I said, crushing any thoughts he had of calling her in. “And me too, for that matter. We’re not Mainers quite yet.”


  He smirked. “And you never will be if you don’t just hold your breath and jump in.”


  So that was exactly what we did.


  


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  I truly have the best team any writer could ever hope for. They believe in my words, they drive my passion, they allow my voice to be heard. Katherine Sears, Kenneth Shear, Steven Luna, Samantha March, Heather Ludviksson, Tracey Frazier, Jen Gilbert, and Susan Fye, I will never be able to thank you all enough. You all play such a monumental role in my work and my life, and I cherish and admire each of your talents. Steven and Heather, this book wouldn’t even exist if it weren’t for the both of you. For every second of your time, for every pep talk, for every brainstorming session, I thank you. I’m so grateful for everything that you both do for me.


  Jesse Freeman and Tess Thompson, I love you two. So much. Tacos and onion ring towers and…you know. That kind of stuff.


  Mom and Brian, there are no words. But with you two, there doesn’t have to be. You love me when I’m too drained to say another thing, you love me unshowered with writer’s hair and stained sweats…you just love me. And I love you.


  Michele Esterkes, Melissa Mann, Jamie White, Chris Minnick, Teri Smitsky, thanks for the unconditional support and for always being there for me.


  To all the bloggers who have given me their time, attention, love, who have shared my words and reviewed my work, I’m so thankful for all of you. You rock my world every single day and I wouldn’t be here without you.


  To my readers, thank you for reading my books, thank you for sharing your thoughts with me, for being so supportive, and for always asking for more. You amaze me.


  And to Bella, the best, most loving, craziest yellow Lab—who is snoring on her back as I type this with all four paws up in the air, I promise I’ll take you swimming tonight. Love you, little lady.


  


  Continue the Bar Harbor Series journey with Rae’s story in…


  PULLED WITHIN


  (COMING SUMMER 2014)


  Preview Sample


  Please note: The following is not final


  and may differ from the published book


  


  


  


  DREW…THAT BITCH. After seeing her and Gianna at the bar tonight, I couldn’t get my mind off her. Pacing Brady’s bedroom wasn’t helping me forget that confident grin that spread across her mug when we had made eye contact, neither was scrolling through the names and numbers in my phone. There were only two people I wanted to talk to. But Brady was gone, he’d skipped town a month ago and I hadn’t heard from him. And because of Drew, Saint wanted nothing to do with me.


  I placed my phone on the dresser and crawled onto the bed. Before I sat, I pulled out the bag of weed from my back pocket. The two little buds that were packaged inside were darker than the last batch I’d bought. The tips were whiter, too. It was just a dime bag; I couldn’t afford anything larger. And I hated to waste it…on thoughts of Drew, especially since I couldn’t afford to buy any more because I’d gotten fired from my job.


  Another reason I hated her.


  Had she not messed with the only two guys I actually cared about, I probably would have liked her. She was nice enough; she didn’t even stare at the scar on my cheek. But I couldn’t like anyone who stole from me—not when I’d been robbed my whole life.


  I packed the bowl with just enough for a few hits, my lips wrapping around the end of the glass pipe. Just as the fire sprouted through the tip of the lighter, my phone rang. I had no idea who would call me this late. Brady’s boys didn’t phone, they sent text messages. Except for my uncle, there wasn’t anyone else who would reach out to me.


  I knew I probably had enough time to sneak in a quick hit before the call went to voicemail. I was too curious to risk it. Rushing to the other side of the room, I grabbed the phone off the dresser. It wasn’t a number I recognized. “Hello?” As I waited for the caller to respond, I returned to the bed, tucked my legs underneath me and leaned against the wall. Balancing the bowl on my thigh, I used it to trace the stitching on my jeans. “Hello?” I repeated.


  “Rae…”


  My back flew off the wall, and my eyes widened. “Brady?”


  “It’s me.”


  “Where the hell are you?”


  Brady had two different voices: sober and wasted. I knew both so well and this was his fucked-up tone. But I could tell he was on more than just booze. He had mixed something else in, something much stronger than the bud I held in my hand.


  “I’m…”


  I could picture him as he spoke, running his fingers through his shaggy hair, lids half opened, trying to figure out where he was. He had a tendency of blacking out. I didn’t know if he was waking up out of his high or if he was in the middle of one.


  “Brady, you’ve been gone a whole month and I’ve been freaking out. You need to tell me where you are.”


  “I think. I think…Bangor.”


  “Bangor?” I moved to the end of the bed, my feet falling to the dirty floor. It didn’t matter how many times I mopped it, I still couldn’t get the stickiness off. Brady hadn’t ever been a neat freak, but his mess only got worse when he started using again. “What are you doing in Bangor, Brady?”


  Bangor was about forty-five minutes from Bar Harbor. I didn’t know how he’d gotten there; he’d left his truck here and shut off his cell phone. Before he left, he had told me he didn’t want to be found so someone must have helped him. It wasn’t any of his boys from around here. They’d all checked in with their connections in Bangor and no one knew where he was.


  “I’m in trouble,” he breathed. The words sounded like they had to be forced out of his mouth.


  “How much trouble?”


  “It’s bad.” He sighed. “Really…fucking…bad.”


  I moved over to the dresser, hiding the bowl in one of the drawers. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to get to smoke tonight. “Tell me what to do.”


  “Come get me. Now.”


  “Should I bring any of the guys with me?”


  “Hell no, they can’t help me. I’ll get you the address, hang on.” There was rustling in the background. Banging. A shout that didn’t come from Brady…or maybe it had. “Wake the fuck up,” he whispered. I wondered who he was talking to and if they were as wasted as him. “What’s the address to this place?” There was some mumbling before Brady came back on the phone. “Write this down,” he finally said to me.


  I knew there wasn’t anything to write with on his dresser, so I sprinted over to the nightstand. There was a box of cards inside, which I grabbed, along with my eyeliner that was resting on top. “I’m ready.”


  Once he gave me the address and we hung up, I threw on a jacket and went straight to my car. Since it was three in the morning, the ride to Bangor wouldn’t take as long. There was nothing but silence and blackness on the road. I didn’t want either to eat at me—they had been since I was a kid. Not just eating. They had scarred me, too. So to keep from focusing on them, I blasted tunes. I sang as loud as I could. I counted the streetlights and when I got to a hundred I started over.


  I didn’t know what kind of trouble Brady had gotten into, but I needed him back in my life. Drugs had taken him to some dark places in the past and I’d cleaned him up each time. I could do that again. Things couldn’t really be as bad as he had said.


  Or maybe they could.


  As I pulled up to the duplex, I saw him stretched across the edge of the front steps. His body was limp. He was missing a shoe, and he wasn’t wearing a jacket. I parked and ran toward him. But once I reached his side, I stood frozen. I was too afraid to wake him, too afraid to even touch him.


  I could taste the tears that dripped from my eyes. Tears for my best friend…or what was left of him.


  Dried blood was caked at the corners of his mouth and across each lip. Both of his eyes were black and swollen, his cheeks were double the normal size, his arms were marred with scratches. His hands were crossed over his chest, gripping his T-shirt like he was using it to bear some of the pain.


  “It’s bad, isn’t it?”


  I jumped from the sound of his voice. “I thought you were sleeping…”


  “My eyes are swollen, they’re not shut.”


  I squatted onto the bottom step and slid my fingers through his greasy hair. It was the only part of him that wasn’t covered in blood. I didn’t know if the massaging would make him feel better, but I had to try something. I’d never seen him like this, not this messy and bruised. Not this broken. “What happened to you?”


  He reached for my free hand, using it to slowly pull himself up. Once he got into a seated position, he released me and pressed his fingers over his forehead. Even though his face was so swollen and hairy, I could tell he’d lost weight.


  He looked hollow.


  And he smelled like something wicked. A nasty combination of chemicals and weeks of unwashed skin and soiled clothes.


  With a queasy stomach, my eyes bounced between him and my car. I had no idea how I was going to get him into the passenger seat. He was too big for me to carry and by the way he was wobbling it seemed like that would be the only way I could get him there.


  He winced each time his fingers circled his forehead. It sounded as if it was more than just a physical ache. He was battered, for sure, but this went even deeper than that.


  My heel slipped on the dew-covered step and I stood to regain my balance. Brady responded so fast, wrapping his arms around my leg, pressing his cheek against my thigh. “No,” he cried. “You can’t leave me.”


  My shoulders melted from his sounds. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  He turned his head to look up at me. His grip strengthened. His lids were so black and swollen I couldn’t tell if he was staring at me. But he was. I could feel his gaze, his tears soaking through my jeans. This was the first time I’d ever seen him cry. “Help me,” he begged. “Help me, Rae. I hurt so fucking much.”
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