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Word of my grandmother’s death was delivered to me in the same fashion that pretty much all relevant news is in this day and age.

Via text.

My feet were submerged in a foot bath, the water fizzing and bubbling over my toes, distorting the chipped pink nail polish I’d soon be swapping for a sultry red. Because I’d turned my phone down before entering the salon, no sound signaled the delicate news. Only a brief buzz followed by a pop-up at the top of my screen, a flashing notification that, after seeing it was from my mother, I immediately pushed aside with a groan before returning to the conversation I was truly interested in—the one in which Daniel Rodriguez was describing (in exquisite detail) what he was going to do to me after his parents’ anniversary party that evening.

It wasn’t until I’d finished with my pedicure, scored a latte from my favorite coffee shop next door, and hopped in my hand-me-down BMW an hour later that I even glanced at the message.

Lenora died last week. Funeral is tomorrow.

Now, I’m not gonna lie. The words didn’t hit me in the way one would think. My throat didn’t swell with grief, nor did my eyes tear up, threatening to ruin the non-waterproof mascara I’d accidently bought last week, but was too broke to toss out unused.

But I did feel a twinge of something, a flutter of sorts in my chest, right behind my sternum. Like my heart forgot, just for the briefest of moments, how to beat.

I immediately dialed up my mother, sipping my bittersweet drink while taking in words that held nearly the same taste, frowning as she laid out the details.

It seemed I was finally going to come into my inheritance.

Unfortunately, there was a price.
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“You’re going where?”

I’m not looking at Kendra when she asks this, so I can’t read her expression. My eyes are trained to my phone, answering yet another message from Daniel, my thumbs flying over the screen as I apologize for having to cancel our date tonight. But I can hear the distaste in her words, can almost picture her nose wrinkled in disgust.

“You heard me.” I type Sorry again, and press send. When I look up, Kendra’s expression is just as I imagined it would be, her revulsion accompanied by a pouty-lipped grimace. It’s overexaggerated, considering she’s not the one that has to hop a plane last minute, trading in the warmth of southern California for the Midwest’s bitter cold. But, then again, everything about Kendra is overexaggerated, from her hair extensions to her bi-yearly lip injections…right down to her fake boobs. I pull a face of my own, one that has more to do with her reaction than my upcoming destination, and point at a sweater sitting next to her hip. “Hand me that, will you?”

She tosses it to me and then leans back into my pillows, kicking her long legs out and crossing them at the ankles. My bed jiggles with the movement, causing a pair of ankle boots to fall to the floor with a dull thud. “But Minnesota is so…Hicksville.”

I pick up the shoes and then fold the sweater, dropping them both into my suitcase with a sigh. “Minnesota is not Hicksville.” My phone beeps, and I reach for it without thinking, reading Daniel’s latest text while stating absently, “Minneapolis is cool.”

I think. I haven’t been to the state since I was eleven.

Kendra snorts. “Lenny, please. It’s not L.A.”

“No,” I say, my attention split between the two conversations. “It’s definitely not.”

She pulls a hair tie from her wrist and bunches up her dark locks, piling them into a bun on the top of her head. When she’s finished, she picks up her phone from where she dropped it on the bed and studies it for a second before propping it against her thighs. “And just what does Mr. Perfect have to say about this? Isn’t tonight the big anniversary party?”

I give a halfhearted nod while I type.

Kendra lifts her chin, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of the screen from where she’s sitting. Though she’s never said anything, I know she thinks that she should have been the one to end up with Daniel. It is, after all, because of her that we even crossed paths in the first place.

Shifting slightly, I hit send before slipping the phone into my back pocket. As I glance up, my eyes catch Kendra’s legs—bare from her midthighs down—and I sigh again. I won’t be wearing shorts any time soon, that’s for sure.

“Daniel’s fine with it.”

Actually, he’s not. But it is what it is.

Kendra narrows her eyes like she doesn’t believe me. “I still don’t get why you have to be there. Can’t they just wire that shit or something?” She lifts her hips and digs around in the pocket of her shorts, eventually pulling out a stick of gum. The familiar smell of watermelon quickly overpowers my closet-sized bedroom as she unwraps it, pops it in her mouth.

I press my palms against the clothing in my suitcase—the warmest garments I could find in my closet—trying to make more room. The trip shouldn’t take more than a few days, tops. But I’d rather be overprepared than under. “Like I said, the funeral is tomorrow. And since she’s leaving me everything she owned, I should at least be there to pay my respects.”

“And how are you just finding out about this? She died, like, last week, right?”

“Yep.” I move over to check my camera gear, making sure everything is tucked securely in the padded bag. The DSLR that I use to film the weekly content for my Youtube channel is the most precious thing I own, along with the laptop on which I do the editing. Already thoughts have been churning in the back of my mind since I booked my ticket, trying to come up with a way of making this little jaunt appear more glamorous and exciting than it’s going to be. “I guess notifying her next of kin just fell through the cracks, or something.”

Or something. After speaking with my mother, I scrolled back through my unchecked voicemails and discovered several from an unknown number. I didn’t listen to any of them; I didn’t have the time. There were travel arrangements to make, suitcases to pack, work schedules to shift…and a frustrated boyfriend to deal with.

Kendra shrugs and pops a bubble, chomping on the gum like it’s a flipping gourmet meal. Though, to my roommate, a stick of gum truly is the equivalent of five-star dining; she’s been using the stuff to stave off hunger for as long as I’ve known her. After three years of sharing a small two-bedroom apartment, I barely notice the near-constant snaps and pops and smacks anymore. “But you haven’t even seen her in what? Like forever?”

Six years.

But I don’t say that. Instead I just shrug, reaching up to fluff my hair, wondering if I should scrunch some product into my waves before I leave. Thankfully, the platinum strands still have that slightly tousled, just-came-from-the-beach-look, so I quickly dismiss the idea. I don’t have time anyway. Not if I’m going to stop at Daniel’s place before the airport. “It’s been awhile. And,” I add, my tone lighter than the words imply, “apparently there are extenuating circumstances surrounding the will.”

Kendra smacks another bubble and glances down at her phone, the reflection of the screen brightening her eyes with an eerie glow. “Like what?”

I move to my dresser and start transferring my cosmetics from a black makeup case into a clear plastic Ziploc. “No idea.” Unease pulls the corners of my lips down, and when I glance in the oval mirror hanging above the dresser, the trepidation in my expression is blatant. My grandmother was, to put it mildly, an eccentric woman. I can only imagine what stipulations she put on my inheritance. What crazy conditions she added to the fine print. The attorney wouldn’t mention the details to my mother when she spoke with him on the phone, and the one time I tried calling him, there was no answer. Apparently, it was Lenora’s wish that I be there in person for the reading of her will, which I find weird considering I’m her only living relative. Obviously, I’m getting everything, from her money to her property to her dorky collection of safari pants she always insisted on wearing. Of course, when I was young, I didn’t realize how ridiculous she looked; I just saw her as a female Indiana Jones of sorts, a woman who traveled across oceans to dig for treasure and then, after she retired, made millions writing fictional tales about those adventures. There are at least a dozen books out about her alter ego, Emeline York, that have hit the bestseller lists over the years. The whole series focuses on a fictional archeologist who travels around the globe and gets overly excited about ancient ruins and dusty trinkets while solving mystery after mystery after mystery. Lifetime even developed the books into a series of movies a few years ago, though I never found the time to actually sit down and watch them.

Kendra groans, pulling me out of my reverie, and I toss a glance over my shoulder to see her hop up from the bed. Her black bun wobbles on her head as her feet hit the floor, and she slides her phone into her pocket. “Duty calls,” she says, popping a bubble. “That new waitress they hired—you know, the one with the bad bleach job and, like, no tits? Bitch already called in sick. Can you believe it?” She huffs and rolls her heavily made-up eyes. “So not only is Roy making me come in an hour early, but I just found out it’s only gonna be me and No Lips Lori on the floor tonight. Can you say nightmare?”

I drop a tube of mascara into the Ziploc bag, pinch it closed, and turn to toss it into my suitcase while releasing an obligatory, commiserating sigh. If you were to ask her, Kendra would say she’s a model. And she is…technically. But while a few of her paychecks come from no-name designers and shopping mall fashion shows, the bulk of her income stems from the same place as mine—Molly & Dee’s, a hip nightclub in West Hollywood that, with tips, provides a better wage than any entry-level job my four-year degree in Communications ever could. It’s one of the trendiest bars in the City of Angels and, as waitresses, Kendra and I make enough to sustain some semblance of a glamourous lifestyle while we wait for our true fortunes to hit—in whatever way, shape, or form they may come.

As for myself, I’ve always known I’d have Lenora’s wealth to fall back on.

My phone dings with another text, and this time it’s Kendra who sighs, her exhalation tinged with jealousy rather than commiseration. She purses her lips together as I reach for my cell, making obnoxious smooching sounds as she turns to leave. “Give your sex on a stick a big wet one for me,” she calls from the hallway.

I shake my head as I look down at my phone, reaching up to rub a kink in my neck as I do. Just the thought of slumming it in coach for four hours is already making my back muscles ache. But as I booked the ticket so last minute, it was all they had left. Not to mention, it was the only seat within my budget. If, that is, one could consider maxing out an already over-extended credit card as staying within budget.

The text, however, isn’t from Daniel. It’s longer than Daniel’s usual textspeak, each sentence containing capital letters where appropriate and perfect punctuation. I read it through several times, my brow furrowing more and more as my eyes roam over the words. It’s from someone—a guy—named Ben Sloane, who says he’s a friend of my grandmother’s—yeah, right—who wants to know my flight number, so he can meet me at my gate when I arrive in Minnesota. Apparently, the old codger wants to drive me up to the funeral as a final favor to Lenora.

The unexpected message makes the lump of unease sitting in my stomach expand even more. I didn’t know she was close with anyone. Then again, we rarely talked. She didn’t care for the use of computers when it came to staying in touch, claiming they were too impersonal, so any attempt to email her usually turned into an effort wasted. And I got such bad hand cramps whenever I tried to respond to her lengthy handwritten letters that I abandoned that form of communication shortly after high school. Sure, we spoke on the phone, brief conversations about things that were going on in my world, usually. But after every call, the time between the next seemed to stretch more and more until, as of these last few years, the only times we were able to connect were holidays and birthdays.

But be all that as it may. When we did speak, when she did write, there was never mention of anyone specific. Anyone she cared for that might—and yes, I’m aware of how completely selfish this sounds—alter the scope of my inheritance.

And as for making my way from Minneapolis all the way up to Lost Bay? I plan to use the last bit of credit on my card to rent a car once I get to the airport. Sure, it’ll cost, but it will also give me access to my own wheels, allowing me to hit the road and be out of town as soon as that damn will is read and I sign on the coveted dotted line. Besides, I’ll be rolling in cash soon enough. What’s a few hundred dollars for a rental car when by the end of the week my bank account will boast over a couple mil?

“Not a chance, old timer,” I mutter, ignoring the message and pressing my finger against the button on the side of my phone.

The screen darkens to black, and Ben Sloane’s words fade into nothing.
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My early memories of Lenora Vane are vivid and full of life. Not unlike the woman they pay homage to. During my first eleven years, two weeks every summer were dedicated to spending time with my grandmother at her home in Lost Bay, a rugged little town along the North Shore of Lake Superior the size of a postage stamp. My father died when I was just sixteen months old and, as he was Lenora’s only child, I suppose my visits sustained her connection to him. I was the only family she had left after his passing; most of the meager ties she had to her parents and extended family were cut when she decided that galivanting around the world as an archeologist would be more fun than parking herself behind a desk for eight hours a day while running the family accounting business. Her parents didn’t approve of her choice, aghast that she would rather forge through dirty pyramids and dusty tombs than stay in her small Midwestern hometown, popping out babies and crunching numbers. In their minds, archeology was an improper career for a young woman, and when they gave her the ultimatum forcing her to decide between following their dreams or hers, she chose the latter.

Lenora always told me it wasn’t a bad thing to disconnect from family. Or people, in general. “If they love you…truly love you…then they’ll respect your heart. Even if it’s not quite the same as theirs. And if they can’t, then let them go.”

I heard this a lot from her, especially during my early years, when things like ancestral trees and familial connections seemed so important. My mother’s side of the family wasn’t exactly large, but back before we moved from Minnesota to California, we’d see them from time to time. Obligatory holiday dinners and summer reunions with watered down lemonade and overcooked hot dogs.

On my father’s side, however, there was just…Lenora.

She never conveyed any guilt when talking about her family, never displayed any shame when relaying the circumstances that led to their estrangement. In fact, it was like she held her title as black sheep with pride.  I think, to her, it was a badge of honor, a reminder that she never caved. Never gave in to people who wanted her to conform in such a way that would have left her broken and empty, completely hollowed out.

So, yes. My grandmother was a strong woman. Though I’ll admit that there were some days, especially during the last couple of years, when I felt a small sense of guilt. Experienced a tiny pull in my stomach when I thought about how distant our relationship had become. How more and more time seemed to slip by between visits, letters, phone calls.

But I always pushed those feelings aside. Slapped them on the back burner, promising that I’d get to her eventually.

After.

After homework and social obligations. After jobs and creating a brand for myself.

After, after, after.

The thing is, though…sometimes there isn’t an after.

Sometimes there’s just…nothing.

And the only things left are the empty promises you never got around to fulfilling.

Shoulda.

Coulda.

Woulda.

For me and Lenora, time just continued to pass. Life wore on, and on…and soon the distance between us seemed to measure just as much in thought as it did in miles.
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“I’m not mad. I’m just disappointed.”

I’m lying on Daniel’s bed, naked aside for my bra, with one leg thrown over his. We’re skin to skin, our bodies damp with sweat and flushed pink from the quickie we were determined to fit in before I left for Minnesota. I’m cutting it close; my flight leaves in two hours and with LA traffic as horrendous as it always is (not to mention the way Daniel’s running his hand up my bare thigh, turning me on all over again), there’s a good chance I just screwed myself right out of my inheritance.

Pun intended.

He heaves a sigh, and my head rises and falls with his breath.

“I know you’re disappointed.” I trail my fingers along his chest, appreciating the hard contours, his smooth skin, before dragging them up his neck and grazing my fingernails behind his ear, something I know he likes. Aside from the sex, things between us have been tense since I arrived at Daniel’s place a mere half hour ago, and I’m determined to put them right before I leave.

Daniel’s hand skates up and over my stomach, his palm warm against my already fevered skin.

“I’m not thrilled about it, either,” I point out, biting my lip and struggling to maintain control as he works his hand down, down, down…  “But I don’t have a choice. I have to…fuck, Daniel.”

His touch becomes more insistent after the moan I’ve been holding back breaks free. He knows he’s won, and his voice boasts a teasing lilt it didn’t have earlier. “You have to what? Hmm?”

“You’re doing this on…on purpose.” The last part of the accusation comes out as a gasp, the words escaping against his chest as I bury my forehead in the crook of his neck. The hand I’m using to push his away quickly becomes useless, and in an embarrassingly short amount of time it’s taken up the charge, flattening against the very one it was trying to banish and, instead, urging it on.

When it’s over, when I’m spent more than I’ve ever been in Daniel’s arms, he pulls away, sliding from his king-sized bed and rumpled sheets to pull on a pair of black satin pajama pants that sit just low enough on his hips to turn my insides right back into a lusty, mushy mess.

Again.

Though to be fair, Daniel’s always had this effect on me.

We met exactly one year, four months, five days and twelve hours ago. And in the one year, four months, five days and, oh, approximately five hours that we’ve been, you know, intimate, the sex hasn’t gotten stale. Not once.

“That was low, Rodriguez,” I chastise, following him out of bed and scrambling around for my clothes. “Real low.” I hook a black lace thong around my finger while desperately scanning the floor for my pants.

Daniel reaches down, snags my jeans, and shrugs. He grins the same sexy grin that caught my attention the day we met, the same one that’s held sway over me ever since. “That’s Doctor Rodriguez,” he says, handing me the jeans and slipping an arm around my waist. Pulling me close, he bends down and presses his lips to my ear. His breath is hot, and I shiver when I remember where his mouth was not even ten minutes ago. “Even to you, Miss Vane.”

He’s kidding, of course. For the first month we were together, I introduced him as Dr. Rodriguez whenever we ran across someone I knew and he didn’t. And each time, he’d squint his boy next door baby blues, humbly hold up his hands, and laughingly refer to himself as, “Daniel, just Daniel.” So the fact that he’s scolding me now isn’t as harsh as it sounds. Though there is a hardness to his words, a depth to his tone that indicates he is, maybe just slightly, annoyed with me.

Of course, I know from where his irritation stems. And it’s not due to emitting the coveted doctor prefix, that’s for sure.

He’s ticked I’m leaving him to show up at his parents’ anniversary party alone.

And, truth be told, I’m a little ticked about it as well. Daniel’s father, Dr. Rodriguez, Senior, is a plastic surgeon to the stars. And not just any stars, like the B or C list wannabes, ones that are here today and gone tomorrow. Nope. He slices, plucks, and cuts the big ones—the A-listers. The ones who sport his handy work in blockbuster, award-winning films, and then, under the cloak of secrecy, turn around and refer their co-stars to.

A good portion of them are going to be at the party tonight. And while I’m not immune to the sight of stars—I’ve lived in L.A. since I was seven—this party would have been a game changer. For the first time in my life, I’d be dining with them instead of serving them.

Daniel works in his father’s clinic and, at just thirty-years old, is poised to take over the whole practice in just a few short years. Which means that tonight, as his date, I would have been sitting thigh-to-thigh with the cream of the crop.

I force myself from his arms and shimmy into my jeans. “You know if there was any way to get out of this, I would.”

Daniel’s laugh is dry as he crosses the room, picks up his phone from his dresser, and scrolls. “There is a way, Lenny.” I watch the muscles in his back flex as he lifts his shoulders. “You just say no.”

His response is so nonchalant, so dismissive, that for a moment I just stand there, staring at his perfect back, at a loss for words. Then, as if sensing the heat from my gaze, he turns, drops his chin, and sighs. “Look, I know what this means to you. This,” he hooks his fingers in the air, “inheritance.”

I fold my arms over my chest and arch a brow.

Daniel, who comes from money, who has never had to worry about money, who is basically wealth personified, has no idea what this means to me. There’s no way he could.

I watch him make his way back across the room, his body moving with a feline grace that makes me think of a jungle cat stalking its prey. His hands, which are used to create so much beauty, pull me in. Grazing my jaw with his thumb, he gently tilts my face to his. “Baby, you don’t need your grandmother’s money.”

I scoff. “Welp, Doctor Rodriguez. I have a college degree in a subject that not only bores me, but is next to impossible to get a job in, and I support myself as a waitress at a club where the customers make more in one month than I do in a year. So I’m pretty sure my grandmother’s money wouldn’t make my quality of life any less bleak.”

“Bleak.” Daniels laughs and pops a kiss against my forehead. “You’re so dramatic. Not to mention adorable.”

“And you’re hilarious.” The grumble in my voice belies the statement. “You know that, right?”

“What I know,” Daniels says, slipping a finger under my bra strap and giving it a tug so that it falls over my shoulder, “is that tonight wasn’t going to be just about my parents.”

I frown, and when I meet his gaze, something in his cerulean eyes makes my heart rate quicken. Those eyes, so light when everything else about him is dark, so dark, relay a plan that, over the past few months, I’d been wondering about, but hardly dared to indulge.

I know what he’s implying. I know.

My mind races back through time, nearly a year and a half, to the day we met. At Kendra’s urging, I agreed to try out lip augmentation and scheduled an appointment at the clinic she frequented—which, coincidentally enough, just happened to be the one Daniel’s father owns. I admit I only did it for my vlog, a trendy snatch of news to relay to my followers. But because I wasn’t aware there was a junior version of the senior when I called to make the appointment, and the receptionist didn’t make the distinction when she scheduled me, I just assumed I’d be seeing the owner, the head honcho, the man Kendra swore would be the secret to her success. So, needless to say, I was more than surprised when Daniel walked into the exam room, broad shoulders filling out his white coat in a way that made me want to rip it right off so I could see what was underneath. His smile was friendly and warm, and by the time his perfect teeth flashed against his copper skin and he’d introduced himself as Dr. Rodriguez Junior, my heart was stammering more from infatuation than from nerves. The procedure practically broke my bank account, but the results were beyond amazing, and I ended up falling for the sexy young doctor who stuck my lips with a syringe and made them, along with my heart, swell to almost twice their normal size.

And the fact that marriage has been on my mind lately isn’t a surprise. We coupled the very day we met; Daniel surprised me at my apartment that night with flowers, a six pack of bottled water (to make sure I stayed hydrated after my procedure), and an ice pack for my sensitive lips. He jokingly referred to his visit as a house call, and we ended up on my couch, watching Up (of all things) and falling asleep next to each other not even halfway through. The next morning, after waking to Daniel brushing a kiss over my still tender lips, we fell into an exclusivity that hasn’t been broken since.

Now, I hook a finger in the waistband of his pants and press my cheek against his chest, trying to coat myself in as much of his scent as I can. “And just what do you mean by that?” I ask, trying to act like I don’t care about his answer when I do. So much.

He reaches down and grabs my left hand, rubbing his thumb against my ring finger. His voice is a hum in his chest, and my cheek vibrates with a promise that sounds more like a taunt.

“You’ll just have to wait until you get back to find out.”
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This isn’t happening. Please Lord-God-Almighty-and-baby-Jesus…tell me this isn’t happening.

“Can you try it again, please?”

The rental agent lifts his brows, no doubt thinking thoughts he would never dare say out loud. Not to a slightly frazzled customer who is clearly bordering on the brink of hysteria. He obediently runs my card again, his straight lipped grimace shifting to a frown as the word DECLINED flashes across the screen. For the fourth time. In a row.

That was my second card.

And I’m out of options.

Shit!

He holds out the useless piece of plastic and I take it, my mind racing. Closing my eyes, I pull in a deep breath and pause, stalling. When I open them, I force my lips into a smile and cock my head, trying to look as trustworthy as possible. “Joe, is it?” I ask, nodding to the nametag on his polyester vest.

The guy nods, not at all moved by my attempt to be personable. He’s geeky-looking, with wire frame glasses, a slight build, and a long, bony nose that matches his long, knobby limbs. I was hoping, based on his appearance, that I could maybe turn on the charm and play to his weakness. Certainly, a guy like this has never received attention from, well, anyone before.

I know, I know. It’s a cheap move, and one I normally don’t like to employ. But I’m desperate here.

“Do you think,” I ask, lowering my voice and leaning forward on the counter, “that I could maybe, you know, just pay for everything when I bring the car back?”

His eyes flick to the collar of my V-neck sweater which, thanks to my position, is gaping just enough to offer a fairly exquisite view of my cleavage. I hold my breath, knowing even before he shifts his attention back to me that I’ve lost. Apparently, Joe the rental car agent is not impressed with my tits.

His voice, like his expression, is bored. “That’s against policy, ma’am.”

No. No way. Now he’s just adding insult to injury. I’m twenty-four and so far away from madamhood it’s ridicul—

“Next, please!” Joe’s already dismissing me, craning his neck to look at the line snaking behind my back. I hear the scuff of shoes against the tiled floor as the customers shimmy forward, one by one, anxious to get a car and get on with their day. Joe’s frown lifts into a smile as he catches the eye of someone over my right shoulder. Someone who, more than likely, will more be able to pay for a vehicle.

The woman at my back is so bundled up I can barely see her face through her wraps. When she takes a bumbling step forward, I hold up a hand and move closer to the counter, blocking her path. “Look,” I say, hating the tremble in my voice, the flood of tears filling my eyes. “If this is about the deposit, just tack it on to the bill. Hell, add extra insurance for that matter! I don’t care! Keep the card and my driver’s license as insurance. Go nuts, and I’ll pay for everything in two days. I swear. Two. Days.” I feel like crossing my fingers over my chest and folding my hands in prayer. Hell, if Joe would let me, I’d drop to my knees and kiss his smelly Vans.

Anything for a car. So I can drive four hours to a funeral that starts in less than five.

“You need your driver’s license, ma’am.”

My smile is strained. “Not if I don’t get pulled over.”

He sighs. “The whole reason for the deposit is to make sure you bring the car back.”

I laugh like he just told a joke, not pounded the final nail into my coffin. “But of course I’ll bring it back! Why the hell wouldn’t I?”

Joe squeezes his eyes shut like he’s getting a headache. Maybe he’s catching mine. Because right now, my head is throbbing, about to split in two. In fact, my whole body is vibrating, the energy ping-ponging back and forth between my cells like I’m in some quantum collider or something.

“Ma’am,” he says again, and I bristle. This guy is my age, for Christ’s sake. “If you can’t pay for the deposit, I can’t rent you a car. Now, if you’ll step aside please…” His eyes are pleading, and suddenly I wonder how many people like me he has to deal with during a work shift.

Probably too many. Because I have the same problem at the bar.

How many customers do I have to run down each week because they conveniently “forget” to pay? How many more fail to leave a tip after I bend over backwards for them? How many men (and woman, for that matter) grab my ass, stare outright at my chest, and don’t even glance my way when giving their orders? I’ve had dollar bills and coins flung at me in anger, in haste and, a few times, just to push my buttons to see if I’d react. Several women have thrown drinks in my face because their dates were flirting with me, and I’ll never forget the man who fanned ten one-hundred dollars bills out onto the table, offering me a grand if I agreed to blow him in the john. When I refused, he called me trash and said he was just kidding, that he wouldn’t stick his dick down my throat if I paid him. Then, when I slapped him across his flabby face, he threatened assault charges until Roy had one of the bouncers throw him out.

I could go on. And on. And on.

Which is why I turn and walk away. Away from Joe, away from the customers pressing up against my back, away from Atlas Rent-a-Car, away from the pitying looks of what feels like half the airport.

And right into the broad back of a man who’s built like a tank.

I tilt my head back as he turns, a dismissive apology ready on my lips, and then immediately bite it back when I see the expression on his face. He’s pissed. Or, at least, he looks that way. High cheekbones offset a chiseled jaw and a strong, Roman nose. His hair is short, a no-nonsense crop of chocolate strands threaded with subtle streaks of warm butterscotch, rogue locks still reflecting the sun’s kiss long after summer has gone to bed. When he meets my gaze, his eyes—a shifting kaleidoscope of greens and browns—narrow.

He looks to be in his early thirties, though it’s hard to tell beneath that scowl.

My reaction is kneejerk to his, and I glower right back. “Excuse me,” I huff, the apology laced with sarcasm, like he’s the one that ran into me and not the other way around. I brush past him, roughly bumping my puny shoulder against his larger one, and try to be discreet as, not even two steps later, I reach up to rub away the pain.

Yep. Pretty sure that’s gonna leave a mark. Assho—

“Yo, Lenora.”

I stop, the muscles in my shoulders tensing like I was just dowsed in a bucket of ice water. Yet my entire body is alive with a heat I can’t explain.

I turn slowly on the spot, one hand clutching the handle of my suitcase and the other gripping the strap of my camera bag.

Like the woman in line at the car rental company, he’s wrapped in layers, his battered Carhartt coat unzipped to reveal a gray flannel jacket with a white thermal shirt peeking out from beneath the open collar. A thick red scarf dangles from his neck, and despite the surrounding buzz of the airport, his heavy leather boots thud loudly on the floor as he crosses the short distance that I just put between us.

When I say nothing, the man tries again. “You are Lenora, right?” His lifts his brows and takes another step closer. “Lenora Vane?”

I swallow, wary of his approaching figure but refusing to shrink back. “On paper.”

Shaking his head, he lifts his eyes to the ceiling and huffs out a breath. “All right. So this is how it’s gonna be.” He chuckles, though it’s dark and filled the same irate sarcasm I directed at him not even a minute ago. “Figures.”

I can only stare, my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth and every question I have stuck smack dab in the center of my throat. Because I have no idea how this guy knows my name—my legal name, the one I never, ever go by. And here, in the Minneapolis airport, of all places.

When he regards me again, his smile is pleasant enough. But his eyes…his eyes are filled with contempt.

“I’m Ben Sloane.”
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“I thought you’d be older.”I feel snarky, frustrated, and my voice reflects the agitation throbbing just behind my right eye. But it’s only a little after nine in the morning, and I’m exhausted from a long night of flight delays and snoring seatmates. My head is pounding, and the bumpy way Ben’s old truck shimmies and sways up the interstate isn’t helping matters any. Gravity seems to work differently in here; I’m practically thrown from my seat whenever the rust bucket hits so much as a pebble.

“And I thought you’d fly into Duluth.” Ben slides his eyes my way, the dull gray light filtering in through the dirty windshield shadowing his gaze. “Would have made more sense. Especially this time of year.” As if to illustrate his point, the snow that was merely sprinkling when we left the airport just over an hour ago begins to fall with a vengeance.

“It was cheaper to fly into Minneapolis,” I defend, bracing myself as the truck bounces over some unseen bump in the road.

God, I hope that wasn’t an animal.

Although, I somehow doubt that Mr. Surly over there gives a rat’s ass about the world’s four-legged critters.

Ben doesn’t respond. Just keeps his eyes trained to the road, brows narrowed, as if the entire world has somehow affronted him and he’s hellbent on giving it the stink eye.

In fact, he’s been quiet since we started this trip, and the few attempts I’ve made at conversation were reciprocated with reluctant nods and stiff, one-word answers.

Fine. If that’s how he wants to be, then fine.

I open up my text messages and type out a quick one to my mother, thanking her for the mess I’m now in. Apparently, when Ben couldn’t reach me, he reached out to her. And while I’m well aware that I’m not my mother’s favorite child, she didn’t have to go so far as to prove it by giving out my flight info and photo to a complete stranger who could easily turn out to be a deranged serial killer.

I know you didn’t think I could drive in the snow, I write as the truck jolts and my body ricochets off the passenger door, but this guy’s a BRUTE. If you don’t hear from me again, it’s because he’s turned me into a lampshade.

Of course, I don’t expect an answer from her. But just hitting send succeeds in lessening the tension squeezing the area just above my shoulders. I’m strung tight, and releasing some of my frustration—even if it’s merely sending a text to a woman who could care less—makes me feel a tiny bit better.

A hollow moan suddenly fills the cab’s interior, and I glance up as a rush of wind quickens, threatening to blow us right off the road. Reaching up, I search desperately for the grab handle, my fingernails scraping against the rough felt of the truck’s ceiling until I find it. Ahead of us, great swaths of snow sweep across the pavement, making it difficult to tell where one lane ends and the other begins. I fumble with my phone as another blustery gust smacks into the truck, and the damn thing flies right out of my hand.

“Damn it!” I bend over and slide my hands along the floor, feeling around like a blind woman and grimacing when I make contact with the grit coating the rubber floor mat. Just as my fingertips brush the case, the wind smacks into the truck again, and the phone shoots out of my grasp, skidding even further under the seat.

I curse, bump my head on the glovebox on the way up, and curse again as I sheepishly rub the tender spot. Through the windshield, the weather is continuing to rage, railing against the open Midwest landscape like it has a bone to pick with it. Anxiety rises along with my annoyance, and the two emotions merge to put me even more on edge. “Is this something to be concerned about?”

“Nah,” Ben says, the corners of his lips turning up slightly when he hears the unease in my voice. He leans forward in his seat, craning his neck so he can peer up at the sky. “I’ve driven in worse.”

I arch a brow. “Really? Like, how much worse?”

Ben shrugs, the shoulders of his coat straining slightly as he does. “Worse.”

I roll my eyes. It’s like talking to a wall, for crying out loud.

Ten minutes pass, and then thirty. The barren landscape begins to give way to a grove of pine trees, their limbs heavy with winter’s dressing. As we pass a sign for Duluth, the amount of snow falling from the sky seems to triple. Ben retaliates by turning on his headlights, and as we drive further into the wall of white, I stare out into their glow, tracking the flurries before they slam into the truck’s grill.

It’s mesmerizing. It’s wild. It’s utter and complete nonsense that we’re still on the road, but I can’t look away because if I do, we’ll surely end up in a ditch.

And no, it’s not completely crazy to think that the only thing keeping us from flying off the highway and into one of the pines hugging the shoulder of the road is my sheer force of will.

“Fucking shit!” I shriek, bracing myself as the tires skid over a patch of ice. The truck jerks, sliding a few inches to the right before reconnecting with the pavement with a sharp jolt. My heart is in my throat, along with my lungs and my stomach and my goddamn ovaries, for that matter. “I…I think we should pull over.”

“Relax,” Ben says. “It was just a patch of black ice.”

“Black ice?” My voice is higher than it normally is, but it’s hard to speak at an acceptable decibel when, you know, your life is in danger. “How is black ice different than normal ice?”

“Black ice is transparent. Hard if not damn near impossible to see until you’re right on it.”

“Oh, great,” I mutter, gripping the dash and scouring the road for signs of it. “That makes me feel so much better.”

Ben snorts. “I take it you haven’t been through a lot of winters, eh?”

“Eh?” Now I snort. “What are you? Canadian?”

Ben flips a switch on his steering column, triggering the wipers and blasting the windshield with fluid. Almost instantly, the ice accumulating along the bottom starts to melt. “Nope. Minnesotan. Born and raised.”

“Lucky you.”

He takes his eyes off the road long enough to shoot a glance my way, noting the way my fingertips are practically glued to the dashboard. “You didn’t visit Lenora during the winter.”

It’s not a question, so my only response is a shrug while I continue to scan the road.

Thankfully, the snow begins to dissipate when we hit Duluth, and the flakes striking the windshield go from blinding to a lattice work of lace that I can actually see through. To my right, an unobstructed view of Lake Superior opens, the water dark and choppy with ice. No freighters cut through the waves this morning, but the lift bridge is just visible through the dying blizzard. Just a bit farther, so far off in the distance and enshrouded by fog it appears to be floating, adrift in sky rather than sea, is the lighthouse at Canal Park. Lenora brought me here for ice cream malts several times over the course of my visits, and I suddenly remember that she used to refer to the fog coming in off the lake as sea smoke. It’s a term I haven’t heard spoken in well over a decade, not since those long-ago trips to Lost Bay, and my stomach twists at the memory.

“Lenora and I used to come here,” I say, the words popping out of my mouth before I can stop them. “We used to get these amazing malts and sit down by the water. I can’t remember the name of the place, but God, they were delicious.”

Ben doesn’t say anything, which is fine because I’m not really talking to him. I’m just reminiscing out loud, rambling, the memory bursting forth like a yawn I can’t contain, like blowing grime from a dusty relic.

But everything looks different in the light. Sounds different when given a voice.

And now that I’ve spoken out loud, given voice to thoughts that sprang up unannounced, I feel foolish. I’m not a sentimental nitwit, someone who swoons so much over her past that she can’t forge a future.

I fall back into my seat with a sigh, crossing my arms and wishing I had my phone to keep my hands, my mind busy. After a few minutes, Duluth is in the rearview mirror and then there’s nothing to look at but road and the moody gray skyline of Lake Superior. But before long, even that view is gone, eaten up by pine trees as we move further inland.

“The Portland Malt Shoppe.”

After so much quiet, nearly thirty minutes of it, Ben’s deep voice now makes me startle. I look at him. “Huh?”

He nods, lifting one hand from the wheel and gesturing in a come-on-you-know sort of way. “That place you were talking about.” He glances at me and lifts his brows. “Portland Malt Shoppe.”

“Oh.”

Okay.

His brows dip as he reverts his attention back to the road, giving the world the stink eye again, and I turn my attention to him, studying his profile, the way the white winter sky brightens the truck’s cab, casting a muted glow over his features. He’s handsome, though in a different way than Daniel. My boyfriend is perfection, polished and nipped and tucked in all the right places, thanks to his time at the gym and, let’s face it, growing up with more money than he knew what to do with. The Rodriguez family has kept a personal chef on staff for years, filling their bellies with grass-fed beef and fresh organic produce splashed with just the right dose of healthy oils. Daniel has green smoothies made fresh each morning and delivered to him daily, something he sips on while resting his muscles in his jetted tub following his seven AM run.

I don’t know what Ben’s story is, how privileged his life has or hasn’t been, but there is a ruggedness to his features, a roughness that one doesn’t get without going through some sort of hardship. The stubble dotting his jaw is well past the five o’clock shadow mark, and something tells me he rarely shows up anywhere freshly scrubbed and barefaced. His brows are thick and arched, making his angry face (as I’m beginning to call it) seem even more fierce. The guy has a perpetual glower, a kind of brooding countenance that even I have to admit is kind of hot…if, that is, he wasn’t constantly directing it at me.

Like right now.

I’d been so lost in thought, I hadn’t realized he’d turned my way. Caught me staring.

He presses his lips together and frowns. “You drink coffee?”

Yes. Absolutely-hell-yes.

But Ben’s expression is so startling, and the intensity rolling off of him is so thick, that I don’t let my enthusiasm fly. I’m not sure if this is his way of asking if I want coffee but, if it is, I don’t want to pass up the opportunity. “Yeah,” I finally manage, determined not to let this moody man get the best of me. “I usually have a cup or two every morning.” Minus this morning, however, thanks to the drama at the car rental place and the subsequent road trip with Oscar the Grouch.

“Good,” he says, though he hardly looks happy about it. He lifts a finger, guiding the steering wheel with his wrist while he points at some far-off place in the distance, indicating something I can’t see. “There’s a place up the road a piece. We can stop there.”

“Sounds good.” Then, because it feels like a door of sorts has (finally) been opened between us, I ask, “How did you know my grandmother?” Now that I’ve gotten him to speak in full sentences, I plan to use the opportunity to find out more about this mystery man. The man who was so hellbent on tracking me down and getting me to Lost Bay, to Lenora’s funeral, when most people wouldn’t make the effort.

Ben swallows before he speaks, as if wondering either how much to tell me or where to begin. But, in the end, all he says is, “We lived close to each other.”

I huff. A mere neighbor wouldn’t go through the trouble of seeing an old woman’s granddaughter safely to her funeral. Not with everything he had to go through to do it: contacting me, going around me to contact my mother, driving four hours down to the airport before the sun was even up and then hauling me back the same way, all without a break. During January…in Minnesota.

No, there’s something more going on here.

People don’t just do things like that for one another. Not without a motive.

And this thing Ben is doing in honor of Lenora’s memory? If that is in fact what he’s doing? Well, it’s huge. Which means he has to have a pretty big one.

Like maybe…her money.

The thought flashes through my mind so fast I feel a ping spike up my spine. Like my bones are metal and the thought I just had was the striking force that’s making them hum. I’m vibrating with indignation—my blood is thrumming with it—even though I have no idea whether or not it’s true. I mean, she’s gone, right? As sad as this sounds, Lenora has already kicked the bucket, so why would Ben think that any action he takes after the fact will result in a reward?

So, okay. Maybe I’m being paranoid. I’m throwing mental daggers at a man who very well may be, to the best of his ability, just trying to do me a solid. Or Lenora a solid. Or…whatever.

Totally and completely free of charge. And for no apparent reason…at all.

Yeah, right.
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Lenora didn’t come from money. She grew up a middle child in a middle-class family in the middle of the Midwest, a product of the Kansas City public school system and graduate of an all-girls college, a degree she paid for with the money she earned as a receptionist-slash-secretary at her family’s accounting firm. After cutting her ties and hopping a boat that, according to her, looked very much like a pirate ship, she sailed off to countries unknown, spending the next two decades working on-site, heading digs in the Middle East and southern Europe before returning to the states.

It wasn’t until she became pregnant with my father at forty that she left the field entirely, accepting an offer for a teaching job at the University of Minnesota after an old colleague put her up for the position. My father’s father was never in the picture as far as I know, though Lenora always spoke freely about him whenever I asked, relaying what little she knew about him. He was a fisherman from Norway, spoke very little English, but had (in her words) “exquisite thighs”. She said she met him while on-site in Santorini, and in the few short weeks they spent together, he gave her the one thing she never knew she wanted…a son. Along with (again, in her words) “some damn fine memories”.

Lenora never held anything back from me. Never minced her words or sugar-coated explanations that, as a child, most thought I was too young to hear. Back before I started forming my own opinions on the world and the people in it, I’d turn to Lenora, knowing she’d give it to me straight. And while some may think that’s a harsh way for a child to learn the ropes of life, I’m not so sure it is. I was never coddled or deluded like most of my classmates. I knew about death before I could read or write, listened intently as Lenora explained sex and reproduction to me when I was seven and my mom was suddenly ripe with a baby in her belly. I smoked my first cigarette with her when she was visiting me in L.A. the summer before my sophomore year of high school, something I’m quite sure she only let me do because she knew how sick one of her Virginia Slims would make me. (And it did. Man, did it ever. In fact, to this day, my stomach still grumbles whenever I smell cigarette smoke.) I also had my first taste of champagne in her company the night I graduated high school, which also happened to be the last time I saw Lenora alive. She showed up at the ceremony in lieu of my mother who, per usual, was otherwise engaged with more important matters. By then, however, I was used to her missing things, so it didn’t bother me all that much when she sent me on my way to graduation without even taking an obligatory cap and gown shot. I had Lenora there, and though I pretended to be embarrassed when she stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled loud enough to wake the dead as I crossed the stage, I wasn’t. I secretly loved it, though I never would have admitted it to her at the time.

All of this is fresh in my mind as I stand here, on the rocky shore of Lake Superior, braced against air so cold it hurts my face. My black jeans and flimsy fleece jacket are no match for the wind coming in off the water, and the gusts are whipping my hair into a wild rat’s nest. I shiver and try to tuck as much of my face beneath the collar of my jacket as I can while the woman giving the eulogy—who’s dressed in what looks like two coats, ear muffs and a hat, and a scarf so long it’s wrapped around her neck at least three times—drones on and on.

In the five minutes since the memorial started, I’ve garnered more than a few odd looks from the huddled crowd. Some appear subtly curious while a few gawk outright, positively bug-eyed by my attire. Compared to these local yokels, my outfit is damn near tropical. Though, in my defense, I’m from southern California and the warmest jacket I own is this Lululemon fleece that I’m currently trying my best to disappear into. Also in my defense, I had no idea that the ceremony was going to be held outside. Next to a lake. The absolute coldest place in this crackerjack town.

I mean, really. Are these people insane?

Another wave pounds against the shore, peppering the wind with spray and sending a mist through the air that pricks my cheeks like icy little needles. There’s about forty people here, and we’re all clustered around a gigantic boulder that, with its relatively flat service, is serving as a stand for Lenora’s urn.

I’m in the middle of wondering if we’re actually going to release her ashes here—the wind is whipping so hard they’d probably fly back in our faces, yuck—when the woman facing us suddenly stops speaking and looks at me expectantly.

And that’s when I realize that everyone is looking at me expectantly.

“Lenora?” she says for what has to be the second time, though I didn’t even hear the first. “Would you like to say anything?”

I half turn, almost expecting my grandmother to be hovering near my shoulder, holding herself in that familiar way that always made her look taller than she really was. But then I realize she’s speaking to me, and that, like Ben, she knows me as Lenora, not Lenny.

“No,” I say, my voice breathy and tight, something I’m going to pretend has more to do with the cold than emotion. I take a step back and shake my head, holding up a hand that’s wrapped in the sleeve of my fleece, like I need to physically ward off her offer. As if saying no simply isn’t good enough.

All eyes are on me, and I really should say something, I know I should say something. I am, after all, her granddaughter. Her one living relative. But I haven’t been a good granddaughter. Hell, I didn’t even know she had passed away until yesterday, and by that time Lenora had already been gone close to a week.

Pebbles crunch under my boots as I continue to back away, the sound louder than it should be, echoing in my ears along with the wind…until I run smack dab into someone’s chest.

I can’t tell who it is, but as hands reach up and grab my shoulders, steadying me, I recognize the voice. Deep and dense, like it’s weighted down with everything he doesn’t say, Ben’s words fill my ears.

“I’ll speak.”

Per usual, it’s not much. But the offer gets me out of the spotlight, and because of this, I could kiss him. You know, metaphorically speaking, of course. Though, just the thought alone is enough to have me wondering how his strong jaw would feel pressed against my mouth, wonder how the rough stubble of his burgeoning beard would feel against my lips.

For some reason, I don’t think it’d be unpleasant.

But all of those musings are a moot point, because obviously I’m never going to find out. Because obviously I don’t really want to kiss him…the man whose gloved hands are currently pressing heat into my body, warming me in ways a coat never could.

Ben moves to make his way up front; his hands leave my shoulders, the wind takes his place at my back, and without his looming presence protecting me from the elements, the bitter chill slams back into me so hard I gasp.

Although there’s no possible way he could have heard me over nature’s cacophony, it’s almost as if he did, because he stops mid-step and pauses. Then, turning slowly, he considers me. His breath escapes in softs plumes, meshing with mine as, for a moment, we just stare at each other. And even though his brows are still drawn in that moody way I’ve become way too familiar with in the five hours I’ve known him, for the first time I see a softness beneath that steel. Warmth beneath that cold, foreboding exterior. It’s right there, under that brooding forehead—a subtle flash of empathy widening his eyes. It doesn’t last long, though, and if he didn’t do what he did next, I’d be telling myself it was all in my imagination.

Ben reaches up, shrugs out of his coat and, with a twist of his wrists, flings it over my shoulders like a cape.

He does this without smiling, without a word, and his eyes never leave mine, as if the wind, in all of its ferocity, has stolen our breath and all we can do is stare. The only way we can communicate is through a look.

My lips are numb, my whole face is numb, and all I can do is sort of work my jaw stiffly as I stare, dumbfounded, back at him. Turns out it doesn’t matter, because within seconds, a shadow falls over his eyes. Ripping his gaze from mine, he turns on his heel, shoulders bent against the cold, and stomps his way to the boulder.

And the thank you that I meant to say, that I wanted to say, stays frozen in my throat.

Right beneath the bated breath I’m holding as I wait for him to speak.

I’m positively on pins and needles waiting to hear what Ben has to say, hoping it gives me some insight into his relationship with Lenora. Insight he seemed reluctant to get into on the drive up here.

Ben dips his chin, rests a hand on the boulder, and takes a breath. His silence is loud, so much louder than the wind and the waves and the rocks sliding into one another as they shift beneath our feet. In fact, even his presence is loud, and before long the funeral-goers mimic him, their heads bowed, their breaths puffing toward the earth. And then, after what feels like forever, Ben lifts his head, pulls a flask from the pocket of his flannel jacket, and unscrews the lid.

I stare, wide-eyed, as those around me—if not damn near everyone, then close to it—does the same.

“To Lenora Vane,” he says simply, somberly, lifting the flask in the air. His eyes find mine as he brings it to his mouth.

There’s a brief murmur of assent throughout the crowd as they follow suit.

And then, just like that, the funeral is over.
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The attorney’s office is small and not at all quaint, just a boxy room with green shag carpet and cream-colored walls that, after seeing the stash of stubbed-out cigarettes in the ash tray on his desk, I can only assume were once white. Banker boxes stacked four high and two deep take up one corner of the room, their lids askew and overflowing with brown accordion folders and manila envelopes. A dusty deer’s head leers morbidly from the wall behind the desk, its antlers pressing into the yellowing ceiling tiles.

It’s depressing, seeing a such a beautiful, stoic animal in a place like this. Even if it is dead. I tear my eyes away from its glassy stare and close them instead, wishing all of this was over and I was on my way back to LA. Where my life is. Where Daniel is. Where my future is.

Where it’s tropical and warm and the air doesn’t hurt to breathe.

I’m still wearing Ben’s coat, and even though he’s sitting next to me, I’m reluctant to offer it back to him. This office is little more than the size of a single wide trailer, and the insulation lining the shack’s frame is less than desirable. I’m freezing and can’t seem to warm up no matter how much I try and burrow myself into the coat’s thick lining. Or maybe it’s that I’m just so frozen from the funeral that I can’t thaw out. Ben’s coat is warm, but this delicious scent of spicy peppermint and sweet pine is all over it, and the smell is doing something weird to my brain. It’s like my body’s wires are all crossed.

So maybe not every chill coursing through me is due to the cold.

I discreetly take in another deep breath, trying to draw in as much of this heady aroma as I can.

Ben slices a look my way, raises his brows.

Okay. Not so discreet after all.

“You know,” I say, popping my head out of the coat’s collar like a turtle, “you don’t have to stay. I can take an Uber back to Lenora’s after this.”

“Uber?” He cocks his head and regards me like I just told a joke. One he didn’t get the punchline to.

It takes everything in me to not roll my eyes. To not talk down to this (forgive me) small town hick who is probably so out of touch with what’s going on in today’s world that he has no idea what an Uber even is.

“It’s like a taxi,” I say slowly. “You know, a cab.”

He stares at me like I’m an idiot, so I continue to ramble on like one. “It’s so easy. I have an app on my phone, and all I have to do is pretty much press a button and—voilà! A driver will be here,” I snap my fingers, “like that.”

Ben’s lips twist into a knowing grin. “Oh, I see,” he says, giving me a little nod. “Yeah, well. Good luck with that.”

I frown at his response. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was mocking me. But before I can ask him what the hell he meant, the attorney, Roman Lindusky, blows into his office, bringing with him the wind it seems I can’t escape from…even when I’m indoors.

“Sorry to keep you two waiting.” He’s a large man, tall with wide shoulders and a round belly that’s prominent even through his puffy ski jacket. Blowing on his hands, he takes a seat behind his desk, not bothering to remove his coat. His white hair matches his white beard, and if it wasn’t for his tobacco stained fingers, he’d be a dead ringer for Santa Claus.

Ben waves a hand and offers up the first real smile I’ve seen on him. “Not a problem, Ro.”

“Had to get the groceries in and make sure the genie had a full tank. They say we’re gonna get hit with a whopper of a blizzard sometime tonight. Supposed to get close to a foot, ‘cording to Chevy down at Jasper’s.” The man actually laughs, like the idea of being snowed-in in the middle of nowhere is positively delightful. The pink in his cheeks turns to red as he slaps his thigh. “Finally get to try out the new Cat.”

I have no idea what a cat is, but Ben does because the smile he’s still wearing perks up a bit. “Lucky bastard,” he says. “I’m still riding my old Polaris from college.”

Roman looks at him meaningfully. “Well, my boy. I don’t see any reason you can’t indulge after this.” He slides his hands along a manila envelope resting on the desk in front of him, and the light in his eyes fades a bit. “Just wish it wasn’t like this.”

Both men bow their heads, and they might as well be speaking a foreign language for all the good it does me.

Cat? Polaris? Indulge after this?

Ben shifts in his seat. “What Nora and I had planned is enough of an indulgence for me. It’s what we both wanted.”

Nora?

I feel like there’s a lump in my stomach, hot and heavy, that’s growing larger by the minute.

Roman Lindusky nods. “I understand. And it’s a damn fine thing, what you’re doing.” Then, turning to me, he smiles, though it dips a notch when he sees the expression on my face. I’m sure I look shell-shocked, though it’s not for the reason he thinks. “My dear,” he says, his voice low. “I’m so sorry for your loss. All of us up here at Lost Bay, well, we just adored Nora. And her passing’s been a tough pill for us to swallow. But you being her actual flesh and blood and all…” He shakes his head and covers up the thickness coating his words with a cough.

Are those tears? Are his eyes glistening?

“She sure talked a lot about you,” he says, recovering. “Loved those video thingies you put out each week on the ew tube. Said you were a star out there in California.”

Ben clears his throat. “It’s called YouTube, Ro. And what Lenora here does is vlog.” He turns, pinning me with a stare, and his face is deadpan as he says, “About hair.”

My jaw drops, though I quickly catch it. Then, as if to counter that act of weakness, I lift it high. “I actually discuss more than just hair on my channel.” Though, to be honest, not much. While the bulk of my content focuses on caring for curly and wavy hair, I do my best to keep it from being too superficial and try to inject other topics into my discussions. But in the four years I’ve had my platform, the vids in which I discuss hair products and post reviews remain the most popular among my followers. Hence, it’s what I produce.

You know what they say. Give the people what they want, right?

Ben holds up his hands in mock surrender. “All right, all right. My bad.” He turns to Roman and cocks a thumb at me. “California here also talks about make-up and clothes.” Shooting me a smirk, he says, “I believe swimming suits are a favorite of yours, am I right?”

I don’t even know how to respond. This man is an asshole. And he’s just…he’s totally missing the point. Of course, I deal with a-holes all the time. I do, after all, live in Los Angeles where people have no qualms about crushing you on their rise to the top. But getting it from Ben? A guy I just met and have done nothing—absolutely nothing—to offend? And in an intimate setting like this? Berating me in such a brutal way, with Roman looking on so uncomfortably? And to top it off, just following my grandmother’s freaking funeral?

No. Oh, hell no.

“For your information,” I seethe, not even sure why I’m humoring this jerk, “I have over a hundred and seventy thousand subscribers who happen to love what I have to say.” Indignation has lit a spark somewhere in my chest, and its flames are fanning out, lighting me up. I’m positively burning from it. Blood rushes to my cheeks, and I’m suddenly warmer than I’ve been since landing in this stupid, godforsaken state.

Ben feigns admiration. “A hundred and seventy thousand, you say? Wow.” He rubs a hand over his chin and scoffs. “And people wonder why the world’s going to shit.”

Roman looks less like Santa Claus now and more like the captain of a sinking ship who just realized how fast the storm snuck up on him. He chuckles awkwardly. “Well now, you two. Let’s, uh…let’s get on with things, shall we?”

I cast a scowl Ben’s way. “Yes, that’d be fabulous.”

“Yeah,” Ben says, mirroring my expression. “Let’s do it.”

Roman sighs like a weary grandfather who just convinced his grandkids to share the last cookie in the cookie jar. Sliding on a pair of wireframed glasses, he thumbs open the envelope and regards us over the top of his lenses. “Now,” he says, “I’ve already gone through this with Benjamin. And since he was with Lenora when she made the changes, he’s already aware of everything I’m about to say.”

“Okay?” I immediately bite my lip, hating the way that came out as a question. But it was a question, because I have no idea what he’s talking about.

Roman pulls out a long, letter-sized envelope from the bigger one and reaches across the desk, holding it out. When I take it from him, I turn it over in my hands and immediately recognize my name written in Lenora’s loopy scrawl. I run my thumb over the ink, wondering what thoughts were running through her head when she wrote this.

Roman continues, throwing out jargon like portfolio and investments and net worth. I listen to it all, trying to keep my expression humble when inside, I’m bursting with…what? Excitement? Bewilderment? Elation?

No. It’s none of those things. This sensation that’s filling me up, this growing bubble pressing against my bones, my skin is…unease.

I should be excited. I mean, I am excited. Who wouldn’t feel shock and awe when falling into the amount of money I’m about to? But something’s not right.

“As I’m sure you’re aware,” Roman continues, “Nora had a substantial amount invested in charities, particularly those supporting animal welfare. As a result, she’s set aside a portion of her estate to reflect that charity.”

I nod dismissively. This, I assumed. But what’s losing out on ten grand or so? It’s just a drop in the bucket compared to what I’ll be walking away with. Because surely she wouldn’t leave more for charity than her own flesh and blood.

Roman chuckles. “Well, a portion is putting it mildly, actually.”

Beside me, Ben’s presence suddenly feels overwhelming. The already small room is shrinking, pressing in…and in and in.

“What does…” I shake my head and clear my throat because the voice coming out of my mouth doesn’t sound like mine. “What does that mean, exactly?”

And when Roman lays it out for me—lays it all out—I lose my voice entirely.
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I haven’t been to Lost Bay since I was eleven. And even though up to that point I spent two weeks a year in this town, I’m still lost the minute I step out of Roman’s office. His property sits on the outskirts, and when I walk out the door, I have two options. To the right there is nothing but woods, the trees packed so closely together that the spaces between their branches appear darker than the sky on a moonless night. To the left, a sidewalk leads past the attorney’s adjacent log cabin and up a hill where, I can only assume, it proceeds on into town.

So I point myself left, into the wind, and trudge up the path hoping it will lead me to…where? I have no idea. But I have to move. I can’t stand still. Can’t spend one more second in that acrid-smelling room with those two men, one who is an outright thief, and the other who just played executioner on my grandmother’s behalf.

Lenora.

I’m still clutching her letter in my hand, the unopened envelope now crumpled and damp beneath my sweaty grip. I stuff it into the pocket of Ben’s coat, unable to even think about opening it right now.

Because I’m hot. I’m so hot I feel like I could combust. Like I’m emitting fire from my very core and it’s billowing out, out, right out through Ben’s coat and into the air. I picture little cartoon steam clouds surrounding me as I walk, dogging my every step, and can’t even find it in me to crack a smile at the ridiculous image.

Because I’m mad. Furious. Absolutely livid.

Behind me, I hear the door bang open and, following that, my name. But I don’t acknowledge it, choosing to pretend that it’s just the wind and not the voice of the man whose coat I’m still wearing.

My legs pump faster, carrying me away from him, away from the office, away from Lenora’s ridiculous will. I’m a tornado of emotion as I push myself up and over the hill, and it’s hard to tell whether it’s the cold or my situation that’s causing the tears to well.

And believe me, I want it to be the cold. I want it to be the wind and the single digit temps that’s wetting my eyes and threatening to ruin the non-waterproof mascara that I’m determined to use up. Because I do not want to be that girl. The one who cries over something as superficial as this. But the flood that’s welling is way more than single digit temps can induce, and as I crest the hill, my chest heaving, a thought hits me. Strikes so deep that I gasp out a breath as if I’ve been punched.

I am that girl. I am that woman.

This thought—the one that paints me out to be as shallow as Kendra, as shallow as the customers I wait on at Molly & Dee’s—is perhaps more depressing than the news I just received, and as I take in the view sprawling before me, there’s only one place I want to go.

I haven’t been to many small towns, but the ones I’ve driven through have always had a bar near the edge. Like people either need the liquid courage to enter or a drink in celebration knowing they’re about to leave.

And thank you Lord-God-Almighty-in-heaven-above, Lost Bay is no different.

The tiny building stands alone, set one lot over from a small service station and across the street from what looks to be a mom and pop outfitters shop that also sells auto parts and mattresses. It’s longer than it is wide, the stacked logs worn and silvered with age. A neon sign above the door beckons in the afternoon’s waning light, flashing Jasper’s Tavern in a deep electric blue.

I don’t even pause in my stride as I veer across the gravel parking lot, my eyes set on the weathered red door. Flinging it open, I’m met with the stale stench of beer and, strangely enough, something that smells incredibly sweet, like a pastry that’s just come from the oven. It’s a strange combination, and I wrinkle my nose, unable to decide whether it’s atrocious or agreeable. But as my eyes adjust to the dim lighting, I realize I don’t care, because I have bigger issues to deal with, and soon the bar’s strange smells fall to the background while I take in my surroundings.

I want to be alone, and it looks like that won’t be a problem here.

Aside from myself, there are only two other people in the joint. And judging by the looks of it, they both work here.

The man behind the bar is tall and lean and, if I had to guess, looks to be somewhere in his late twenties. His appearance is crisp and neat, with short dark hair parted neatly to the side and a checkered shirt collar poking out of his crew neck sweater. Perched on the bridge of his nose are a pair of black frame specs and, given the combo, the guy looks like he just walked straight off the set of a 1950s sitcom. Opposite him and perched on a barstool, a redhead with long frizzy hair is scooping a heaping spoonful of something from inside a pink to-go box with one hand and smacking the bar with her other.

A chunky laptop sits on the counter between them, and while I can’t see the screen, I recognize the theme music coming from the speakers. It’s the newest (and perhaps the most crass) reality dating show, Hands Off, B!tch. It’s so bad the television stations won’t even play it. But it’s picked up speed on the internet, and while the drama is so far out there it makes me cringe, Kendra loves it.

“Oh, that’s bullshit!” the redhead says, lifting the spoon to her mouth and taking a bite so that her following words are thick and garbled. “Compede booshid!”

She smacks the top of the bar again.

“Really, Mimi? What did you expect?” The guy behind the bar shifts his eyes from the screen long enough to dip a spoon of his own into the pink box before edging them right back. “She’s money hungry. Of course she’s going to sabotage anyone who gets in her way.” He leans over, resting a forearm on the counter, and lifts the spoon to his mouth. Pausing, he shakes his head and mumbles, “Can’t believe you’ve got me watching this crap.”

I’m hovering in the entrance, taking in this exchange, and it’s only when I feel the push of wind against my back that I realize I’m still holding the door open. When I finally let it bang shut behind me, the redhead—Mimi—peers over her shoulder. She smiles and waves a spoonful of something my way. “Hey-o! Be with you in a min.”

I acknowledge her with a nod and, after a quick glance around, opt for a corner booth in the back of the room. The place is surprisingly cozy and not at all as dive as it appears from the outside. There’s a stone fireplace along the wall flanking the bar, and above the mantel is (yet another) deer head, a wreath made from evergreen boughs tossed around its neck and a red Christmas ornament dangling from each antler. The whole place is set up like a trapper’s cabin, the walls adorned with old fashioned snow shoes made of wood and animal hide, several large fish mounted on pieces of driftwood, and old black and white photographs of loggers and sportsman in action.

And there’s buffalo plaid everywhere. Covering the booths, the bar stools, drawn up as curtains…

I wrinkle my nose as I shrug out of Ben’s coat and toss it on the bench before sliding in after it. Then I rest my elbows on the table, prop my forehead in my hands, and press my lips together to keep from screaming. My right leg won’t stop bouncing, the ball of my foot popping my knee up and down, up and down, up and down. I’m so tired I’m wired, if that makes sense. I’ve been on the go for over twenty-four hours, since yesterday morning when I learned about Lenora.

Jesus.

Was it only yesterday?

Was it really only yesterday that I so naively thought I had the world at my fingertips?

I groan and pull out my phone, hoping to find a new message from Daniel. But aside from the response he sent to my text letting him know I’d landed safely this morning, there’s nothing new. I read the last thing he sent—Cool, followed by C U in a few—and feel a knot of something I can’t explain settle in my chest. But I push it aside because it’s Daniel and he’s never been one to throw sentiment into a text. I mean, I certainly didn’t expect an I love you and I miss you and life is godawful without you here babe. Because that isn’t who he is, it’s never going to be who he is, and I’m definitely not one of those women who thinks she can change her man. The brisk, no nonsense way Daniel approaches life is one of the things I love about him. He’s not wishy washy or indecisive or overly emotional or insecure. The man is a bull; he doesn’t just climb mountains, he destroys them.

And when he knows what he wants, he takes it.

Like me.

That thought actually does bring a smile to my face, which eases the unidentifiable something in my chest, that knotted sensation that made my core seize up for just the briefest of moments.

Feeling a bit better, I pull up my social media accounts, read through a few messages from Instagram and Facebook, and then close the sites without responding. Seventy-five people have contacted me on Facebook and well over two hundred on Instagram, and I need to be in the mood—read that lounging on the couch with a mug of coffee or a glass of wine—before I can tackle wading through the bullshit. Don’t get me wrong; most of my subscribers are great. But this is the age of the internet, where free speech doesn’t need a tongue and opinions can be dealt with utter anonymity, and I get more than my fair share of troll mail: dic pics, request for tit pics, request for pussy pics…just to name a few. Then there’s the hate mail that makes up a small portion of my messages: people looking for an argument, people telling me I’m too ugly/too fat/too pretty/too thin/too vanilla/too vulgar and that my hair is either too curly or not curly enough. And, of course, my favorites—the religious nuts who tell me that I’m going to Hell for wearing makeup, a bikini, freaking shorts…

After closing out my messages, I swipe over to Daniel’s account, the weird feeling slinking back into my chest and sitting heavy over my heart when I see the picture he posted from his parents’ party last night. He’s decked out in his Armani suit, the jacket open to expose a crisp white button down left causally undone at the collar. He’s holding a glass of champagne and leaning against the railing of a rooftop deck, and the sunset blazing behind him is fanning the LA skyline in vibrant hues of orange and red. It looks like a photo from a magazine, and I don’t doubt that’s a coincidence. Like me, Daniel knows how to stage a photo, and his Instagram account boasts no less than manufactured perfection. Beneath the photo are the words Well done LA followed by #sunset and #killingit.

“Dang! He’s hot.”

I glance up to see the waitress with the red hair peering down at my phone, bright pink lips forming an O as she coos over the photo of Daniel. Her t-shirt is large and boxy and tucked into her jeans, which are high-waisted and stonewashed. Now that she’s closer, I can see the red in her hair comes from a box, the bad dye job a bit too orange around her scalp. Her make up is all wrong for her color, and her fried locks are crying out for a moisturizing hair mask.

I bristle, turning my phone over and resting it on the table. “Yep, he is.” My response is curt, though the waitress—Mimi, I think the guy called her—doesn’t seem to get the hint, because she continues to nudge the conversation away from taking my order and onto my personal life.

“Do you know him?”

I nod. “Yeah. So, can I get a Classic…”

“Like, personally?” Her eyes are saucers at the mere thought.

I sigh. “Yes. He’s my boyfriend.”

Though I’m not sure how that’s going to work now.

The thought induces a frenzied anxiety that I’m desperate to tame, and before I even know what I’m doing, I slide my left hand under the sleeve of my right arm and, pinching a small section of skin between my nails, squeeze. Hard.

It’s an act I haven’t done in years, not since I was in high school, when some days that little pinch was the only thing that proved I existed at all, and I’m annoyed this situation has caused the habit to resurface.

A sharp little sting. Nothing more, nothing less. But the pain stops my whirling thoughts, brings me back to the present moment. And, as a bonus, the hurt is also causing my eyes to water, blurring my vison and turning Mimi into an amorphous blob.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t have any effect on my hearing.

“Holy shit, are you serious? Well, you’re obviously not from around here because they don’t make ‘em like that in Lost Bay, I can tell you that much. I mean, this one guy I dated last summer was way hot, but he wasn’t, like, from here or anything. Just visiting from Des Mo—”

I hold up a hand, interrupting her. “Look, it’s been a long day and I’d really, really just appreciate it if you could take my order minus the chitchat. Okay?”

Mimi’s face falls, and I immediately look away, fighting the flicker of guilt tightening my throat.

“Yeah. No. I mean, of course. Absolutely…” But her perkiness is gone, and the red in her cheeks matches the hue of her hair.

I bite back a sigh and sand the edge from my voice. “It’s okay, it’s fine. I’ll just have a Classic Manhattan.” My stomach growls, as if to remind me that there’s no way it can handle straight up liquor without some substance. Remembering I haven’t eaten anything in close to twenty-four hours, I add, “And a menu, please.”

“Oh, um.” Mimi shifts her weight. “The kitchen’s closed. Our cook, Earnest? He’s out sick and Chevy didn’t want to bother Jerry—he’s our other cook—on his day off on account of the blizzard that’s headed this way and everything. It’s too bad, too, because Jerry’s loose meat sandwiches are the best around, I swear. Jerry normally only cooks on Wednesdays and Fridays, so those are the only days we can serve ‘em because he refuses to give out his recipe to anyone, even Earnest. He also makes this onion dip that’s, like, totally to die for. Don’t get me wrong, though! Earnest’s dip is good, too. Though kinda too oniony, if you know what I mean. But Jerry’s, though…”

Mimi fans her face and I’m pretty sure just the thought of this onion dip turns her on more than Daniel’s photo did.

I’m not sure what to do with this information. None of it is helpful to me now, when I’m starving and my stomach is about to start eating itself.

“But, hey!” Mimi claps her hands together, making me jump. “Do you like pie? ‘Cuz Chevy—he’s my brother,” she cocks a thumb over her shoulder and Chevy gives a brief two finger salute without looking up from the book he’s reading, “picked up some pies on his way back from Duluth this morning and oh-my-god they’re so good. They’re from Betty’s Pies, it’s down in Two Harbors? Have you ever had one? Pecan is my favorite. But the apple is good, too. Chevy got two apple pies ‘cuz those are his favorites. But I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you had a slice. I mean, it’s his fault we don’t have a cook, right? I told him to call Jerry in, but he said no because he didn’t think anyone would come out this afternoon, what with the snow we’re supposed to get and everything. But then again, you did. Which makes him wrong, something I’m sure he hates because he’s, like, never wrong. Which I really hate because he’s always trying to tell me what to do and it so gets on my nerves. You know what I mean?”

Oh. My. God.

I just nod, even though I don’t have a clue what she’s talking about. “Sure. And no worries about the food. I’ll just take the drink. Thanks.”

Mimi nods and scurries off, and when she gets to the bar, I hear her loud-whisper, “What’s a Classic Manhattan?”
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So here’s the deal.

I’m sharing my inheritance with Ben.

Well, to be more exact, I’m actually sharing it with the animal rescue that Ben will be opening this fall.

You might be wondering why that’s so upsetting. Why I’m acting like a spoiled brat about the whole thing. Stomping out of Roman’s office and away from my only point of contact in this godforsaken town.

And I get it. I get it.

After all, I’m still walking away with just over three million. Not to mention Lenora’s house and half of her land. So who wouldn’t be happy about that? What kind of person wouldn’t appreciate that kind of wealth dropping straight into her lap?

If only it were that simple.

The nuts and bolts of the matter are this:

I stay in Lost Bay for one year, on site, helping set up the rescue and making sure it runs okay once it’s established. And when that’s done, I get my inheritance.

Or I waive the offer…and have to wait until I’m thirty-five to see so much as a penny of it.
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I’m halfway through my drink and lamenting over my phone’s low battery when the bar’s door blows open and Ben stomps in, bringing with him a flurry of snow.

Seems the storm has started.

He scans the bar, his eyes narrowing when they land on me, and makes a beeline for my booth. Without a word, he slides in across from me, rests his elbows on the table, and folds his hands together. “You know,” he says, his words measured, “I have more important things to be doing than chasing after you all day.”

“Then don’t,” I snap. Lifting my glass, I down the rest of my drink before holding it in the air and giving it a little shake to catch Mimi’s attention.

Ben’s sigh is heavy. “Have you had anything to eat today?”

I glare at him. Since he’s been with me since eight o’clock this morning, he knows very well I haven’t. Then again, there’s accusation in his tone, which is probably the point. “All they have is pie.”

He perks up. “Really? From Betty’s?”

“Um, yeah. I mean, I guess. That’s what the waitress said.”

Ben cranes his neck toward the bar. “Yo! Mimi!”

Mimi turns from where she’s leaning against the bar, waiting for Chevy to finish making my second drink, her face lighting up.

“You got any apple back there?”

Mimi nods, a knowing grin stretching from ear to ear. Reaching behind the bar, she retrieves another pink box, flips the lid, and dips a knife into it.

“Bring two,” Ben calls before returning his attention to me. He leans back in his seat, much more content than when he entered, and flashes a rare grin. “You’re gonna love this. Best pie in the state. Probably all of the Midwest, as a matter of fact.”

I frown. So now he decides to be chatty. “I don’t want any pie.”

Ben ignores me, and when Mimi brings the two plates over along with my drink, Ben doesn’t hesitate to push one my way.

“Hey, Ben,” she says, pulling a bottle of beer from the pocket of her apron and plunking it down in front of him. “Figured you could use this after today.” Her smile falters, but she catches herself quickly.

Ben nods, eyes trained to his plate. “Yeah.” His voice is rough, but when he lifts his gaze to me, his words are needling. “You have no idea.”

His sarcasm is evident; I know what he’s doing.

I fold my arms over my chest and arch a brow.

Yeah, well. You’re no peach, either.

Just as I’m thinking it, debating on whether or not to let the words roll off my tongue, his lips lift into a smirk.

And he winks.

The asshole winks.

Like he knows what I was thinking, what I am thinking, and he finds me…amusing.

Small and amusing.

Well, I’ll show him just how small and amusing I can—

Ben must sense that I’m about to blow, because he clears his throat and waves a hand my way. “So, Mimi. Has Lenora here officially introduced herself yet?”

Mimi’s already round eyes widen. “You mean?” She looks at me, the shock on her face evident. “Nora’s Lenora?”

He nods, and my mouth falls open.

“Oh, my God!” Mimi smacks her head. “I should have known! Obviously you’re Nora’s glamorous granddaughter from L.A. I mean, duh Mimi!” She considers me with a new appreciation, and then twirls a finger in front of her face. “You have her eyes.”

Ben scoops a forkful of pie into his wide-open trap and cocks his head. “I don’t see it.” His stare is pointed. “At all.”

It’s clear that’s meant to be an insult, the fact that he doesn’t find any similarities in our appearances. Because I know we looked alike. Maybe not in her later years, but I’ve seen pictures of Lenora at my age and, when she was younger, we could have been twins. Granted, fashion choices and makeup and personality quirks may detract from the similarities a bit, but for Ben to state so bluntly that he can’t see any resemblance is just plain spiteful.

And I’m the one who should be spiteful, here.

Me.

“Well, I think you do. Look like her, anyway.” Mimi rests a hand on my shoulder, and her voice is uncharacteristically subdued. “I’m so sorry about your grandmother.”

I can only nod. Because right now, I’m so mad, so frustrated, so furious with Lenora that any sense of sadness I had regarding her passing is now buried beneath mounds and mounds of anger.

Mimi retreats back to the bar, and I hear another episode of Hands Off, B!tch starting up on her laptop. But within seconds, the music cuts off abruptly and a string of incredibly foul expletives fly from her mouth.

I snort. “Sounds like Motormouth has a dark side.”

Ben chuckles as he works his fork, scraping the last bits of pie from his plate. “Yeah, well. Internet sucks up here.” He lifts his eyes to mine, takes a bite, and points his fork my way. “You’ll get used to it.”

The pleasure he gets in telling me this is evident.

Because he knows how much I need the internet.

My day just went from bad to worse.

But I don’t want to let on how much I’m bothered by this. At least, more than I already have. What with the way I flew out of Roman’s office not even a half an hour ago, I think it’s safe to assume that I’m wearing my mood on my sleeve.

I stifle a groan and reach for my plate. My world has just been upended, so what’s the big deal if I chow down on a desert that will forever sit on my hips? I shove a forkful in my mouth and have to hold myself back from moaning out loud.

Damn. Ben was right. This shit is the bomb.

We’re quiet while I eat, the only sound some early 90’s rock that Chevy put on the old juke box after Mimi’s laptop failed to catch a signal. And though I could chalk our silence up to the fact that we both seem to dislike each other a whole lot, I think this is just how Ben is.

A man of few words.

In fact, it’s not until I finish and push my plate away that Ben even looks my way. “You want to talk about it?”

I huff, crossing my arms over my chest and falling back against the booth. “With you? Please.”

Ben shrugs like he could care less, and lifts his bottle to his lips. Taking a long pull, he lets his eyes roam the bar, pausing briefly on the deer head before returning his gaze back to me.

I bite my lip, and then blurt out the question I’ve been wondering since Roman broke the bitter news. “Did you know?”

Ben’s forehead wrinkles. “Know what?”

“About the will. About what Lenora had planned for me.”

“Ah. You mean the part about you not getting your half until you’re thirty-five?” Ben sighs and looks down, studying the bottle in his hand. When he raises his eyes to mine, his expression is hard. “No. I didn’t know.”

“And,” I push, “she didn’t let you in on the fact that she wanted me to assist you with your,” I make quotation marks with my fingers, “little project? That in order to get my inheritance before I’m thirty-five, I have to stay here for one entire year helping you?”

“Again. No.” Ben downs the rest of his beer and glares. “And it’s hardly a little project. Though, I suppose to someone like you…” He lets his voice trail off.

What Ben left unspoken isn’t lost on me, however. When it comes to deciphering things unsaid, I’m a pro.

Still, I press. Because I’m angry. Because I’m feeling bitchy. Because I want his world to be just as upended as mine. “And just what exactly do you mean by that? Someone like me?”

Ben doesn’t shy away from my tone. In fact, I think my attitude emboldens him. “I know your type,” he says. “And someone like you wouldn’t know the first thing about being selfless. Someone like you couldn’t so much as fathom giving your time away for free. Someone like you has no idea about the world outside of your own little bubble. Hell, someone like you, Lenora, couldn’t even make the time to visit your own grandmother when…” He stops abruptly and shakes his head. “You know what? Forget it.”

“Well,” I smart back, “someone like you could use a lesson on how not to be such a judgmental prick.”

Ben barks out a laugh, one so full of bitter hilarity that it makes the hairs on my arms stand on end.

Or maybe it’s just the cold.

Because I don’t care what this asshole thinks.

I don’t.

“Look, sweetheart,” Ben says, his expression melting back into one of indifference. “I just call ‘em like I see ‘em, okay? And you? You’re all surface.”

I huff again and look away. Chevy is still engrossed in his book, and Mimi is nowhere to be seen.

And in the silence between songs, the wind continues to moan—either in sympathy or victory, I can’t tell.
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Lenora doesn’t live that far from town. Though, with the weather and my souring relationship with Ben, the drive to her place seems to take hours rather than minutes.

The conditions are near whiteout by the time we approach her driveway, a long winding strip of pavement already covered in a few inches of snow. Ben palms the wheel, pointing the truck up the drive, and the crunch of snow under the tires might as well be my shattered soul, what with the mood I’m in right now. The thought is depressing, albeit no less than my circumstances, and I suddenly wish I’d had the forethought to ask for a bottle of scotch or something before Ben hurried me out of Jasper’s because, in his words, “the weather’s coming.” Granted, I’m sure Lenora has a fully stocked liquor cabinet, so I should be able to find something to numb the slight hysteria that’s been creeping back in since leaving the bar.

One year in Lost Bay.

One entire year.

The driveway is long, close to a quarter mile, and shortly after turning onto it we disappear into a thick grove of evergreens, their boughs enveloping us like a skeletal canopy before opening up to a wide front yard.

And there, at the end, is Lenora’s majestic log cabin.

Or more like its shadowy outline, because I can barely see the large, two-story home through the veil of white that’s obscuring my vision. It’s crazy that Ben can even drive in this, can even find and stay on the road. Then again, maybe he’s driven this path thousands of times over the years, wooing my grandmother while swindling away her money.

I cast him a dirty look, noting the expression of concentration on his face as he maneuvers through the snow. Pulling up to the attached, two-stall garage, he shifts the vehicle into park and, without a word, hops down from the truck. His shadow seems to float through the blizzard, a ghost that just won’t go away. A low rumble meets my ears briefly as the garage door rolls up, and within seconds Ben is back in the truck’s cab, running his hands through his hair and shaking the snow off him like a dog.

I grimace as wet flecks hit me, and when Ben catches my expression, his face lights up, the smile brightening his features a stark contrast to the frown darkening mine.

“Wow,” I say, brushing the droplets from my cheeks, “look at you. I didn’t know Oscar the Grouch knew how to smile.”

Ben drives into the garage, throws the truck into park, and cuts the engine. “Oscar the Grouch, huh?” he chuckles. “Alright, okay. Well, Barbie,” he counters, “just the thought of you stuck out here in the frozen tundra is damn near better than winning the lottery.”

I snort. “Well, Barbie happens to be beautiful, so thanks for the compliment. And I’m sorry, but haven’t you already won the lottery?”

My tone is dark, accusing, and I shove open my door and hop out before he can respond. Reaching behind my seat, I tug on the handle of my suitcase and pull it from the cab. On the other side, behind the driver’s seat, Ben’s face appears as he grabs the strap of my camera bag. Throwing it over his shoulder, he reaches back in for my laptop case. “Barbie may be beautiful,” he says, “but she’s fake as hell.”

I puff out a “Whatever, asshole” under my breath and slam the door.

It’s not lost on me that Ben just pulled into Lenora’s garage like he’s done it before. And while I could use the argument that he’s just being polite, that he doesn’t want me to have to haul my luggage around in the snow, I don’t think that’s the case.

I skirt the edge of his truck, taking care not to brush against the pile of snow teetering along the rear bumper, and cast a curious glance at the covered vehicle in the next stall.

Ben catches me staring. “Nora’s Land Rover. She stopped driving last winter, but I kept up the maintenance on it. Should suit you just fine while you’re here.” He flips his keys around in his hand and turns to the door. Unlocking it, he steps inside and holds it open, raising his eyes to the ceiling as I pass.

I should say thanks, but I don’t. Because expressing gratitude in any form would be lost on this guy. He’s already made up his mind about me.

Stepping into the mudroom, I note that not much has changed. An old wooden bench stained red butts up to the knotty pine wall, and above that sits a row of metal hooks, the majority of which are occupied by coats and jackets and long wool sweaters. I spot a dark leather bomber jacket on one of the hooks near the end, and even from the limp way it hangs I can tell it’s way too big to be Lenora’s. Glancing down, I notice a worn pair of men’s running sneakers alongside a boxy set of snow boots.

Neither of which would have fit Lenora’s size eight foot.

I push through to the kitchen, which also still looks the same. Horribly outdated appliances and fixtures, laminate countertops and an array of mismatched dishware stacked atop the open kitchen shelves. Across the room is the green house Lenora added on when I was around eight or so, and the snow pressing up against the glass gives the room a surreal, underwater feel. But it’s clean and cozy, something that’s also familiar, and the scent of cinnamon and cloves still clings to the air enough that the smell hits me the moment I enter.

Ben tromps straight through the kitchen and I follow, up a staircase into the lofty second story where a large space divides three bedrooms and two bathrooms. A red oriental rug lines the hallway, and after we pass what I remember to be Lenora’s room, we stop in front of two doors, each directly across from the other. Ben opens the one to the left without a word, without a glance at me, and I realize as I trail in after him that he’s treating me like a guest. Like I’m an outsider to this house, to my grandmother’s home.

Which is, as it stands, my house now.

But I’m too tired to argue. Too tired to wonder why he knows this house so well, that this is the room I used to stay in when I came to visit all those years ago. Right now, all I want to do is fall into the queen-sized bed in the corner and sleep.

Sleep, sleep, sleep…and then wake up and realize this was all a dream.

“I figured you’d want your old room.” Ben hesitates. “Or if you’d prefer Lenora’s, you’re welcome to it. It has the attached bath,” he adds, not meeting my eyes. “More privacy.”

I think about Lenora passing away in her sleep, in her bedroom down this very hall, and shudder at the thought of crawling into the bed where she died.

“No, this is fine.”

Ben swallows, then nods. “You can still use her bathroom. It’s bigger than the guest.”

“Honestly, it doesn’t matter.” I sigh, wondering why this conversation is happening at all. I’m tired and I just want him to leave. Go to his own house, where I won’t have to deal with him. For a while, at least.

I think about Lenora’s will and the implications that piece of paper has on my life.

Ben reaches up and rubs the back of his neck, shifting uncomfortably. “Well, I think it’s best if you use Lenora’s. The guest bathroom is sort of…full. At the moment.”

“Full? Full of what, exactly?”

I have a sneaking suspicion. Have had one since I walked in here not even five minutes ago. But I want to hear him say it. Need to hear him say it. Because I can’t believe it. Can’t even entertain the notion that has slipped into my head and taken root in my brain. Ben—

“My stuff.”

—lives here.

It’s true, what they say.

That the deepest circle of Hell burns cold, not hot.

And Lost Bay?

It’s the goddamn pit.
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The first thing I think of when my eyes pop open the next morning is food. All I ate yesterday was a measly piece of pie, and the hunger pains currently rippling through my system are causing my stomach to contract in horrendous bouts of nausea.

I push the covers back and immediately regret it.

The room is cold. Like, my nose is frozen and I’m pretty sure I can see my breath cold.

The long-sleeved tee and yoga pants I threw on last night before crawling into bed are no match for the chill in the room, and I wouldn’t doubt it if my bare feet were already frost bitten. With stiff movements, I rifle through my suitcase, throwing the warmest sweater I can find over my shirt before slipping into a pair of ankle socks that do nothing to ward off the cold creeping up through the floorboards.

Desperate, I reach for Ben’s coat, which I slung over the arm of a rocking chair last night before getting dressed for bed.

But the coat feels like ice when I slide it on.

I puff out a little moan and squeeze my eyes shut, trying my very best to keep it together.

I hate Minnesota.

I hate the cold.

I miss L.A. and the sun and the heat and…Daniel.

With that thought, I reach for my cell phone, only to realize it’s dead because I was too exhausted last night to remember to plug it in.

Mutha…

Already in a foul mood, I let loose a colorful string of curse words that would easily make a sailor blush but probably make Lenora proud, and tug my charger from my laptop case. After plugging it in, I set up the phone on the nightstand and wait impatiently for the screen to come to life. But it’s so dead that it takes longer than usual, and the queasiness settling in my stomach becomes too much too ignore.

I abandon delicious thoughts of messages from Daniel in lieu of food and, wrapping my arms around myself, make my way downstairs, hoping to God there’s something edible in the refrigerator.

Right now, I could eat a horse. Or a cow. Or a…

Wolf!?

There’s a freaking wolf at the bottom of the landing.

Pointed ears twitching my way, lips skinned back from its teeth in a leer, almond-shaped eyes wide, its splayed stance telling me that it’s just as surprised by me as I am by it.

A low growl rumbles deep in its chest, waking me up from my stupor.

The shock hits me so hard I gasp, my stocking feet sliding on the hardwood floor as I skid off the last step. Even though my first instinct is to scream, the terror of being face to face with a wild animal—in my own house—steals my voice. My legs wobble as I back up, ankles tangling together and tipping me over onto the floor like a flailing skater going down on the ice.

The thing pounces, because obviously I’m easy pickings, and I shriek as the heat from its muzzle brushes my cheek. A wet, spongy tongue glides against my ear before flicking out to taste my neck.

It’s the neck, I think, my thoughts as wild and crazed as the animal bearing down on me. They always go for the neck first!

And just when I’ve succumbed to the fact that I’m about to die—how the hell did it even get in the house in the first place?!—I hear the strangest sound.

“Asha!”

A soft whine of annoyance vibrates in my ear before the suffocating weight lifts, leaving behind a flurry of hair that sticks to my skin, my tongue, the corner of my lips. Nails click across the floor, almost merry-like, prancing rather than clawing. Skipping rather than attacking.

Which…doesn’t make any sense.

I peer up through the shield I made with my arms and squint, watching as a distorted, upside down view of Ben ambles in from the kitchen. The animal is nothing but a tornado of fur as it leaps at him, a swirling mass of teeth and muscle. And then, much to my horror, the beast—which almost reaches Ben’s hip when on all fours—stands up and props its two front paws on Ben’s shoulders. But instead of crying out in terror, he responds to the attack with a laugh. A low, subdued chuckle that fills the foyer and tickles a spot just behind my sternum.

As reality slowly seeps back in, the smell of coffee hits me, along with the mouthwatering scent of bacon and eggs. And I suddenly—foolishly—realize my life was never in danger.

As nonchalantly as I can, I push to my feet and strike a casual stance, one that suggests I was just down on the floor to do sit ups or practice yoga. Or, you know, maybe trying out a new dance move that required falling to the ground like a crazy woman.

Bump and grind, slip and slide.

Crash and…burn.

Ben’s face is one of mock amusement, and it matches the expression on the animal perched next to his side, head cocked and tongue lolling out as if to say, Damn, I got you good, didn’t I? Let’s do it again!

Yeah, let’s not.

I wave my hand at the fur ball. “What’s this?”

The animal barks, then whines before looking up at Ben, as if waiting for an answer.

“She,” Ben says, “is Asha.”

Asha licks her chops and mewls.

“Is she… I mean… She looks like a wolf.”

“Arctic wolf,” Ben says. “With a little husky and malamute thrown in. According to her DNA test.” He shrugs, like doing a DNA test on a dog is no big deal. Like having a dog who is part wolf is no big deal. “She was a stray.”

I hug my arms to my chest, though the debacle of meeting Asha has warmed me up some. My blood is still pumping rapidly through my veins, but my heartrate is slowly dropping back down to normal. “Lenora never mentioned having a dog. I take it she’s yours?”

“You could say we shared custody.” Ben doesn’t elaborate, and I doubt I’d get a more concrete answer out of him if I tried.

He nods my way. “And I’m glad to see you’re still enjoying my coat.”

“Well, it’s freezing in here.”

Ben shrugs. “Oh, I don’t know. Personally, I think it’s perfectly pleasant. What do you think, Asha?”

Asha head bumps Ben’s thigh and he reaches down, ruffing her ears. The sweet gesture is at odds with his voice which, of course, is filled with his usual distaste for life.

Or maybe it’s just his distaste for me.

I peer down at the dog, not buying its sweet act. Not all, to be fair, but most canines in L.A. fit into a purse. Or a pocket. And wear sparkly studded collars or fancy pleather jackets lined with rhinestones. A few Chihuahuas that come into the bar have a more expensive wardrobe than I do. And let me tell you, the majority of them are spoiled, yappy little shits that won’t hesitate to bite if you get too close.

I’m not used to animals this size.

Despite her apparently sweet demeanor, something tells me Asha wouldn’t tolerate being stuffed into a tutu.

My thoughts are slowly coming back together, and my surprise at finding Ben downstairs is almost on par with my shock at meeting Asha. “I thought you’d already be at work—”

“Ben!”

A breezy female voice cuts over mine. Disembodied, it floats out from the kitchen a few seconds before the woman it belongs to—a gorgeous raven-haired beauty with pink cheeks and eyes the color of a ripe green apple—pops her head into the foyer. She’s wearing a white hat with a pom pom on the top, and the light color against her dark locks makes her eyes pop even more. “Thanks for the coffee but I have to go— Oh!” She sees me and smiles, slipping fully into the room and gaping at Ben. “Is this Nora’s granddaughter?”

Now I’m Asha, my gaze sliding to Ben as if looking for confirmation.

Am I? Huh, huh, huh?

Before Ben can answer, I cross the foyer and stick my out my hand, morning breath and bedhead be damned. “I am. And it’s Lenny, actually.”

Time to nip this Lenora thing in the bud. Since, from the sound of it, I’m going to be here awhile, anyway.

“Natalie.” She shifts her travel mug into the other hand before grasping mine, her gaze roaming over my face. “Wow.” She pauses, cocking her head. “You look just like her. Same eyes.”

Ben sighs a heavy sigh, and though I can’t see him, I don’t doubt that he’s rolling his.

I smile politely, and try to be as tactful as I can. Because when I woke up this morning, I thought I’d be alone. Ben made some remark last night about leaving early for work, so when I clamored out of bed this morning and started out for the kitchen, I didn’t think I’d be getting sidetracked by a wolfpack. Literally and figuratively. “So, has Lenora’s house always been the happening place to be at,” I glance at the old grandfather clock in the adjoining living room, “seven-thirty in the morning?”

Natalie laughs. “Well, there have been some hopping shindigs in this house, I can attest to that.”

I raise a brow.

“But all that aside… I was just dropping off Asha. And then Ben,” she draws out his name, peering at him over her shoulder, “lured me in with the promise of hot coffee. Which,” she holds up her capped mug, “he delivered.”

I bet he did.

Ben coughs. “Yeah, well. Who can turn down free coffee, right?”

I can’t help but throw him a smirk, to which I’m rewarded with a glare.

“Anyway,” he says, “Thanks again, Nat. Really appreciate you watching Asha yesterday.”

Natalie waves him off. “Oh, it was no bother at all. She and Bruce had a field day with all the snow. As a matter of fact, I could hardly get them to come in last night.” She throws a conspiratorial glance at me. “But who doesn’t love a roll in the snow, am I right?”

Um, this gal, I want to say. This gal right here.

But I just grin and nod, like I know what she’s talking about. Like it’s completely rational to prefer the snow swept tundra of Minnesota over the tropical beaches of Southern California.

“Anyway, duty calls.” Natalie raises her cup again in parting, and it’s then that I notice the stitching on the breast of her puffy black coat. Northern Lights Wildlife Center & Rehabilitation. And under that, in the same cursive script: Natalie Boon, DVM.

“And Lenny?”

My eyes pop back to hers.

“We have to get together while you’re here. I’ll get your info from Ben.” She throws him a look. “Text me her number, okay?” Then, back to me, “Our book club is about due for some new blood. You read, right?’

I nod, though I can’t remember the last book I actually took the time to read in full. Probably something for college…over three years ago.

Natalie flashes me one last smile, bright white teeth against full red lips. Her rosy cheeks push up and she wiggles her fingers as she and Ben disappear into the kitchen.

Asha stays behind and studies me, her dark eyes slanted pools of onyx.

I plant a hand on my hip and stare down at her. “So you live here too, huh?”

She just blinks at me before swiveling around on her butt, aiming for the kitchen at a trot, no doubt lured by the same smell that’s been making my mouth water since I got down here.

My stomach grumbles as I follow.

Ben is buttering a piece of toast when I enter, his hip pressed into the kitchen counter and one foot crossed over the other. He gives me a slight nod and motions toward a spread of food on the kitchen table. “Help yourself.”

I have half a mind not to, to refuse what is so obviously a ploy at gaining my trust, my sympathy, my understanding, my approval. Or whatever it is he’s after. Because as much as I’m aware of how he feels about me, I haven’t exactly made what I think about him a secret.

And he calls me surface?

This jackass is so transparent he’s practically a ghost.

And he might as well be—haunting my every step since I landed in Minnesota twenty-four hours ago. In fact, I’ve spent more time with him than without him since I got here, and I need a break.

Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on how you want to look at it) my stomach overrules my mind, kicking my stubbornness right to the curb.  Reaching for the plate he set out for me, I pluck pieces of bacon from a pile before scooping a spoonful of scrambled eggs from a heaping mound on a platter in the center of the table. “Is this how you always do breakfast?” I ask, snagging two pieces of buttered toast from the next plate over.

Ben joins me at the table, like we’re just two friends hanging out and not two people who would, without hesitation, push the other out into the elements and lock the door behind them.

He slides of mug of coffee my way. “Figured you’d be hungry.”

I shrug as if to say not really, and then fold two pieces of bacon together and shove the entire thing in my mouth.

Ben catches my gluttonous act and hides a smirk behind his coffee cup.

“So, how long have you been shacking up with my grandmother?”

I bite out the question, which I won’t deny is sort of rude, considering the amazing feast this man just supplied me with. But Lenora was eighty-nine and Ben has to be somewhere in his late-twenties/early-thirties, so of course inquiring minds want to know.

How did their relationship start and what the hell was it all about?

In my mind, there’s only one obvious answer, and it consists of two words:

Gold digger.

Ben sets his mug down and reaches for his toast, taking a bite and chewing slowly before he answers. “About a year.”

He says it so casually, either not sensing the sting of my words or choosing to ignore them entirely.

I take a sip of coffee and wait for him to elaborate, but of course he doesn’t.

“So how’d you two meet?” I stab a chunk of scrambled egg with my fork and lift it to my mouth. “I’m betting it was quite the meet-cute.”

Ben sets down his coffee mug and rests his elbows on the table, and it seems I’ve finally gotten his attention. “All right, let’s do this.” He leans forward. “I first met Nora when I moved up to Lost Bay, about five years ago. She had a soft spot for animals, as I’m sure you already know, what with being her only granddaughter and all.”

His voice is ripe with sarcasm, but I don’t rise to the bait.

I want to hear this.

“I do. In fact, she used to joke that she liked animals better than most people.” I fold my arms on the table. “Though she always seemed to get along just fine with everyone she met.”

Aside from my mother, that is.

Ben smiles, and it’s warm and soft and sort of sad. “Yeah, she’d tell me that and I’d always tell her she was full of shit.”

“That was blunt of you.”

He chuckles and reaches up to rub his bicep. “It was.”

“Lenora liked blunt. I bet she appreciated it.”

He slides his fingers through the handle of his mug and sits back in his chair without responding. But his eyes are alive with some memory I’m not privy to.

“Lenora valued honesty,” he finally says. “And I always did my best to be honest with her. Which is a strange feeling, if you’re someone like me, who grew up learning to bite his tongue. But with Nora? She, uh,” he laughs, “she had a way of getting you to talk, even when you didn’t want to. It’s like she drew out all the shit, all the crap you thought was so terrible, the kind of stuff that you never wanted to see the light of day again, and helped you find a new perspective on it, you know? This whole new way of looking at it.”

“Yeah, well. She could charm the truth out of a politician, that’s for sure,” I say, his assessment of my grandmother giving rise to one memory in particular. “I was just a kid—second grade, I think?—and Lenora was sitting for me while my mom and Cliff were on their honeymoon. She came into my class one morning to give a talk about archeology and when she went to leave, I faked the stomach flu so I could go home with her.” I return my attention to my plate, push some eggs around with my fork. “I was going through some stuff at that age, you could say, and being around people was so hard for me back then. All I wanted to do was stay in my room and read. Lenora called it escaping reality.”

Ben doesn’t take his eyes off me, doesn’t give any clue as to what he thinks of my rambling confession.

“Anyway,” I continue, “about an hour after we got home, I cracked and confessed everything. She always placed so much trust in me, and there I was, abusing it. She told me she wasn’t angry, just disappointed. Which, as everyone knows, is way worse.”

Ben’s expression remains unreadable, and now I’m just angry at myself for revealing that stupid story. For giving him insight into a memory that doesn’t exactly paint me in a positive light.

Manipulators run with shit like this. They take what’s dearest to you and twist it around, preying on your emotions and your weaknesses and even, sometimes, your strengths. Nothing is off limits to these guys, and the mystery surrounding his relationship with Lenora makes me wonder if Ben isn’t one.

He takes a bite of toast, chewing while he considers my story. “It was damn near impossible to hide anything from Nora. That woman could read people like a book. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with a bull shit detector as good as hers. She used to tell me that life was too short to spend it shoveling other people’s shit.” His laugh is soft. “Feisty and wise with a mouth like a sailor. That was our Nora.”

Our Nora.

I watch him carefully, looking for any cracks, any discrepancies that I can tuck away now to pull apart later. And while I tell myself that I’m just building my case against him, this swindler of old women, there’s something in me that’s—damn it—unraveling while I listen to him talk. Like the anger, the grudge I’m carrying against him has a loose thread, and this conversation is the snag that’s pulling it all apart.

But just talking about Lenora seems to have softened Ben’s guard. The scowl lines on his brow have smoothed out while the crinkles around his eyes have deepened, accentuating the smile lifting his features. The combination is so sweet and in such contrast to his usual demeanor that I can’t help but feel my own hard heart softening in spite of itself.

If I didn’t know any better, the man had true, honest-to-goodness feelings for Lenora.

That, or he’s just a damn good actor.

“But anyway,” I say, keeping my voice even. “All that aside, it still doesn’t explain how you met her.”

Or why she thought so highly of you to include you in her will.

Ben heaves a sigh, like answering my questions is exhausting, and gathers his half-eaten plate of toast. Standing, he heads toward the sink and dumps the remains down the drain. I watch him prod the bread down the disposal with a spoon, and wait.

“She used to bring the feral cats that ran around her property in to the veterinary clinic where I work.” The garbage disposal grinds away for a few seconds and then Ben turns, leaning back against the counter. Wiping his hands with a dish towel, he raises his shoulders up and down as if to say no big deal.

And it’s not a big deal. Because I know that Lenora used to take care of the cats that gravitated to her property because of the scraps she’d feed them. If I remember correctly, there’s even an old barn somewhere on her land that she fixed up with heat and a small dog door just so the little buggers had a warm place to go when the winters hit.

But again, none of that answers the question of why she’d leave Ben Sloane close to three million dollars in the first place. Sure, Ben and Roman say it’s for the animal rescue that he and Lenora wanted to build. But if he’s just some random guy she met in a veterinary clinic, what circumstances led them to become so close? What situation arose to prompt Ben to move in here, into her home, where she lived alone and could easily be taken advantage of by a younger, stronger person of the opposite sex? And what made her so sure he’d honor her plans? Follow through with what he said he would?

Then a thought hits me, one that makes me distrust Ben Sloan even more.

And it’s something I can’t believe I didn’t think of before.

Maybe Lenora didn’t fully trust him.

And maybe, just maybe, that’s why she wants me here.

Some say that it’s easy to spot a liar because he talks too much. Like he’s so worried that his lie will slip that he bombards whoever is listening with so much static that it overwhelms them, throws them off guard.

But the liars I’ve met—and I’ve known a few—have been quiet. Lip-locked, so to speak, rarely opening their traps for fear of what might come tumbling out.

I finish my breakfast and decide Ben is the latter.
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“What are you going to do about your apartment?”

I close my eyes against the sun bouncing off the snow and see circles of lights dancing behind my lids. “Pay the rent until Kendra can find someone to take over my half of the lease.” Though I doubt she’ll look very hard. I can only imagine how much she’s enjoying having the tiny space all to herself. “We’re signed on until June, so at the very worst I’ll only have to pay five more months.”

I hear splashing on the other end of the line and, shortly after, my mother’s voice, “Beautiful, Aurelia! A perfect ten, love!” Then, back to me, “You should see your sister. Her diving has improved drastically since we hired Yu Zhao last summer. He’s been marvelous. Such an asset to her career.” She pauses for effect. “Yu says she’s Olympic material. Of course, we already knew that. But to have one of the greats confirm it is remarkable.”

My eyes are already closed, warding off the light slanting in from the greenhouse windows. But if they weren’t, I’d roll them so hard they’d probably fall right out of my head. I lean back in my kitchen chair and pull my knees to my chest. Next to me, my coffee mug is steaming away, producing the most delicious aroma. But all I want to do now is puke.

“It’s upsetting that you won’t be here for her competition at state. She’ll be so disappointed.”

Yeah, right. My half sisters could care less if I’m around or not. Needless to say, we’re not close; our relationship mirrors years of our mother’s dismissive attitude towards me.

Monkey see, monkey do.

“My absence will hardly ruin her day, I’m sure.” Then, remembering the reason I’m calling, I bite back the sarcasm. “I’m sure she’ll do great.”

My mother huffs. “Well of course she will. She has the entire school rooting for her, not to mention all of Osbury Beach. Aurelia doesn’t lack fans. Though familial support is vastly important.”

Jab-jab. Poke-poke.

Insinuating. My mother loves to insinuate.

Not to mention, she’s a fucking hypocrite.

“Oh, you mean like when you and Cliff came to watch me graduate from high school?” The accusation pops out of my mouth before I can stop it.

“Really, Lenny. That again?” My mother snorts, and I can hear her take a sip of what I’m sure is her morning mimosa. “The girls had their dance competition that weekend. I was so bombarded with last minute costume adjustments and make up and tulle… It’s absolutely preposterous to even suggest I had a spare minute to attend something as mundane as a high school graduation.” She sighs at my audacity. “Simply finishing high school isn’t much of a challenge, Lenny. Thousands do it every year. Now, if you’d managed to graduate as your class valedictorian or done something, I don’t know, worthy of our attendance, then of course it would have been a different story. For example, did you know that Penelope has been asked to read the essay she submitted to Brown University for her graduation in May? The one she wrote on the impact of technological influences on today’s youth?”

“Wow.” My voice is flat. “That’s fantastic.”

“It really is. And don’t think I can’t hear the sarcasm in your voice, young lady. Your sisters choose to take full advantage of every opportunity we offer them. It’s not their fault that you, on the other hand, did not.”

I bite my lip so hard I draw blood. Or it could just be that my lips are so chapped from this godawful weather that they break open and bleed on contact. Either way, my lower lip throbs while the coppery taste fills my mouth, making me grimace.

I want to say, what opportunities? But smarting off like that would, of course, get me nowhere. I’ve already come to terms with the way my family is, with the way they’ll always be.

“Look, the reason I’m calling is because I was hoping to ask…” I pause; this is so hard to spit out. “… for a favor.”

Silence.

“While I can’t get out of my lease, I can get out of my parking contract. It’s month-to-month, and if I cancel, I save a hundred dollars a month. And since I don’t actually get my inheritance until next year, and what with not working and everything…” God, I hate the sound of my voice right now. “I just, um, need some place to store it.”

My mother sighs. “Well, I suppose we can store it in our garage. I’ll have the girls go and retrieve it this afternoon. And now that I think about it,” she says, perking up, “this actually works out perfectly. I’ve been thinking of asking for it back anyway, what with Aurelia turning sixteen in June. She’ll need something to drive after she gets her license, of course.”

My car—which also happens to be my mother’s old car—is an ancient BMW sedan that was a decade past its prime when she offered it to me, and I bought it off of her for a clean five grand when I was seventeen.

“Ask for it back? If you don’t remember, I paid you for that car.”

And it took my entire savings account to do it. Three years of waiting tables at the Fremont Diner, from my sophomore year through to my senior, gone like that. But I had wheels, my own wheels, and the freedom to leave my mother’s house was priceless.

“Well, you got your use out of it, didn’t you?” my mother retaliates. “That car was worth at least two thousand more than what you paid for it. Honestly, Lenny. It’s as if you don’t even know the meaning of the word appreciative.”

“Fine, whatever. Go ahead. Give the godforsaken thing to Aurelia for all I care. Lord knows I don’t need it anymore.”

My mother laughs, a throaty little chuckle that I know all too well. I can almost guess the next words out of her mouth…

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

Yep. Nailed it.

“That car isn’t suitable for a young woman. No, I thought we’d use it as a trade in. Get something more dependable.”

Of course my mother would make me pay for her old car yet buy my sister a brand new one. I shouldn’t be surprised. Penelope got a new Jeep Cherokee last summer.

I’m not going to engage this conversation any further.

“Well, do with it what you please. I left a spare set of keys with Kendra. I’ll let her know the girls will be stopping by.”

And with that I say good-bye, ending the call without any protest from my mother.

I reach for my coffee, noting how quickly the drink has lost its steam. With a throaty chuckle, I lift the mug and take a sip.

Outside the greenhouse windows, the snow continues to fall.
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Ben hasn’t said anything about moving out now that Lenora’s gone. It’s been three whole days since the funeral, and he hasn’t so much as moved his stinky running shoes from the mudroom to wherever it is that he plans to live next.

Because I’ll be damned if he’s going to continue to live here.

Sure, his morning breakfasts are pretty amazing (yesterday it was biscuits and sausage gravy, something I served at the diner I worked at in high school but never indulged in) and I don’t know what the man does to his coffee, but I could drink an entire pot of his morning brew and still want more. And even though Asha is a big hairy goofball, and I have to constantly pluck fur from my clothes or risk walking around all day looking like a Swifter Sweeper, she really is sweet. Not to mention, her antics succeed in keeping me entertained when the internet is down.

Like right now.

“Roll over.”

I make a circular motion in the air with my pointer finger and then, when that doesn’t work, proceed to drop to the ground and…roll over.

Asha jumps on me and slobbers on my cheek.

I laugh and push her off, which only makes her next attack more intense. She growls a playful growl and pins me down, pushing her nose into my ear.

“Stop! You win, you win!”

That she seems to understand, because she hauls off me and plops down by my side, like we’re going to take a nap.

Yeah, I’ve been doing a lot of that these days.

Because there’s nothing else to do.

In fact, all of these lazy days and four-hour afternoon naps are the reason my sleeping pattern is off and, now, I’m up before the sun.

And starving.

In fact, the only things it seems I have any desire to do since arriving in Minnesota are eating and sleeping.

I head to Lenora’s bathroom to shower, not bothering to flip on the light as I make my way through her bedroom. There’s something so personal about the space where people sleep, and of all the rooms in her house, this is the one where I feel the most…uncomfortable. I can’t decide whether the weight feels more like sadness or guilt or resentment. But I don’t dwell on it, because to give in to that sensation sitting heavy in my chest would be akin to facing the darkest part of myself.  So I step in her shower and scrub my body as fast as I can, frowning at the laminated note stuck just under the shower head that reads TURN WATER OFF, before grabbing a towel and scurrying back to my room where I whip my hair up into a messy bun and trade my yoga pants for jeans. My Cal State sweatshirt stays on, having already trapped the heat from the shower in its fibers. Forgoing my usual makeup routine (because really, who is there in Lost Bay to impress?), I opt instead for a few quick swipes of mascara before slicking on a heavy layer of Chapstick.

Then I follow my sweet tooth straight to the kitchen.

It’s about eight-thirty by the time Ben makes his way downstairs, freshly showered and carrying with him that same sweet-smelling pine scent that seems to follow him everywhere.

I stick my nose in the pancake batter I’m whisking and take a deep breath.

“You slept in,” I say, coming up for air and giving the mix one last stir.

Ben yawns before answering, and I point at the coffee pot with my elbow. It’s sort of funny, if you think about it. The easy way we’ve fallen into cohabitation by way of something as simple as eating breakfast together. Aside from that first morning, the one where I grilled him about his relationship with Lenora, we haven’t spoken much while eating. Our time at the table has been spent mostly in silence, with him passing the butter before I even ask or me holding my hand out for his plate when he’s finished so I can bring it to the sink.

“It’s my day off. Figured I’d catch a little extra shut eye.” He fills a mug and takes a sip.

A weird tingle vibrates through my upper back, pushes up into my neck. Not counting the day of Lenora’s funeral, Ben has worked every day since I’ve been here. And whatever it is that he does at the veterinary clinic where he works, it keeps him there a long time. Aside from breakfast, I usually don’t catch sign of him again until well past seven. Granted, I make sure I’m in my room by then, but I can hear the grind of the garage door when he comes home, make out the heavy tread of his lead feet as he tromps up the stairs. And of course Asha, who is my shadow during the day, ditches me the moment she catches wind of him.

But today…

Shit. He’s going to be here all day long.

I glance his way and note that, despite the extra sleep, he looks exhausted.

A sliver of pity pierces my heart, though I quickly grab a pair of mental tweezers and pluck it out before it begins to fester.

I tuck the bowl in the crook of my arm and move to the stove, having to sidestep Ben as I do.

Damn, he smells good.

He cranes his neck, looking over my shoulder as I pass, his chest brushing up against my back. “Pancakes, huh?”

“Obviously.”

Ben laughs, not at all offended by my snark. “Nora used to make pancakes on Sundays, too.”

I know. When I was a kid—and before I even knew the meaning of a carbohydrate—I’d eat stacks and stacks of them during our Sunday breakfasts together. All of that sugar made me wired, of course. But Lenora always found ways to burn the energy out of me—swimming and kayaking in the lake, drawing up maps and sending me running around her acreage in search of the “treasure” she’d buried a few days before I came to visit. Sometimes she’d set up little digs and we’d pretend to be archeologists searching for magical relics that would save the world.

But I’d forgotten that today was Sunday. With nothing to do and no place to be, I’d lost my sense of time.

I need to get a life.

“Man,” says Ben, still reminiscing. “I don’t know what she did to make them so fluffy, but her pancakes were the best I’ve ever tasted.”

“Hmm.” I spray the pan with cooking spray and use a ladle to pour the first cake. Then, quickly, before it starts to bubble, I sprinkle a pinch of cinnamon along the top.

Ben’s eyes are on me the entire time. His gaze is always so intense, yet it sits on me like a feather, a soft brush that tickles the skin on my arms, the back of my neck. I reach up and rub at the goosebumps prickling along my forearm before using the spatula to flip the pancake.

“You make them like her.”

I carefully rub my fingers together, sprinkling more cinnamon along the side that’s now facing up. “Huh?”

Ben waves his mug, motioning toward the stove. “The cinnamon. She used to sprinkle it just like that, from the edges to the center. So intense.” He screws his features into a serious face, which isn’t all that different from the face he normally displays. But his lips curl into a smile before long, and he chuffs out a laugh. “‘Too much cinnamon and it’ll burn your tongue, Benjamin.’” His deep voice rises to falsetto. But there’s no mockery in his tone, no condensation in his words. There’s a wistfulness to the memory, a sentimental nod to the woman who’s no longer with us.

But is it just an act?

That’s what I intend to find out.

“Well, I’m making extra, so grab a plate. We’ll see how mine compare. It’s been ages since I’ve made anything in the kitchen.”

While Ben sets the table, I finish up at the stove. Asha is glued to my side, as if worried that I’m going to drop some batter on the floor and will immediately be in need of her cleaning services. And I just might. I wasn’t kidding about the cooking thing. It’s been years since I’ve had access to a kitchen like Lenora’s. The one in my L.A. apartment is practically non-existent, with a compact fridge, a tiny sink and, like, no counterspace whatsoever. Before that, I lived in a dorm room with two other girls, and the only things I made were microwavable. And before that, I lived with my mother and Cliff, where I was usually too uncomfortable to leave my bedroom much less use the kitchen for longer than it took to throw together a quick snack.

No, the only time I ever cooked or baked anything was when I was with Lenora. And now, as I flip the last pancake, I realize how much I missed it.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” I say, sliding a few cakes onto Ben’s plate. “I haven’t made these since the last time I was here. And that was with Lenora’s help.”

Ben drops a pat of butter on the top and slides the blob around with his fork, allowing it to melt before pouring syrup over the stack. I mimic his actions, trying not to be obvious as I watch from across the table. When he takes a bite, I swear I hold my breath, like his reaction to my meager little breakfast is life or death.

And I don’t know why it feels that way. But for some reason, I want him to like what I made. These pancakes I threw together from scratch and memory.

“Lenora and I used to make all sorts of things when I’d come to visit.” I ramble while he chews, my nerves making my tongue flap. “But baking was my favorite. Pies, cakes, brownies, cupcakes. She had such a sweet tooth, I swear. Not that I minded, as a kid. You know, back then I could eat anything I wanted and never gain a pound. But now…” I shake my head and cut into my stack. “I took cycling classes back in L.A. that kicked my ass. Although I doubt very much that I’ll find any of those up here—”

But Ben isn’t listening. Or, at least, I don’t think he is. His eyes are shut and he interrupts me midsentence with a moan.

A moan that’s absolute music to my ears.

I pause. “Good?”

He presses the side of his fork deep into the pile and shrugs. “It’s edible.” I shoot him a look, and he laughs. “All right, all right. Best pancakes I’ve ever had, next to Nora’s.” Spearing another chunk with his fork, he swirls it around in some syrup before popping it in his mouth. He makes another overexaggerated face while chewing, this one for my benefit, and I can’t help but laugh.

Out of nowhere, a little bubble of happiness balloons in my chest, and I smile the first real smile since I got here. With smug satisfaction, I dig into my plate, happy to have done something. L.A. is a city where you don’t have time to rest if you want to survive, much less sleep if you want to thrive. I’ve spent the last six years of my life scrambling to stay afloat; it feels as if I’ve been treading water for so long that I can barely keep my head from going under. My mind is usually racing as fast as my body does on a busy night of waitressing at Molly & Dee’s. I can’t remember the last time I slowed down, rested, took a moment to just breathe.

These last few days have had me climbing the walls. I’ve toyed with the idea of taking Lenora’s Land Rover into town and seeing what Lost Bay has to offer. So far, I’ve only seen the outskirts, and it’s had to have grown in the decade since my last visit. Like maybe now it has a coffee shop and yoga studio…or some quaint little clothing boutique where the owner makes everything by hand or refurbishes vintage clothes, giving them a new life.

I haven’t even messed around with my camera or plotted a new video for my channel. I usually try to post weekly, even if it only ends up being a short five-minute piece featuring a sponsored product. But the last four days have been blurry, a whirlwind, and with the way my life has shifted so drastically, I doubt very much I’ll be able to plan, shoot, and upload something any time soon. Nor do I really feel the inclination to.

“So,” Ben says, his voice all business. He sets his fork down on his empty plate, pushes it away, and folds his hands on the table. “If you have some time tonight, I was hoping we could discuss some of the plans I had for The Land of the Lost. Since you’re a part of it now.”

I frown, finishing off my own meal. “That what of the what?”

“The Land of the Lost.” Ben holds out his hand and I pass over my plate. Setting it atop his, he rises, crosses the kitchen, and gives them a quick rinse in the sink before stacking them in the dishwasher. When he returns, he’s holding the coffee pot. “It’s what we—I mean, I—am calling the project I’m working on. He refills both of our mugs and then sits down, propping his elbows on the table. “At least for now, that is.”

I lean back in my chair and arch a brow. “So you do plan to include me?”

“Well, I really don’t have a choice now, do I?” Ben’s smile isn’t exactly sweet. He pulls his coffee mug closer and takes a sip. “Unless you want to opt out?”

His question is a challenge, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say the bastard was taunting me. I cross my arms over my chest and smile sweetly. “Not at all.”

You wish.

“Well, all right then,” he says, a hint of sarcasm coloring his words. It seems Ben is just as fluent in the language of things left unsaid as I am.

Asha whines, like she senses the sudden tension in the air.

Ben looks my way, eyes bright with a sudden thought.

He opens his mouth, and I’m instantly suspicious.

“Feel like taking a walk?”
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I think Ben is trying to scare me away. Trying to make me hate Minnesota so much that I’ll turn tail and run. Back to L.A. where life is sunny and warm and full of life. Where there isn’t snow and ice and wind so fierce it practically peels the skin off your face.

I stifle a groan as I pull my leg up, trying to step over a pile of snow that’s drifted across the path like a fluffy wave frozen in mid-motion. The snowshoes I’m wearing are long and wide and awkward, and even though we’ve walked at least a mile, I haven’t gotten used to their weight. Nor the way that they drop out from under my heel every time I take a step.

“It’s a good thing you and Nora wear the same size, eh?”

Ben is a good twenty feet ahead of me, walking backwards, and even though a scarf is wrapped around the lower half of his face, I can see the smirk in his eyes. He knows how much I’m hating this.

He turns around without waiting for my reply.

Yup. Real lucky.

My own scarf is stuck to my face, the wool sticky and wet from my breath. Breath that’s becoming more rapid every second we’re out here.

Snowshoeing is hard.

Of course, Ben makes it look easy. Not to mention, his snowshoes seem to be newer than Lenora’s; they’re not nearly as long or cumbersome. He easily covers more ground faster than I can, and it’s taken an enormous amount of effort this last half hour just to keep up.

Asha is the only one who seems to show concern for my struggle. She’s been galloping back and forth between us the entire walk, her large paws gliding over the top of the snow with ease and urging me forward with little head butts to my shins. In this environment, she looks more wolf-like than ever—though a goofy one, tongue lolling and lips skinned back from her teeth in a grin rather than a leer. She dives into snow banks on purpose, sticking her muzzle deep into the drift and coming back up wearing a face full of fluff.

It would all be pretty comical—if, that is, I wasn’t sweating like a pig beneath Lenora’s heavy down coat and wool stocking hat. It’s the strangest feeling, the contrast of being so hot on the inside when, outside, it’s so cold you can’t feel your toes. I have the urge to peel my coat off, but something in the back of my mind tells me that might not be the best idea.

So instead I push forward, squinting against the bleached sky, the images of Ben and Asha blurry smudges against the horizon. A gust of wind blows, slivering the air with small flecks of snow from the evergreens above, and it feels like I just got smacked in the face with sand. Icy flakes land on my cheeks and gather in my lashes, stinging my eyes to the point that I have to shut them against the onslaught and continue the next few steps blind. If I’d known that Ben’s little walk was actually tromping around the forest on snowshoes the size of my arm, I’d have told him to shove the damn things right up his—

“Ooh!” My right foot catches the end of the snowshoe of my left and, arms pinwheeling, I pitch sideways, teetering… teetering… until the next thing I know, I’m facedown in a snowdrift as big as an SUV.

The silence is thick, every sound from the outside world muffled by the cocoon of snow curling around my body. When I try to push myself up, my arms plunge through the drift into nothing, and with every worm-like shimmy I make, I only seem to dig myself in deeper.

I’m just about to start hyperventilating when a sharp tug under my arms takes my breath away and, before I know it, I’m flying up, up, up…the sensation making my stomach drop.

“Real graceful, California.”

Ben’s arms are around me, my back to his front, and his sasquatch hug has me dangling about a foot from the ground. With a laugh, he gently drops me back to my feet, and when they make purchase, I shuffle forward a few steps, carefully avoiding the Lenny-sized hole now embedded in the snow bank. With effort, I make a sort of three-point turn, brushing myself off as I go.

Ben’s still laughing when I turn around, and when he sees my face, the jerk actually tilts his head back and roars. I don’t doubt that I look hideous; I can feel chunks of snow caked in my hair, stuck to my eyebrows and lashes…

I peel my scarf off my face, not even bothering to hide my irritation. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. The girl who’s never snowshoed before fell flat on her face. Real hysterical.”

Ben ignores me, pulling down his own scarf because all of his heady laughter has him gulping for air. “I…I…” He can’t even spit a word out, he’s laughing so hard.

Huffing, I turn and head back the way we came, the only indication I’m going in the right direction the tracks we made getting out here. I’m directionally challenged and a control freak, which makes being out here in the middle of nowhere a—yep, you guessed it—super swell combination. Add in the fact that I had to be (Lord, I hate this word) rescued by a man who’s a complete ass has me more agitated than the stupid snowshoes on my feet.

Asha trots along beside me, matching her gait to mine like she’s concerned I’ll tumble into another snow drift if she gets too far ahead.

“Oh, come on!” Ben calls behind me, laughter still ringing through his words. “Lenora, I’m sorry!”

I flip him off without turning around, which only makes him laugh harder.

Within seconds, he’s caught up to us. Though to be fair, I haven’t gotten very far. The scrape of his shoes on the snow is muffled against the whistle of the wind, but I feel his presence at my back, like a little shock of electricity between my shoulder blades. When he reaches out, tweaking the sleeve of my coat, I shrug him off.

“Look, I’m sorry,” he says, falling into step beside me. The humor in his voice has finally died out. Either that, or he’s doing an amazing job containing his amusement.

I ignore him and plow forward. His apology means nothing. Words are words are words. And the truth is, it’s not even needed. Because the person I’m really angry with is…myself.

But Ben doesn’t know that. Has no idea about the guilt I hold over Lenora’s death. In his mind, I’m some materialistic bitch from Los Angeles who didn’t care enough to visit her grandmother during her final years. In fact, I’m sure he thinks her death means nothing to me. That the only thing I care about is getting my hands on her money.

And maybe, somewhere deep down, I’m worried that he just might be right.

“Look,” Ben says, barreling on despite my silent treatment. “I wasn’t laughing at you, okay?”

I humph, opening my mouth against my better judgment. “You know, I really hate it when people say that.”

“Well it’s the truth.”

I humph again.

“It’s just that, when I turned around to check on you, all I saw were two snowshoes sticking up out of this pile of snow…” The laughter is creeping back into his voice. “And, I mean, man…you were in so deep. So deep.” He’s losing it again, and this time his laughter is contagious, like a tickle against my ribs.

I pull my scarf back up and press my lips together hard.

“And then when I pulled you out, the look on your face…” He pauses, reaching up to rub away a tear.

“So you were laughing at me.”

He groans. “Fine, whatever. If that’s your takeaway, then yes. I was laughing at you. But if the snowshoe was on the other foot…” He shrugs, letting his voice trail off, chuckling at his own joke.

“You’re hysterical.”

“Oh, come on,” he prods. “Don’t even pretend you wouldn’t love seeing me ass end up in a snowdrift.”

I pretend to think. “Hmm. Now that you mention it, that would totally make my day.”

He nudges me. “See?”

“Fine!” I give in, throwing up my hands. “And speaking of making my day, I was wondering…” I bite my lip, working up the courage to go on. Because the subject I’m about to bring up may or may not be a tender one. I’m still not sure what circumstances led to Ben living with Lenora, and if it has to do with money—or lack of it—then there’s a possibility that I could be sending Ben out in the cold with nowhere to go.

He continues on beside me, as patient as ever, waiting for me to speak.

I sigh. “I was wondering about our, um, living situation. Now that, you know, Lenora’s…not here.”

“Ah. You want me gone, but the thought of turning me out onto the street with nowhere to go is making you feel guilty.”

I shrug. “Pretty much.”

To my surprise, Ben laughs. The near permanent scowl fades, softening his brow, and his flushed cheeks push up in a grin. “I figured as much. And not a problem. Believe me. I, ah, understand why you wouldn’t want some strange man that you barely know living across the hall from you.”

I don’t deny it. Although, if I’m being honest, that’s not the only reason. My feelings about this guy are all messed up. I’ve never felt such a mixture of disdain and fascination with anyone before.

He’s gorgeous but surly. His cooking is amazing and the gentle way he handles Asha makes my insides all warm and mushy. But it’s a stark contrast to the way he deals with me. He’s also brooding and intense and rough around the edges—though he did offer me his coat at Lenora’s funeral, which proves he has a soft side. And he did just pull me out of a snowdrift, the size of which I could have easily drowned in. I mean, we were lacking witnesses. Aside from Asha, that is. He could have just continued on his merry way, perhaps even piling more snow over me and leaving me to freeze to death.

Then there’s the fact that he loves animals so much he wants to build a place to keep them safe. However, on the flipside, there’s something about his mysterious bond with Lenora that I just can’t shake. Something that spells caution across my vision in flashing red letters whenever I think about it too deeply.

Of course, there’s always the possibility that I’m just jealous of Ben. Jealous of what he had with Lenora. Because his apparent closeness with her just further amplifies my distance.

Ben continues on, unaware of my contradicting thoughts. “There’s a studio apartment above the clinic that I can move into. It’s small but cozy. It’ll suit us fine for now.”

The crunch of snow beneath our feet eats up the seconds as I picture Ben and Asha—both so large—residing in such a tiny space.

When I don’t say anything, Ben nudges my arm. “Hey, don’t worry about it. Really. It’s where I stayed before. Plus, it’ll be nice to be so close to work again.”

“Your boss won’t mind?”

Ben’s laugh breaks through wind’s white noise. “Considering it’s my practice, I should think not.”

My mouth drops beneath my scarf. “Your practice? Wait.” I stop, holding out my arm and body checking him across the chest.

He pauses and looks down at me, amused.

“So, you’re not the janitor?”

He cocks his head and studies me. While the laughter may have died on his lips, it’s alive in his eyes. They crinkle at the corners, indicating the grin hidden by his own scarf. “You thought I was the kennel tech?”

“Janitor, kennel tech. Potayto, potahto.”

Ben folds his arms across his chest. “Well, I’m definitely not above cleaning a kennel or two. But no, I’m not, in your words, the janitor.”

I just stare at him for a minute, wondering how this surly man—who I’m still not sure I trust and who I also might dislike more than I’ve ever disliked anyone before—can possibly be a healer of four-legged fur balls.

But then I think of the way he is with Asha, of the silent strength he seems to possess, and how, every now and then, his eyes seem to darken with a depth of responsibility I can’t even begin to imagine.

And just like that, my understanding of Ben starts to shift.

“You’re a doctor?”

I can’t quite keep my astonishment out of my voice.

“A veterinarian.”

Ben can’t quite keep the smugness out of his.

I start walking, mulling this news over. “Welp. Color me surprised.”

“Why’s that?” Ben trudges along beside me. “And how would one actually go about coloring herself surprised?” he teases.

I ignore the latter question. “I don’t know. I guess I just thought you were maybe in some dire financial straits, and that’s why you were living at Lenora’s. But, well, if you’ve got a medical degree, surely you’re not that bad off.”

I think of my own financial situation and feel a flutter of worry at how I’m going to get by while I wait for my inheritance.

“Veterinarians in small towns in the middle of nowhere have a vastly different income ratio compared to the ones in bigger cities. Besides,” he says, “my living with Nora had nothing to do with money.”

Then what did it have to do with, Ben?

Because a man your age doesn’t just move in with a woman Lenora’s age without a reason.

“Everything has to do with money.”

Ben’s voice is stiff. “Well, if that’s your take on life, then I feel sorry for you.”

“Well,” I shoot back, “you can’t survive on hopes and dreams, can you? Anyway,” I rush on without waiting for an answer, “why not just buy a place? Why squish you and Asha into some tiny studio apartment?”

“Because,” he says, “it’ll only be temporary. Come spring, we’ll be relocating the clinic so it’ll share space with the rescue. And I already have plans to live on site, so…”

“Wait. You’re building a whole new clinic? Holy…” I consider the scope of this. “Wow. So this is, like, a really big project, huh?”

“You could say that.”

“And here I thought it was just going to be something simple, like installing some kennels in Lenora’s old barn or something. Maybe plug in an extra space heater or two.” My laugh is so dry it could spark kindling. “Boy, was I way off.”

Ben stops and stares at me, his brows coming together, the brooding look one I recognize. Though now, I don’t see it as an angry face. Instead, I’m starting to realize it’s the expression of concern, of focus, of resilience. It’s the look of someone who bears the weight of the world on his shoulders, with no one to help ease the burden.

“My hope is for more than just a few kennels. In a barn.”

And now…I feel like an ass. But just as I start to apologize, Ben brushes it off.

“Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have snapped. But this project? It meant a lot to Nora. Means a lot to me,” he adds, almost as an afterthought. “I just want to make sure I get it right. She trusted me with…” He swallows hard. “…with everything. I don’t want to screw it up. And damn if I don’t wish she was here to help see it through.”

I’m not sure if it’s all this stomping around in the snow or the vulnerability that Ben is, for the very first time, showing, but something inside of me melts—from either sympathy or exertion, I can’t tell which.

“Tell me about it,” I say. “The rescue. Your plans. Lenora’s plans.”

It’s like I can feel the energy coming off of Ben in waves, all the emotion surrounding this one thing, this one goal. I can sense the enormity of it before he says anything at all, just by the way his presence shifts beside me.

“Well, it’s not going to be just a rescue,” he says.

And just like that, my whole world expands.

Because everything tumbling from his lips triggers a meaning in my own life that I’ve always sensed was missing but never knew how to fill.

Suddenly I’m six and hugging Lenora’s golden retriever Queenie to my chest, feeling her silky muzzle pressed against my cheek.

Then I’m seven, watching as Cliff hands my dog, Daisy, over to our old neighbor, Mrs. Foster, before he moved my mother and I to Los Angeles to live with him in his big, cold house.

Fast forward to ten, when I’d help Lenora feed the feral cats in her barn, spending hours upon hours of my visit trying to earn their trust and then feeling the pure unbridled joy when I finally did.

Ben explains how the kennels won’t be actual kennels, but tiny rooms the size of closets with runs attached and raised beds with blankets and memory foam pillows atop temperature controlled floors. There will be continuing education courses for veterinarians and staff that will help pull in extra income, and onsite dog training classes as well as behavioral therapy for pets with trust issues. A portion of the property about the size of a football field will be fenced off entirely, providing space for the dogs to run free several times throughout the day.

“I don’t want them cooped up, going stir crazy,” he says. “Ideally, they’ll have just as much interaction and stimulation as they would if they were in a home with a family.”

I blow out a breath, turning everything over in my mind. “Wow,” I finally manage. “I had no idea. That sounds absolutely amazing.”

“Amazing, sure. Now if I can just pull it off.”

If there is life after death, as Lenora so strongly believed, then I hope she’s somewhere else—like maybe exploring the cosmos and digging for relics on other worlds or hanging out with my grandfather and his exquisite thighs—rather than here, held back by my petty mistrust of Ben.

Of course, he could be lying. And sure, his sincerity and passion could all be a ruse. But if there’s a chance he’s not, and if this wonderful vision he shared with Lenora really can come to pass?

Well, then. I owe it to her, if not to him, to make sure that it does.

So, with this in mind, I reach out, brush my gloved fingers over the sleeve of his coat, and do my best to push each and every doubt I have about Ben Sloane to the back of my mind. “We can pull it off.”

Ben nods and drops his scarf before he speaks. “Thanks. Lenny,” he adds, and the sweet way one corner of his mouth quirks up is so adorable I have to look away.

“Yeah, well,” I say, pretending to study something on the horizon. “This isn’t entirely a selfless act. Just, you know, doing my duty and everything.”

Ben chuckles. “Oh, I’m aware.” But his eyes are crinkled in a smile when I glance back, and there’s no venom in his words. Seemingly content, more so than I’ve ever seen him, he bends down and scoops up some snow, barely breaking his stride. Forming it into a ball, he calls out. “Asha, go long!”

The dog’s ears twitch and, after tossing a quick glance at us, she takes off at a sprint, leaving a flurry of snow in her wake. Ben waits a few seconds and then throws the snowball, arcing it just right in the air to give Asha time to turn and catch it. She gnaws at it, and it crumbles in her mouth. Then she sits, tail scraping across the snow like a broom, as she waits for another.

“Asha. You said she was a stray?”

Ben nods, bending to gather more snow. “Yep.” He throws the snowball and Asha leaps into the air. When she catches it, it explodes in her face. Landing, she shakes her head and dashes straight for us, running circles around our feet. “Nora actually found her. You know how she feeds”— he pauses, catching himself—”used to feed the feral cats that live in her barn?”

“Yeah. What did she have? Like four or five?”

“Seven.” He glances at me as we walk. “But don’t worry. The barn is on the half of the land that Nora left for the rescue, which means you won’t have to deal with them.”

Before I can respond, he rushes on.

“Anyway, about a year ago, Nora found Asha huddled in the barn. She was only about six months or so, but she’d managed to squeeze herself through that tiny cat door. When Nora came in with the food, she saw Asha lurking in the shadows and called me over right away. Of course, you can imagine what she thought.”

“Wolf.”

“Yep. But by the time I got here, Nora had Asha in the damn house, feeding her blueberries and trying to teach her to sit.”

I laugh just picturing it, because it’s her, it’s so her. And it feels good, so good, letting go, remembering without the guilt, the feeling coursing through me, fluttering through my chest, bursting forth like a caged bird breaking free.

“Lenora was great with animals.” I stop to shake some snow off the back end of my shoes, the motion making me sway. Without a word, Ben offers an arm, and I grab it, steadying myself. “She had the sweetest golden retriever—Queenie, her name was—for years. She had to put her down just before I graduated from high school. Cancer.” I wave the statement away as if it’s nothing, though my heart constricts as I remember the day Lenora phoned with the news. But she was strong, so strong, reminding me that death was simply a doorway into another realm. Nothing more, nothing less.

I sniffled into a Kleenex while I listened, wanting to believe her.

Even in the midst of devastation, Lenora always found the good.

Maybe it was because of her work, all the digging she did into the past, that gave her such a positive outlook on the future. Living outside of time, as she put it, allowed for a broader perspective, offered a cosmic glimpse into the way life continues to evolve. Sometimes thriving, sometimes faltering, sure. But always moving forward, always expanding despite the odds working against it.

“Nora loved Asha,” Ben says, and though he’s speaking to me, his voice sounds distant, as if he’s talking to someone else.

I sneak a peek at him. “You said you shared custody. What does that mean?”

“Nora wouldn’t give her up. But Asha was, well…” He sighs, working his mouth a bit before continuing, like whatever he’s about to say, he wants to make sure to say it delicately. “Asha was just too much for Nora to handle. On her own, I mean.”

“Makes sense. Asha’s a big dog with a lot of energy.”

“Ninety-nine pounds of furry fun. Right, Ash?”

Asha barks.

“So I offered to help. Made sure Asha got enough exercise, brought her into the clinic with me on Nora’s bad days…”

“Bad days?”

Ben hesitates.

“Ben?”

“Nora had some issues…getting around the last year.”

I squint against another burst of wind, brushing snow out of my eyes. “Yeah, for a few years, actually. It was one of the reasons she stopped coming to California. The plane ride was too hard on her, sitting all that time. I know she had pain in her lower back, but she told me she was seeing some specialist down in Duluth who was really helping.”

She never talked much about her discomfort. Then again, did I ever really ask?

How easy it is to get caught up in our own dramas and forget those around us. Our own struggles often loom so largely, appear so insurmountable, that we don’t even think to see how those we love are faring with theirs.

I should have asked. I should have been more present.

“It did help. For a while,” Ben says. But his voice is stiff, and the joking banter we shared earlier is gone. “But that wasn’t the only issue.”

It feels…wrong…to have someone else fill me in on my grandmother’s life. On her struggles. And a man who’s practically a stranger, nonetheless.

Where do you fit in, Ben Sloane?

To my grandmother’s life?

To…mine?

The house finally comes into view, a splash of brown in a sea of white, and I sigh with relief. My thighs are burning, my calves are aching, and I feel like I climbed a mountain rather than a few mounds of snow. The lightness I felt moments ago is long gone, and the dusting of snow on my shoulders feels like it weighs a ton.

“Lenora never mentioned any other health concerns. I mean, I knew about her back. But other than that…” I reach out and tug on the sleeve of Ben’s coat, forcing him to stop.

For a moment he just stares at me, and something like shock or confusion flutters over his features before he catches himself, reels it in. But I saw it. A startle in his stance, the widening of his eyes, the slight tilt of his head…all of which he’s now trying to hide.  “She was supposed to—” But his voice cuts off with a snap of his jaw.

“What else was there? What didn’t she tell me?”

Ben’s expression doesn’t reflect any emotion, nor do his eyes give any tell-tale sign as to what he’s about to say. But when he speaks, there’s an undercurrent of empathy coloring his words, as if the mere inflection can soften the blow.

“Nora had Alzheimer’s, Lenny. She was diagnosed last spring.”
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I don’t go down for breakfast this morning.

The smell of something hot and spicy drifts upstairs, letting me know Ben is up and at ‘em (something Lenora used to say). But instead of luring me to the kitchen, the smell makes my stomach churn.

Just like my thoughts have been churning since yesterday afternoon, when Ben broke the news about Lenora.

Alzheimer’s.

I sit up in bed and pull my laptop over, clicking on my favorites bar and pulling up all the relevant sites on the disease I saved yesterday. Scanning an article that describes the symptoms, I think back to the few phone calls Lenora and I shared this past year and recognize none. Sure, when I had to remind her who Daniel was and how long we’d been together, she joked that her memory wasn’t what it used to be. And I just chalked up her lack of recollection to the fact that she’d never met him— something, back then, I had every intention of rectifying. But my schedule was busy, and Daniel’s was even busier, and we never made the trip to Minnesota happen.

There was even talk, one of the last times we spoke, about my coming to visit her this summer. My enthusiasm, however, was half-hearted. The bar didn’t offer much in the way of paid vacation, and I wasn’t eager to spend what little of it I had in Minnesota—especially with Daniel pressuring me to accompany him and his family to Nantucket around the same time. Though now, looking back, I recognize the persistence in her voice for what it really was—a plea bordering on desperation. Lenora always seemed to be sensitive to information beyond her five senses, and maybe she suspected even then that the time she had left on this earth was short.

I’d planned so many trips to Minnesota over the last few years that never happened.

I returned far too few phone calls, responded to even fewer letters, put far too many things first.

None of which seem very important now.

Ben said she’d more than likely had it for years, that the early stages can be easy to overlook—especially on someone as strong-willed as Lenora. But as it’s a disease that increases with age, her symptoms eventually became too difficult to ignore, and eventually even her excuses weren’t enough to cover the truth of what was going on inside her head.

The truth is, I can’t imagine Lenora with such a crippling neurological disease. Intellect was everything to her; she was as sharp as a tact. The woman never stopped studying, never stopped learning. She found such joy in becoming proficient in a new language, a new subject, a new skill. And even though she made a living as a college professor for close to ten years, she always stressed that the best education was one that was self-taught. “Too many institutions teach you what to think, not how to think. Be careful of that, Lenny. Don’t ever let anyone do your thinking for you.”

My fingers itch to dial up Daniel, to share this with him and get his perspective, maybe unleash some of this guilt that’s sitting heavy atop my lungs and making it difficult to breathe.

But something holds me back.

It could be that I dropped my phone in the snow bank-slash-ice coffin (at least, that’s where I think it is) and the only communication device I currently have is the flip phone Ben loaned me after re-tracing our path in the snow and finding nothing. I even tried the phone’s tracker, logging onto the company’s site only to be told UNABLE TO LOCATE DEVICE.

@#@$#@$!

Or, that bit of bad luck aside, it could be that the last conversation Daniel and I had, the one where I laid out the details of Lenora’s will and told him I’d be staying in Lost Bay for the next year, didn’t go so well. He accused me of caring more about money than him, that by staying I was putting not just my life on hold but his as well. And I countered back that he didn’t understand the need I had to support myself, to make sure I did everything in my power to not have to rely on someone else for my own well-being.

When he shot back that by taking Lenora’s money, I was doing just that—relying on someone else—I hung up on him.

It’s been three days since that conversation, and while we’ve apologized through texts, the communication has been distant.

And to think…just a few days ago, I thought Daniel was going to propose.

Now I’m not even sure if we’ll survive the year.

Or if I want us to.

Which is a thought that, as I think it now, makes me wonder if maybe Daniel was right.

And when I realize that I don’t have anyone, that pretty much all of my relationships are either superficial or on the brink of collapse, I do the only thing I can think of.

Grabbing the folded piece of paper Ben gave me earlier, the one that contains Natalie’s phone number, I punch it into the old phone and wait.

Her hello is bright and breathy-bordering-on-seductive, and I wonder if the caller ID on her end registers Ben’s name. I mean, it would only stand to reason, considering I’m using his phone.

“Hey, Natalie,” I say, “It’s Lenny. Lenora’s granddaughter?”

And…band-aid off. If she is expecting to hear Ben’s voice, I just completely burst her bubble.

But despite being a possible bulldozer of dreams, I push on.

“I was just wondering… Is that spot in your book club still available?”

 

• • •

 

I’m curled up on Lenora’s old green and blue plaid couch, a book in my hand and Asha at my hip, when Ben comes home that night. It’s just past ten and, I have to admit, a small flutter of concern plagued my nerves when I didn’t hear his heavy footfalls on the stairs at seven o’clock on the dot. After pacing around my room like a caged animal and not really knowing why, I finally decided to flee its confines and wait down here.

Although what I’m waiting for, I don’t know.

I’m not Ben’s keeper, and it shouldn’t matter at all what time he comes home.

Maybe I’m just lonely. Going from a big city, where the sounds and people can at times be claustrophobic, to a small town where I almost have to go out of my way to see another person has been an adjustment, to say the least.

I’m not used to all this solitude.

Though I did risk life and limb driving into town today so I could borrow the book I’m reading, so that’s progress.

Asha hops down from the couch when Ben enters the room, leaping at him like she’s a ten-pound lap dog rather than what she really is, a husky-wolf- behemoth who weighs just shy of a hundred pounds.

“Asha, down!  Down! No, no… Come on now, I mean it. Down!”

It’s a command that’s meant to be stern, but from the laughter ringing in Ben’s voice, I’m pretty sure it’s Asha who’s calling the shots.

“Pushover,” I mutter without looking up.

“Ah,” Ben croons. “How sweet. You waited up for me.” He drops into the recliner sitting catty corner from the couch and pulls up the leg rest. The navy-blue scrubs he’s wearing whisper against the leather, the soft material just baggy enough to give my imagination plenty to work with.

I snort, averting my gaze. “You’re talking to the dog, right? Because I’m just down here to read.” Holding up my book, I give it a little wave. “I’m hosting book club tomorrow night and I’m desperately behind on this month’s read.”

Ben leans forward, squinting as he studies the cover. Bad Boys Cry, Too, he mouths. Then rolls his eyes.

“Have you read it?” I ask, feigning seriousness.

“Um, that would be a no.” He falls back in his seat, lacing his hands behind his head and crossing his feet at the ankles. Heaving a weary sigh, he closes his eyes. “Though I bet you ten dollars Natalie picked that read.”

Thinking of the measly twenty-two dollars in my checking account, I snap that offer right up. “You’re on. Because I have a feeling it was Mimi. A devout fan of Hands Off, B!tch, remember?” I settle deeper into the couch cushions and flutter the pages. “This is right up her alley.”

Ben smiles an annoying little smile, and I have the sinking feeling that I just lost one of the only two Alexander Hamiltons to my name.

I turn back to my book, although after just a few sentences find my attention drifting to Ben. Asha’s leaning against the recliner, her large head propped atop the arm rest. Ben’s eyes are still closed, his fingers absently rubbing the spot just behind her ears. It’s such a peaceful scene, so endearing that I find it hard to tear my gaze away. But when Ben cracks open an eye, I quickly drop mine to my book. At the last minute, I remember to turn a page, rustling the paper louder than necessary.

“It’s cold in here.” He sounds drowsy, like he was just drifting off to sleep when the weight of my stare woke him. “I take it you don’t know how to start a fire?”

I look up at the fireplace, a rugged piece of artwork in its own right, with gray stones in various shades scaling the wall all the way up the vaulted ceiling. The hearth has been swept clean and a dozen neatly chopped logs sit ready to roast in an iron rack on the floor next to it.

“It doesn’t have a switch.”

Ben chuckles, closing his eyes and shifting in the recliner. “Remind me to show you how to do it before I move this weekend. It’s not hard.”

I bite my lip, as if to hold in the idea that I’ve been mulling over all day. Because surely this is a stupid idea, us continuing to live together. For obvious reasons and for a few that I won’t even admit to myself.

It seems I’m all over the place when it comes to this guy, but the truth of the matter is this: I’d rather have him here than not here. And while I tell myself it’s just to keep an eye on him, to make sure he doesn’t try to skip town (because he’s already got Lenora’s money in his account), deep down, I know that’s not the case.

“About that…”

Ben opens his eyes when I pause, dropping one of his hands down to rest on his stomach and turning his head my way. “About what?”

“I was thinking that since, you know, you’ll be moving again after the new clinic is built, you might as well just stay here.” I focus on my book and shrug, like I could care less either way. “If you want to, that is. No sense in moving twice.”

“So,” he says in a voice that’s clearly amused, “you’re fine living across the hall from a complete stranger?”

I puff out a laugh. “Well, you’re hardly a stranger anymore. We’ve had actual sit-down breakfasts every morning since I got here. That’s more than I’ve had with my own family in my entire life.”

“Not this morning.” Ben’s tone isn’t needling, not exactly. But it is filled with concern. “How are you doing?”

I shrug again. “I’m fine. Why?”

He sits up in the chair and props his elbows along the armrest. Crossing his fingers over his stomach, he shoots me a you’re-full-of-shit look.

I groan and shut my book, and then mutter “shit” when I realize I forgot to mark the page. “Look, I’m fine. I’m as fine as fine as fine can be. Under the circumstances,” I add, if only to placate him.

He stares at me for a moment, long enough that I feel like I’m being turned inside out. And as creepy as that sounds, it’s…not. You know how some people—most people—look at you but never actually see you?

Something tells me that Ben sees me. All of me.

And aside from Lenora, I don’t think that’s ever happened before.

“My point is that we’ve been living under the same roof now for nearly a week and you haven’t turned me into a lampshade yet. Obviously Lenora wanted you here, so maybe I was a bit…rash…to suggest that you leave.”

For a moment, that intense stare shifts to one of confusion. “A lampshade? You actually thought—”

“I was joking. Joking!” It’s only a half-lie. “I swear.”

“A damn lampshade,” he mutters, raising his eyes to the ceiling and shaking his head. But the smile playing on his lips tells me he’s hardly offended. “Anyway. Now that you know I’m not a deranged serial killer, if you ever need anything, you know where to find me.” He flashes me an amused wink. “Right across the hall.”

Even though I know there isn’t a hidden inuendo behind his words, I blush. Because while the meaning of anything could mean, well, anything, the thoughts that immediately pop into my head make the definition very, very clear.

“Yeah, well,” I ramble, feeling the need—the obligation—to bring Daniel into the discussion, “my boyfriend will feel better if someone is here with me. That I’m not way out here by myself, completely alone in the middle of the woods and everything.”

Ben doesn’t seem interested in the fact that I have a boyfriend. Instead, he gets up and stretches, the waistband of his scrub pants coming into view with the movement. The little sliver of skin that flashes before he drops his arms heats my cheeks even more. “Well, if you’re absolutely sure, then we’ll stay. Asha likes here better here, anyway.”

I nod, happy that it’s settled.

Just as, it seems, I’m getting settled.

Here. In Lost Bay. In God-freaking Minnesota.

I guess stranger things have happened.

Like Neil Armstrong walking on the moon. And the Phoenix Lights in Arizona.

Or pretty much anything in the National Inquirer.

Ben yawns, pulling me back to the moment. “You gonna be down here awhile?”

“Yep.” I crack open my book, trying to remember where I left off. “I’ve still got over a hundred pages left in this bad boy.” I laugh, the tail end turning into a snort, which make me laugh even harder. “Get it? Bad Boys Cry, Too?” I wave the book. “This bad boy?”

Ben just stares at me, deadpan. “Oh, my God. My roommate is such a dork.” I make a face at him, and he finally breaks, cracking a small, tired smile. “Well, when you feel like taking a break from your book, would you mind running Asha out before you turn in?”

“Not at all.” I pat my thigh. “You gonna hang with me tonight, Asha? Huh?”

She pads over to Ben’s side and leans against leg.

I roll my eyes. “Figures.”

Asha yawns, turns for the stairs, and then looks back at Ben to say, Are you coming or what?

“Leave your door open a smidge. I’ll lure her down here with a c-o-o-k-i-e before I go to bed.”

Ben nods, understanding my dog speak. In the short time I’ve lived with these two, I’ve learned what words absolutely cannot be said around Asha, cookie being a huge one. (And, strangely enough, airplane. Though I haven’t figured out the why of that one yet.)

Ben starts for his room, the “goodnight” he throws over his shoulder turning into a yawn as he does. But when I hear his lead foot hit the first stair, I let loose another thought that’s been eating away at me all day.

“Hey, real quick. You wouldn’t by chance know of anyone hiring around here, would you?”
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“Lost Bay Animal Hospital, this is Lenny.”

It’s been two weeks since I started working at Ben’s clinic, and today is the first day that things have been even remotely quiet. While there may be a shortage of people up this way, the number of household pets per square mile doesn’t reflect that fact. On the contrary, it seems that most families have several furry friends whom they count as immediate members of their clan, and most of them dote on their pets as if they were kids.

Doris Klingensmith, who I’m currently on the phone with, is one of them. I’ve only put in a total of fifty-three hours at the front desk and already know the woman on a first name basis. In the past fourteen days, I’ve talked more with her than I have my own mother in years.

“Lenny, I need to speak to Dr. Sloane right away.”

This is how all of our conversations start. After the first call—which I truly thought was an emergency and pulled Ben out of an appointment to take—turned out to be a nipple that Doris confused for a tick, I’ve learned to fish for more information before calling in Ben.

“Hey, Doris. What’s going on with Mitzi today?”

I’ve never met the dog, but I have its entire medical history pulled up in front of me on the clinic’s computer. All the details are there: eight-year-old shih tzu, gold and white with a black mask, fish allergy, female/spayed. The profile even includes a little picture in the corner, and the whole thing creepily reminds me of a Facebook page. In the photo, Mitzi has a bright pink bow clipped above her brow and a matching glitter collar around her neck. And I can’t say that I’d be shocked to find out that Doris scheduled the clinic mugshot (as I like to call the pets’ photos) right after a grooming session just so Mitzi could look her best for the camera.

Granted, Doris and I haven’t met face-to-face yet, but just from speaking to her on the phone, I already have an image of her set in my mind. And I’m pretty sure she’s the kind of woman who always keeps her makeup on point.

“Mitzi’s just fine today. I’m calling about Rodolfo.”

I tap the mouse and, within seconds, Rodolfo’s history pops up on the screen. Eleven-year-old golden retriever, male/neutered, gold. His collar is a simple leather cord and, judging by looks alone, he seems to be the most sensible of the Klingensmith bunch.

“Lenny,” Doris says, her usually steady voice trembling, “Rodolfo isn’t eating. He wasn’t interested in his dinner last night and wouldn’t touch his breakfast. Even though I put an egg in it, which he usually loves.”

“How’s his energy level?” I ask, referring to the cheat sheet that Rita, the clinic’s only other receptionist, drew up for me last week before practically running out the door for a two-week vacation. (Apparently, it’s been awhile since she’s had one.) Not eating one meal isn’t necessarily under the category labeled GET BEN NOW, but it is under POSSIBLY SCHEDULE APPOINTMENT with an attached note to check energy level and poop schedule.

“He’s tired. I tried to get him to play with his Squishy this morning but he refused. And Lenny, he loves his Squishy. Just adores it. I’m so worried…”

My eyes drift to the end of the paper, where Rita scrawled: If in doubt, tell them to come in!

“Doris, Dr. Sloane is in surgery right now. But his eleven o’clock is available. Would you be able to bring Rodolfo in then? If he’s not eating, he should probably be seen.” I squint down at the paper, reading another note. “Dr. Sloane may want to do bloodwork or X-rays, depending on what he thinks is necessary.”

Doris sounds frazzled, but assured. “Yes, yes. I can make it down there by eleven. Oh, mind you, I’m such a mess right now. I haven’t had a chance to get over to the parlor all week, what with the weather. I don’t like driving in snow, you see. Murphy, my husband, used to drive me. But now that he’s gone…” She sucks in a breath. “Never mind all that, my mouth is running away with me. I’ll put my face on and Rodolfo and I will be there at eleven sharp. Thank you, Lenny. It’ll sure be nice to finally meet you, dear.”

“You too, Doris. And oh,” I say, remembering, “Is he going to the bathroom okay? Doing all his business and everything?”

“What? Oh, yes, yes. His peeps and pops are quite normal, thank goodness.”

Peeps and pops.

And Lord, help me, I actually know what she’s talking about.

This gig is anything but dull.

I type the appointment into Ben’s schedule and then grab the file from the closet-sized room behind the reception counter, making sure to document the call in Rodolfo’s chart. Scanning the rest of the day, I give a small sigh of relief when I see that his is the last appointment of the morning. After that, it’s just two annual exams for the rest of the day. This is only a part time job, but with each shift lasting ten hours, the days are long. And by the time I crawl into Ben’s truck at night, I’m exhausted.

I would chalk it all up to the fact that I’m in the midst of learning a new job and that’s why the days are so taxing. But I have a feeling that this is just how life is in a veterinary clinic. The day’s schedule is merely an outline, and by the end of it, doesn’t even come close to reflecting the amount of work the staff has put in.  But it’s something to work around as the phone calls come, one right after another, with cases that need to be addressed either that day or, at the very latest, the next. Ben inhales his lunch at his desk, head bent over patient charts, while the rest of the staff pick at their food as they rush by the break room—which, from what I can tell, is the least used room in the small building.

The fact that Ben’s clinic is also the only one within a fifty-mile radius doesn’t help matters any.

But even with as busy as it is, everyone seems happy. Tired, sure. But happy.

And I’m jealous. Jealous of these people who have the biggest hearts of anyone I’ve ever met. Who know their purpose and are doing what they love so fully, so completely, that when they fall into bed at night, I can only imagine they do so in a state of exhausted satisfaction.

And speaking of exhausted satisfaction, it’s the exact look Ben has when he plops down in the chair next to mine. His surgical mask is hanging loose around his neck and his green scrub cap has ridden up his brow, but he’s wearing a smile, which means surgery went well.

“Please tell me the rest of the morning is free.” When I go to open my mouth, he holds up a hand. “And if it isn’t, lie and tell me it is.” He rolls his chair back from the counter, slouches, and kicks his legs out. Lacing his fingers over his stomach, he rests his head on the back of his seat and closes his eyes. “I want to live in blissful ignorance for as long as I can.”

“Doris is bringing Rodolfo in at eleven.”

Ben opens his eyes, screwing his features into a scowl.

I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. Don’t give me that face. It doesn’t work on me anymore.”

“Really?” Ben’s brows narrow even more, making me laugh.

“Yep.” I roll my own chair back, dumping a pile of charts into a tray marked TO BE FILED. “In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve got you all figured out, Ben Sloane.”

Ben cracks a smile, but the intensity doesn’t leave his eyes. “We’ll see about that.” He nods to Rodolfo’s chart, which is sitting next to my elbow. “So what’s going on with him?”

I pass him the folder, and Ben flips it open, scanning the notes I took after getting off the phone with Doris. “He’s been off food since last night, pretty lethargic. Doris seems really worried.”

He nods, his brow furrowing more and more. “Remind me…peeps mean poop, right?”

I shake my head. “No. Peeps mean pee. Pops are poop.”

“That’s right. I always forget.” He closes the folder, his sigh heavy. “What about the rest of the day?”

“Two annuals and that’s it. For now, that is.”

Ben perks up. “Really?” He considers me for a moment, as if weighing the pros and cons of what he’s about to say. “You feel like getting lunch today? My treat.”

“Lunch?” I fiddle with some pens on the counter, bunching them in my hand and dropping them into a plastic cup that says I’m a vet tech. What’s your superpower? I wonder if he knows how broke I am. How every day I’ve been gorging on the big breakfasts that he makes so I can make it through the day and devour a peanut butter and jelly sandwich when I get home. I fully intend to go to the store and buy groceries when I get my first paycheck, though how much I’ll have left after paying my share of the rent back in L.A. is up for debate. This job is only part time, which leaves my only other income whatever profits I pull in from my YouTube channel (which, to be quite honest, isn’t much). Most of the benefits of my channel consist of free hair care and make up products from companies hoping for a shout out.

“It’s Friday, so that means Jerry’s cooking down at Jasper’s. Which means…” Ben pauses for effect. “Onion dip.”

I raise a brow. What is it with the onion dip fetish around here? First Mimi and now Ben? The things people in small towns get amped up about, I swear.

“You haven’t lived until you’ve had Jerry Hackett’s onion dip.” Ben nudges my thigh with his foot. “So you in?”

I sigh, like I’m doing him a favor by going rather than what’s really happening—me getting a free meal.

My stomach growls, and Ben smirks.

“Sure. Why not? It’s about time I find out what this onion dip is all about. Plus I need to stop by there, anyway. Mimi is loaning me her copy of Heart-Shaped Box.”

“Ah,” Ben says, pushing himself up from the chair with a soft groan. He stretches. “By Joe Hill.”

“I guess. She says it’s a horror novel, which isn’t really my thing. So, you know, fully expect me to be sleeping with most of the lights on in the house while I’m reading it.” I shake my head, remembering the bet I lost to Ben two weeks ago. Turns out Natalie was the one who picked the angsty romance-slash-erotica read. “Who’d have thought that Mimi of all people likes horror?”

Ben chuckles. “You’ll be fine. And if you get too freaked out, I’ll loan you Asha for the next few nights.” He swats me gently on the shoulder with Rodolfo’s file as he heads out of reception and toward his office. “And it’s a good book,” he calls over his shoulder. “You’ll like it.”

The phone remains blissfully quiet the next thirty minutes, and at ten minutes to eleven, Doris arrives with a sullen looking Rodolfo, who wags his tail wearily when I bend down to scratch behind his ears. I check his weight before showing them into a room, and then let Doug, the technician on duty, know they’re ready. I pop my head into Ben’s office on my way back to the front counter. “Doris is here. Rodolfo doesn’t look so good. Doug’s heading in there now, but I wanted to give you a head’s up.”

Ben gives me a sharp nod and immediately rises from his desk, flinging his stethoscope around his neck as he does. He’s all focus—brows drawn, jaw tight—as he heads in to meet his patient. But he’s only in the exam room a few minutes when he pops his head out. “Lenny, do you mind coming in here for a minute?”

“Not at all,” I say, though the reluctance in my chest is heavy. I have absolutely no experience in veterinary work, something Ben is well aware of, and whatever use I could be is beyond me.

I switch the phones over to voice mail and scurry into the room, where I find a tearful Doris and a somber Doug. Ben, who is on the floor with Rodolfo’s head resting in his lap, is the only one keeping a brave face.

“We’re going to take Rodolfo back for some x-rays,” he says, while slowly stroking the dog’s golden head. “Would you mind getting Doris some water while she waits?”

I nod, my stomach twisting because the whole scene just looks so sad, so forlorn, that I can already feel my own tears climbing to the surface. Blinking hard, I turn away and head for the breakroom, where I pull a bottled water from the fridge. Closing the door, I stand still for a moment, taking one deep breath after another, trying to hold my emotions at bay.

I haven’t been in this field long, but I know a staple of being a good employee means being able to keep it together under even the most heartbreaking circumstances. Because how would it look to the client if the damn veterinary staff break down in tears right in front of them?

And we don’t even know for sure what’s wrong with Rodolfo. It might not be serious. It might be some random stomach bug or…or…

As always, I feel him before I see him. This time, his presence at my back is strong, comforting, like phantom arms wrapping around me, holding me up, keeping me from falling apart.

“Lenny,” he says, and even his voice is an embrace, soothing the tightness in my chest, my stomach.

I plaster a smile on my face and turn around.

“Would you please call the other two appointments today and ask them if they could reschedule? Apologize and fit them in whenever they need. I have a feeling we might be doing emergency surgery this afternoon.”

“Yeah, sure. Not a problem.” I pull my lip between my teeth, bite hard. “What’s… I mean… What do you think it is?”

“I’m not sure yet. Doris is meticulous about her house and doesn’t usually leave things around that the dogs could get into, but even the best of us slip up and forget. It could be an obstruction, though my gut tells me it’s something else. If I have to hazard a guess…” He swallows hard. “A tumor.”

My eyes widen. “Like, cancer?”

“Possibly.” He tilts his head, assessing me. “You doing okay?” His voice is low, soft, and full of concern. The type of concern that, when we first met, I could never imagine coming from someone like him.

“Of course. I’m fine.” I hold up the bottled water. “I’ll just bring this to Doris and then reschedule those appointments.” My lips wobble on the last word and my voice catches in my throat.

Why am I so upset? We don’t even know what the problem is yet. Rodolfo could be fine, just fine. Not to mention, I don’t really even know him, or Doris, or…

Ben’s hand reaches out to cup my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. It’s a warm gesture, assuring, and the calming energy pulsing from his touch passes through my skin, my muscles and bone and cells. It’s a heat that fills me up, burns right to my very core. The tightness in my throat melts, freeing the breath that was struggling to break through.

“I have to get back there.” Ben pulls his hand away, and I’m cold again, though not as much as before.

I nod.

His eyes slide over me one more time before he turns to leave, and within seconds I hear him taking charge of the situation, his voice strong and brisk, before the door to the X-ray room closes and I hear nothing at all.
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“Hungry?”

I hold up a grease-stained bag and give it a little jiggle. My smile wobbles a bit with it, though I don’t think Ben notices.

He’s too tired.

Bent over his desk, scribbling madly into a chart, he pauses, looks up. The warm glow of the lamp only serves to accentuate his exhaustion, casting shadows under his eyes, his cheeks, just below his bottom lip. His brows are drawn in that severe way I’ve come to know, though I no longer think he’s giving the world the stink eye.

No, Ben isn’t shunning the world.

He’s taking responsibility for the whole damn thing.

“Starving.” He folds shut the chart and tosses it in the outgoing box sitting on the left corner of his desk. To the right of his elbow, he has a stack of patient charts that easily sits a foot high.

Asha, lying on the floor next to his feet, lifts her head and sniffs.

I make my way across the room and drop into one of the two chairs sitting across from his desk. “Thought you might be.”

He lifts his chin and inhales. “That smells like…onion chips. And dip.”

“You’ve got a nose on you like Asha,” I joke, peeling open the bag and distributing its contents between us. Ben moves some charts and papers out of the way before closing an old, chunky laptop and pushing it aside. The smell of fried food wafts through the office as I unwrap two loose meat sandwiches. “And, for the grand finale…” I pause dramatically, plucking a lid off a cardboard box, “…onion chips and dip!”

I blink my eyes and widen my smile like a game show host before waving my hand over the meal, making Ben laugh. “I thought you were going to catch a ride home with Doug when he left,” he says, grabbing his sandwich.

It’s a little after seven, and with Ben staying late to keep an eye on Rodolfo, it was either leave with Doug or wait here for who knows how long.

“I was, but figured I’d stay and make sure you ate dinner instead.” I narrow my eyes. “You look exhausted.”

Ben ignores my assessment. “You sound like Nora,” is all he says, reaching for an onion chip. He scoops some dip and pops the fried glob into his mouth.

“Well, she was brilliant,” I remind him, pulling a bottled water from one of the deep pockets in my oversized cardigan and rolling it his way. After spending the first week in Lost Bay either constantly cold or bundled up in Ben’s coat, I broke and began dipping into Lenora’s closet, confiscating almost every sweater she owned. It was either that or wear what I brought from California and risk hypothermia.

I may smell like a lavender musk bomb exploded, but at least I’m warm.

“Jasper’s doesn’t deliver.” Ben unscrews the lid from his water bottle. “And you,” he raises his brows, “don’t drive in the snow. So?”

I take a bite of my loose meat sandwich and swallow. “Sooo?”

“How’d you manage to pull this off?”

“I told Chevy I’d blow him later tonight.”

Ben’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead and he about chokes on his water. “You what?”

His expression is so raw, so shocked, that I burst out laughing. “Kidding!  I’m kidding!”

He doesn’t look convinced.

“Oh, come on. Like I’d really do something like that. Please.” When Ben doesn’t reach for his food, I sigh. “I promised Mimi she could be in my next video if she brought this over.” Along with holding the bill until after I get paid. Though I don’t let that part of the deal slip.

Ben shoots me a scowl, annoyed at my lame joke, and I shoot him one right back, annoyed at him for being such a stiff.

We resume our meal, and while we eat Ben fills me in on Rodolfo’s surgery. It turns out he had a mass in his spleen but, thanks to Doris being so observant, Ben was able to remove it before it erupted and caused further damage, like an abdominal hemorrhage. Ben explains that we’ll know more when the results come back from the lab, but as far as he could tell from the X-rays, there didn’t appear to be tumors anywhere else, which hopefully indicates that the mass was benign. Samples have been sent to the lab, and now it’s just a waiting game.

I finish my sandwich and ball up the wrapper, tossing it into the empty bag. “All right,” I say, plucking my first onion chip from the container, “here goes nothing.”

Ben lifts his chin, reaching out to push one of the two plastic dip cups my way. “Make sure you get some dip—”

I swat his hand away. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know, I know. The infamous goddamn dip.” Scooping up a generous amount, I shove the entire thing into my mouth. The minute the stuff touches my tongue, I moan. “Owe-ma-gawd,” I mumble, being completely gross and talking with my mouth full, but who the eff cares because this damn dip is freaking out of this world amazing.

Ben smirks as I reach for another, and another, and another.

Okay, so maybe everyone is right. This stuff really is the bomb.

In the midst of my feeding frenzy, some dip drips down my finger. Like the animal these pieces of fried heaven have turned me into, I lick it off, close my eyes, and moan.

Then look up to see Ben staring at me.

“Sorry for being such a pig,” I say, wiping my hands and blushing. “I swear I’m usually not so barbaric when I eat.” There was a time, one time, when I was at a party with Daniel where I happened to go slightly overboard on these delectable mini cream puffs stuffed with shrimp that were, at the risk of sounding dramatic, out-of-this-world delicious. I may or may not have cleaned out a waiter’s entire tray of the appetizers in one fell swoop, eliciting a raised brow from Daniel along with a ripe look of embarrassment. And while he never actually came right out and said anything, I knew what he was thinking. I’ve made sure to keep myself in check around him ever since.

“You’re apologizing for enjoying your food?” Ben dips a finger into a near-empty dip cup, swipes it along the side, then sticks it in his mouth. “There. Now we’re both barbarians.”

A smile tugs at my lips.

“Besides,” he says, wiping his hands and proceeding to stuff the empty chip carton back in the takeout bag, “I eat breakfast with you every morning.” He gives me a shit-eating grin. “I already know you’re a complete animal.”

I pretend to act offended. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He places a hand over his chest, arranging his features into a mask of faux seriousness. “I’m just saying it’s nice to see someone appreciate my mad cooking skills with as much, uh, enthusiasm as you do.”

I throw a balled-up napkin at him.

“So,” I ask, sitting back in my seat and unscrewing the lid on my water bottle “what is the deal with you and breakfast?”

Ben shrugs. “It’s the most important meal of the day.”

I take a swig, swallow. “Yeah, but you go out. Like all out. Every single morning.”

He mirrors me, leaning back in his own chair and causally draping his elbows atop the armrests. “So?”

“I’m just saying that it’s a lot of effort, especially on the mornings when we have to be out the door by seven-thirty. Most people don’t take the time for such early extravagance. Hell, most people don’t even eat breakfast. Aside for maybe a candy bar or one of those sodium-laden microwavable breakfast sandwiches.”

Ben smiles, but it seems strained.  “Well, I just figure that if I’m going to do something, I might as well do it right. Starting with breakfast.”

I decide to test the waters. Because despite the fact that I still wouldn’t consider us to be close, we have built up a sort of camaraderie these last two weeks, so we’re slightly more than simple roommates sharing a space. This is man that Lenora felt worthy enough of letting into her home, her life, and I’m still trying to decide why.

Yes, he’s handsome, boasting the sort of rugged good looks that would easily give any Marvel superhero a run for his money.

Yes, he’s compassionate, a characteristic that isn’t overtly obvious upon first glance.

Yes, he’s steadfast and sturdy, capable and strong.

And not to mention, he’s a damn fine cook.

But all that aside, this man remains a closed book. And the reluctance with which he shares any personal information only urges me to pry harder.

So I do.

“Lenora used to say the same thing about breakfast. Sounds like you two were a good match.”

Ben’s eyes bore into mine; he knows what I’m doing. There’s resistance, an inner battle that he eventually releases with a sigh. “To be honest, she’s the one who started me on the habit.”

“Oh?” I pick at a spot on my jeans, careful not to show too much interest.

“Breakfast wasn’t really a thing in the houses where I grew up.” He rubs his chin, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. “Nor were dinners, for that matter.”

My fingers stall as my mind catches on one word. “Houses?”

Ben lifts one of his shoulders in a half shrug, his voice nonchalant. “Houses, as in more than one. Multiple.” He looks out the big picture window that faces the backyard; the snow glistens under the full moon and the night is full of stars, a tapestry of lights in the onyx sky. When he looks back and meets my still questioning gaze, he elaborates. “Multiple homes, multiple families, multiple guardians. You know, all the perks that come with foster care.”

That I did not expect. Though, what I did expect, I’m not quite sure. To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have been shocked to find out he just popped into reality one day thanks to spontaneous combustion or something, looking just as he does now, eyes narrowed in that severe way of his and pushing forward, always forward, layering on the weight of the world with each step.

If anyone can hit the ground running, it’s Ben.

“Meals weren’t exactly big in my house, either. At least the sit-down kind. We had a housekeeper who made dinner every day and stuffed it into tupperware containers for us to pick at whenever we wanted. Though no one really did. My mom and sisters were always on diets, so they rarely ate—in front of anyone, that is. And I was hardly about to sit down at the dinner table with Cliff and chat about my day.” I bite that last admission out in a bitter breath, though I don’t mean to. It’s just what happens when I talk about Cliff…or any of my family members. My throat tightens, the words reluctant to leave my mouth.

“Who’s Cliff?” Ben asks, and nothing about his tone gives any indication that he knows anything about my past. Not that there’s a lot to tell, per se, but I’m not sure how much Lenora talked about me during the year she and Ben lived together. I can only imagine I came up once or twice in conversation, though to what extent I can hardly guess. Then again, I never discussed my situation with Lenora. Being so far away, she was never around to observe our family. The few glimpses she was allowed were dished out by me, a shy child turned moody teenager who only spoke when absolutely necessary.

“Cliff is my mother’s husband.”

It feels like a hand is squeezing my throat, blocking my airway.

“So,” Ben says slowly, “your stepdad.”

I swallow hard, past the block, the pressure. “No. He’s not.”

Ben doesn’t push, just nods. And the silence that follows isn’t uncomfortable. There are things neither of us want to talk about, at least not right now, and this brief reprieve in conversation is welcome.

Ben’s phone dings moments later, and after silencing the ringer, he stands. “Time for Rodolfo’s pain injection.” He grabs his stethoscope and pauses by my chair on his way out. “If you want to get your things together, I can run you and Asha home when I’m done.”

I frown. “Run us home? You’re coming back here?”

“I have to. Rodolfo will need another pain injection around twelve thirty so I’ll need to be here for that. Plus, I don’t really like to leave patients in recovery alone overnight. At least, not when I can help it.”

My eyes shift to the old leather couch across the room.

Ben notices and smiles. “It’s more comfortable than it looks.”

“If you say so,” I mumble, hardly convinced. “Just please tell me you’re not going to spend the entire night with your nose buried in charts.” Ben’s first appointment was at eight o’clock this morning and he hasn’t stopped running since.

He just stares at me.

I fold my arms and shoot him a look right back. “Has anyone ever told you that you work too much?”

Ben frowns. “Your grandmother.”

“Well,” I say. “She was right.” I sigh when I see he isn’t going to budge. “Fine, fine. Go check on Rodolfo. I’ll get my things.”

He smirks, a playful arrogance brightening his tired features.

I rise from my seat and follow him to the door, rolling my eyes as he saunters down the hall and around a corner.

Then, I put my plan to work.

When Ben returns ten minutes later, I’ve got everything set up. The matching ottoman is pushed up to the old leather couch and, on top of it, is his laptop, the lid flipped up and the red Netflix logo brightening the screen. I’m curled up on the couch with Asha, her head in my lap, my fingers casually stroking her neck.

Ben frowns, looking annoyed. “What’s this?”

“You,” I say, emphasizing the word, “need some down time.”

He laughs, though it’s the sort of laugh that an amused adult throws at a toddler when it’s being cute but entirely ridiculous. “I do not need down time. What I do need,” he says, gesturing to the ottoman, “is my laptop, so I can get some research done.”

I roll my eyes and mouth wordlessly while patting the couch cushion next to me.

“Real mature, Lenora.” But he drops down onto the couch, gaze pointed and arms folded like a petulant child.

“Hmm.” I press my lips together in an effort not to laugh. “It looks like we’re both the epitome of maturity then.”

Ben’s scowl remains firmly in place, though the corners of his lips turn up a notch. “You get thirty minutes. That’s it. Then I’m hauling your ass home so I can get some work done.”

Asha inches across my lap so she can reach Ben, her muzzle touching his thigh. He gives her a quick pet and she grumbles affectionately.

“A hundred-pound lap dog,” I mutter, my voice twisting with sarcasm. “Lovely.”

Ben motions toward the laptop. “Come on. Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Literally, right? This show…” I snort-laugh and nudge him with my elbow, which I barely have to move because he’s sitting so close. This couch is more of a loveseat, something that seemed larger until the three of us sat down on it.

“You’re the biggest dork, Lenora.”

“Said with the utmost of affection, right?” I lean forward and, after scrolling through the options, find the one I’m looking for and press play.

Ben’s forehead wrinkles when he sees the title. “Stranger Things?”

“Yeah,” I say, scooting back and trying not to notice the way Ben’s thigh is pressed up against mine. Not to mention his hip, his shoulder…

I mean, metaphorically, the guy is solid as a rock, a load bearing sentry standing tall against the world’s wrongs. But literally, he’s exactly the same: solid as a rock. And just a few days ago, I saw him easily lift Asha from the raised tub in the back room after giving her a bath. (And yes, seeing Ben give Asha a bath was pretty much the most adorable thing ever.)

Snap out of it, Lenny.

My mind drifts to Daniel, who I haven’t heard a word from since earlier this week. Though if his Instagram feed is any indication, he’s hardly missing me.

Is it possible for people to change overnight? Or does it take a momentary separation like the one Daniel and I are going through to see what was really there all along? Or, more accurately, what was never there? It’s only been a few weeks. What will an entire year turn into?

Location shouldn’t alter who we are. Distance shouldn’t change how we feel.

Maybe I just wanted our relationship to be something it wasn’t so badly that I overlooked the reality of what it actually was.

“Stranger Things,” I say, coming back to the moment, “is strange…but wonderful.” I glance at him. “Tell me you’ve at least heard of it?”

Ben shrugs and his empty expression tells me all I need to know.

“You really have been living under a rock up here all these years, haven’t you?”

“That, California, is a matter of perspective.” Ben leans back, working his shoulders deeper into the couch cushions. The movement along with his weight causes his cushion to sink further into mine, pushing us even closer. He juts his chin at the laptop. “All right. Let’s do this.”
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“I’ve always wanted a makeover.”

Mimi beams as she sits in the chair in front of the bathroom mirror, watching me work a buttery mask into her hair from behind. She’s so excited she can barely sit still, wiggling around in her seat like a kid who’s been sitting at a desk for too long. I press the pads of my fingers deeper into her scalp, hoping that the added pressure of the massage might calm her down.

No such luck.

“I’m so happy we have a decent hair stylist in Lost Bay now,” she rambles, changing subjects within the beat of a breath. Just seconds ago she was regaling me with the story of how, last summer, she dated a drummer in Chevy’s band but broke up with him because his hands were too small. And according to Mimi, small hands equal small—

“I always say I’m going to drive into Duluth and go to Pizzazz—it’s this, like, super trendy, amazing salon. Jessica Biel has her hair done there. Well, it was only once, but they have a picture of her sitting in one of the salon chairs with, like, wet hair and everything. It’s on the wall by the front desk, so you totally see it right when you walk in. I mean, she wasn’t as famous at the time as she is now, but still. It’s pretty cool, right?”

I’m about to tell her how my stylist in L.A. has several star clients, but decide against it. Mimi is starstruck and awestruck by anything having to do with famous people. Bringing that up will only supply her with a whole new arsenal of questions to hit me with.

“You do realize,” I say instead, “I’m not actually a hair stylist.” I move to wash my hands and then slide a plastic cap over her head.

“Oh, I know, I know! But you’re just so, like, knowledgeable on the subject.  So hip to what’s in right now. Not like Tera Ann over at Clip & Cut.” Mimi shudders and grabs my hand, pulling me in as if what she’s about to confide is so horrible she can only bear to whisper it. “Every time I go in there, she tries to talk me into getting The Rachel. You know, that hair style that Jennifer Anni—”

I cut her off. “Yeah, I’m familiar with the look.” Extracting myself from her grip, I tilt my head toward the door. “Come on. I put a towel in the dryer before we started. I’m going to wrap it around your head to provide some heat for the mask.” I grab my camera, which has been filming this whole time (I’ll edit out most of Mimi’s ramblings later), and keep it rolling as we head downstairs and into the laundry room. Most of this part will be cut out, but since you never know what’s going to happen from one second to the next, I’ve learned it’s best to just shoot everything.

We pass Ben in the kitchen on the way to the laundry room, and my body temp increases a good hundred (not really) degrees when we lock eyes over his coffee mug. It’s Sunday, just over a week after Rodolfo’s surgery, after we sat together watching Stranger Things…just over a week since we fell asleep halfway through the first damn episode only to wake up hours later to the sound of Ben’s alarm, a snippet of some AC/DC song, letting him know it was time for Rodolfo’s pain injection. I can still feel the heat from where our bodies touched as we slept, our sides smushed together, my forehead pressed against his neck, his head atop mine. Like little pulses of electricity throbbing in my muscles, tingling along my skin.

And I remember the grimace on his face as we disentangled ourselves, the polite distance that’s spanned every one of our interactions since that night.

Now he’s leaning against the kitchen counter, one foot crossed over the other, the picture of casual indifference. He lifts his mug in greeting as we pass, and I nod back while Mimi wiggles her fingers in a wave.

“So,” Mimi says once we’re out of earshot. “What’s it like living with Ben?”

“It’s fine.”

She shoots me a look, which I ignore.

We turn into the laundry room and I shut off the dryer. Sticking my hand in, I snag the towel and hold it out to Mimi. But one look at her face tells me the subject isn’t dropped.

I sigh, reading her expression. “What?”

She bends over, flinging the towel over her head and wrapping it like a turban. When she stands up, she throws me a knowing grin. “Come on, Lenny. You live with Ben Sloane. Ben Sloane! He sleeps right across the hall from you!”

I open my mouth to say so what, but Mimi’s enthusiasm for the topic is so overwhelming that she doesn’t give me a chance to speak.

“Have you seen him in his underwear yet? Or like, you know, naked with just a towel?” Her eyes glaze over, her expression dreamy. “Still wet from the shower, with little drops of water dripping down his chest…”

I’d snap my fingers in front of her face to yank her out of her reverie…if, that is, she hadn’t already pulled me in right along with her.

Mimi sighs at the thought, and I sigh inwardly before huffing. “Um, no, I haven’t seen Ben in his underwear. And, quite frankly, I have no desire to.”

Mimi raises a brow, obviously doubting my honesty.

So, in order to cover my fib more fully, I lie some more. “I have a boyfriend, you know.”

Daniel and I broke up five days ago.

Okay, so it’s not so much as we broke up, but we’re taking a break.

Supposedly, there’s a difference.

It was something we both agreed would be best, considering the circumstances. Which really aren’t all that extenuating, if you think about it. He couldn’t wait one year for me, which means he couldn’t have loved me very much.

And I didn’t spend more than a few minutes feeling empty after hanging up from our call, which means I couldn’t have loved him at all.

Still, we agreed to revisit the situation in May, when I fly back to L.A. to pack up my apartment. Kendra managed to find another roommate, but she won’t be able to move in until, conveniently, June—when my half of the lease is up. I don’t have much, but what I do have, I’ll be sending here, to Lost Bay, to Lenora’s house, which is now my house, my home, the only home I have.

As for next year, when my time is up in Minnesota?

I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.

Mimi waves her hand dramatically. “Oh, I know! And I totally respect that. I didn’t mean to imply you would do anything.” She stabs me with a look. “But it’s hard not to sneak a peek, right? I mean, seriously. Tell me you don’t think Ben is hot.”

I examine the towel on her head, tucking the ends into the turban so it stays put and then lift a shoulder. “Yeah, I guess. In a sort of rugged, rough-around-the-edges way.” And then, because we’re on the topic, I ask, “So, how well do you know him, anyway?”

Mimi frowns. “Know who?”

I raise my eyes to the ceiling, give my head a little shake, and practically shout, “Ben!”

A distance “what?” comes from somewhere on the main floor, and I realize that Ben probably heard me and thought I was calling his name.

“Nothing,” I call back to him in a voice that’s higher than normal. “Just never mind!”

Mimi slaps a hand over her mouth, holding back laughter. “Um, hello? I know who you meant. It’s just that,” she pauses, snickering, “you blush every time you say his name.”

I turn and face the two laundry baskets sitting on top of the washer and dryer. Flustered, I begin to sort the darks from the whites, tossing the latter half into the washer as I do. So what if Ben’s boxers are washed alongside my bra and underwear? What does it matter if a pair of my lacy panties get tangled in one of his white undershirts?

Mimi’s brow furrows as she watches me. “Do roommates normally do each other’s laundry? Because I live with Chevy, and even though he’s my brother, I’m not about to touch his tighty whities.” She shudders at the mere thought.

I look back over my shoulder. “Chevy wears tighty whities?”

Mimi leans against the wall and crosses her arms. “Yup.”

I just shake my head. While I don’t know Mimi’s brother all that well, I’ve been in his bar enough that we’ve exchanged pleasantries. He’s a cute guy with a sarcastic wit and a geeky Buddy Holly vibe that a lot of artsy girls back in L.A. would dig. Though knowing what the dude is rocking under his 1950-style cuffed jeans is more info than I need.

“So, how does your boyfriend feel about you staying in Minnesota? With a hot roommate to boot?”

My shoulders tense. “He’s, you know, fine with it.”

“You don’t sound very sure about that.”

I pour some detergent into the measuring cup and then dump the contents into the washer. Slamming the door, I start the machine and then turn around. Leaning back against it, I sigh. “Actually, he’s not.” I suck my lip between my teeth. “And, I sort of lied before. We, um, broke up. Well,” I amend, “we’re taking a break.”

Mimi’s face falls. “Lenny, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. I mean, it is what it is.”

“Yeah, but I shouldn’t have egged you on like I did. About Ben and everything.” She takes a deep breath and then regards me like I’m a rabbit about to skitter away from a trap. “It’s just that you totally get this look on your face when his name comes up. You sort of act, I don’t know, almost over-annoyed. And I thought, maybe, you only do that to cover up what you’re really feeling.” She shakes her head and pushes off the wall. “Never mind. What do I know, right?”

I frown, considering her words.

Then…no.

I don’t have feelings for Ben.

Hell, I thought I was in love with Daniel, was literally ready to say yes if he proposed. Yet when we put a pause on our relationship, I felt next to nothing.

“No,” I say. “I like Ben, sure. He’s a nice enough guy. But it’s strictly on a platonic level. And even if I did, hypothetically, feel even remotely attracted to him, he’s so focused on work and the rescue project that he and Lenora cooked up that I doubt he’d have time to date.”

Mimi nods. “You’re probably right. Come to think about it, I’ve never known him to hook up with anyone since he moved here.”

I try to act like I don’t care. Because, you know, I don’t. “No one at all, huh?”

“Nope. Well, he hung out with your grandmother a lot. But that’s different.”

And weird, I mentally add. And then shake the thought right off. Because I don’t want my thoughts drifting back that way, back to the days I when I distrusted him so.

I don’t want Ben to be that guy, the guy I thought he was when I first arrived in Lost Bay.

I don’t.

Mimi’s voice grows louder, breaking into my thoughts and mingling with my doubts until, eventually, they subside altogether. “…not like it’d be hard for him to find someone. I swear the guy has a fan club in Lost Bay.”

I snort. “Yeah, and it’s called Book Club.”

There’s a reason the women who attended the last book club meeting requested to have it here again next time. And it wasn’t because of the cupcakes I threw together last minute. When I point this out to Mimi, she laughs. “Well, your cupcakes really were bomb. I had three that night and took two home to Chevy—which, I’ll admit, never actually made it to him. Anyhoo, that reminds me. Do you think you can make some more for a bachelorette party I’m throwing next week? Maybe with, like, a little penis drawn on each one?” Her eyes take on a devilish glint. “Well, not too little.”

“Oh, my God,” I moan. “You’re terrible.” Then, feeling a foreign sense of confidence ripple through me at the thought, I say, “Erotic cupcakes. Sure, I can totally make that happen.” Stepping forward, I grab her shoulders and gently steer her out of the laundry room. “Now come on. Time to film.”
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Turns out the first person to be caught with their pants down is…me.

I’d just come from the shower in Lenora’s bathroom, annoyed that the only towel I could find was a threadbare slip of cotton that barely covered my torso. Ben and I had put in so many hours at the clinic this past week that the last time I actually did laundry was seven whole days ago, when shooting Mimi’s video. Even the boxer shorts and t-shirt I slept in had been worn for over a week straight and felt too dingy to put back on. But it was Sunday morning and I planned to rectify the situation by throwing a load in before braving the roads and heading into town for some baking supplies. And since I could have sworn that I heard Ben go downstairs with Asha about an hour earlier, I figured it was safe to tuck and run.

There wasn’t even a clean towel for me to wrap my hair in, so I just left it down, the water dripping from my locks wetting my shoulders, the strip of cloth down my back. I was just brushing away a stray drop that had run into my eye when Ben stepped out of his room. He stopped short when he saw me, his brows tipping together, his lips pressing into a thin line.

I almost dropped the towel in shock, my mouth popping open, my brows shooting up my forehead.

And then we just stood like that for what I swear was a full minute (but probably not), both in shock, like we’d just been slapped, until Ben averted his gaze and I scrambled past, yammering about how towels cover more than swimming suits do these days and, you know, yada, yada, yada.

And right then and there, I decided to move into Lenora’s room.

That is, as soon as I buy a new bed.

Now, dining with Ben over his breakfast of French toast and fruit, I can barely look at him. Which is stupid, right? Because I wasn’t naked. And like I said earlier—swimming suits show way more skin than what that skimpy little towel bared.

But the whole situation felt intimate, risqué—like this one time when I was ten and caught a peek of a dirty magazine that Cliff had hidden under the couch in the basement. Scared of getting caught, I only dared to flip through a few pages, but the forbidden act and the X-rated images made my stomach flip in a weird, swoony way.

I think I would have felt less exposed if Ben had caught me out by the lake, prancing around in a thong bikini.

I casually sprinkle a spoonful of powdered sugar over my toast and take a deep breath. “Do you need anything in town today? I’m heading to the store.” I scatter a few blueberries over my plate and laugh. “The bride from the bachelorette party liked my penis cupcakes so much she asked if I could do a sort of cupcake tree for her rehearsal dinner next week. It’ll basically triple what I baked for the party, so I made it abundantly clear that it would cost extra if she wanted a penis on each one.” It’s a lame attempt at humor, but in my nervous state, my mouth is running away with me. I rub my wrist, remembering the cramp that drawing all those little phallic shapes gave me. “I swear, it doesn’t matter if they’re real or made of sugar and spice—cocks can be such a pain in the wrist.”

I’m hoping the joke will ease the awkwardness of what happened earlier but, upon further contemplation, realize that bringing up male genitalia may not be the best way of going about it.

Fortunately, my nervous prattling elicits a chuckle from Ben.

“Look at you,” he says, cutting into his toast. “Sounds like you’ve got a new side gig.”

“Sounds like I do.” The thought makes me smile, and soon a huge, cheesy grin spills across my face. I feel like I’m being lit up from the inside, as if suddenly all the dark corners I’ve carried with me for so long are being flooded with light and I’m bulging to the point I’m about to burst, the glow seeping out of every pore in my body.

“Okay. My French toast isn’t that good.” Ben takes a bite and considers me while he chews. “What’s got you so smiley?”

How to answer this? Because I don’t even really know. It’ll sound stupid to put what I’ve been thinking this last week into words. To give voice to something that suddenly feels so right, so true, without sounding on par with a kid who just declared that she wants to be a vampire hunter when she grows up.

I pull in a breath. “I think I want to be a…baker.”

Ben sets down his fork and props his elbows on the table. Folding his hands together, he gives me a stern look. “That,” he says, “is an excellent idea.”

And then he smiles.

“Really?” I bite my lip, but my excitement breaks through. Why I even care so much about his opinion is beyond me, but I do, so who cares about the why? Maybe it’s because he’s a small business owner and, since my desire is to (Lord, I can hardly dare to dream) open my own shop one day, I’m eager for his guidance, his words of advice.

So see? That’s it. Entirely professional.

Though now, staring at him from across the breakfast table and remembering the towel incident from not even an hour ago, it’s like I’ve been lit on fire. And the only thing that can douse the flames are Ben’s hands.

Ben’s lips.

Ben’s…

Okay. So maybe not entirely professional.

“You got a game plan?” Ben takes a sip of his coffee and waits, unaware of the lewd thoughts racing through my mind.

I fidget. “Um, not really. I haven’t thought that far ahead, actually. I just know that it’s something I want to do. I’ll need more experience, for sure. And some classes, of course.” For some reason, I feel the need to defend my decision, though I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because if a year ago someone told me that my deepest desire would be to bake cakes and cookies and pies, I’d have said they were crazy.

But these last couple weeks? Fiddling around with Lenora’s recipes?

It’s the most relaxed I’ve been in years. Maybe…ever.

Ben waits, patient, as I work out what I’m trying to express.

“Actually, it’s not just a want. It’s more like a feeling, a need to do this. Does that make sense?” I drop my forehead into my palms and groan. “Listen to me! ‘I wanna be a baker’,” I say, mocking myself. “What the hell am I thinking?”

“Sometimes thinking is the worst thing you can do.”

“Tell me about it,” I mumble, peering at him through my fingers before lifting my head. “It’s just that this is so out of left field. How can it possibly be right?”

Ben looks down at his hands, quiet for a moment, and as I watch him, I realize how much I appreciate the way he always seems to consider what he’s about to say. Everything out of his mouth has a point, a purpose. Like our conversation matters, like I matter, and he wants to make sure that whatever he’s about to say is actually worth saying—as if he’s determined to always throw the very best of himself into whatever situation he’s in.

Yeah, I can see why Lenora was so sweet on him.

“Maybe,” he says, and he looks up at me, “you were the one out of bounds all these years. And now,” he shrugs, “you’re just finding your way back to the playing field. Back…home.”

I shovel the last bite of French toast into my mouth and think about what he said.

Home.

I’ve never really felt like I had one.

I have a family. One I’m tied to by blood. But what does that mean, really? Home is where the heart is, and I’ve never felt welcomed in my mother and Cliff’s house. And, of course, there was Lenora, but she was always so far away.

“The last time I came to visit Lenora, I asked if I could stay. Permanently.”

The words feel like they’re being pulled from me by a hook.

Ben’s surprised expression tells me this is something Lenora never shared with him. “Really.”

I reach for my coffee mug and nod. “Yup. I was ten, maybe eleven, I think?” I screw together my features, trying to remember. “Anyway, I asked her if I could live with her and she said no.”

Ben frowns. “You didn’t want to go back home?”

“You mean, back to my mother and Cliff’s house? Um, no.” My short laugh is nothing but a bitter exhale. “I did not.”

“She had to have had a reason.”

Ben, ever the defender.

“Oh, I’m sure she had many. And as an adult, I can see that now. But as a kid, I just felt rejected.” My eyes burn with the memory, but not enough to blubber the way I did back then, back when Lenora dropped me off at the airport and I begged and pleaded with her to let me stay. “I got over it, of course. But I never really forgot. It just proved what I’d been thinking all along, that I was only wanted when it was convenient. That people would only allow me into their lives on their terms, not mine.”

I blush. Here I go again. Rambling about shit that doesn’t need to be said. It’s just that Ben has this way about him, this quiet presence, and it lulls me into a sense of security where, before I know it, I’m spilling my guts. All of my deepest thoughts and emotions and feelings just come pouring out.

Splat.

“Lenora and I never spoke about that day again. She never brought up my request or offered to revisit her decision. And now, with her dead and gone, I’ll never have the chance to ask.” Talking about this has ripped scabs off old wounds I thought had long since healed. Have I really been holding her rejection with me all these years? Carrying it around like a shield to ward off others who might do the same?

Lenora, who had a reason for everything, had given me none that day. Her no was a simple no, and that was it. There was no elaboration, no explaining.

Lenora, who always had an answer for everything, a long drawn out explanation for why something was the way it was and things were the way they were, couldn’t drudge up more than a single no in response to the most important question I’d ever asked her.

“Was it me? Was it something I did? I’ll never know. I’ll never…”

Ben sees the way I’m struggling for the right word and finishes for me. “Closure.”

I look at him, the word fissuring open something so deep inside of me I can feel the crack, the pop, the release of pressure.

“You’re looking for closure.”

A sigh whispers through my lips. “You’re right. But it doesn’t matter, because she’s gone. I can’t get it.”

Ben fiddles with the handle of his coffee mug and then, suddenly, pushes out of his seat. “Wait here.” His voice is rough, deep in the way it always is, and the words aren’t so much a request as they are a command. Before I can say anything, he’s gone, out of the kitchen, his footfalls heavy on the stairs.

When a minute turns to five, I stand, gather the dishes, and rinse them in the sink. By the time five minutes have turned into ten, I’ve loaded the dishwasher, turned it on, wiped down the table, and refilled my coffee mug. After returning to my seat and kicking my legs up onto the chair next to mine, I start wondering if he forgot about me.

I’m halfway through my drink when I hear what sounds like a bowling ball tumbling down the stairs. I take a sip of coffee, hardly concerned. Ben is a lot of things, but stealthy isn’t one of them. The last time we snowshoed, I joked that his feet were so big he could probably get by without the help of the extra wide kicks. Which then leads me to remember the story Mimi told me about the bassist with the small hands, and how big feet must mean—

“Took me awhile to find it,” Ben says, striding into the room. Stopping next to the chair where my feet are propped, he nudges them aside and steals the seat, scooting it closer to the table. Angling himself my way, he drops a photograph onto the table, presses his pointer finger on the top corner, and slides it over to me.

I pull it closer and study it, careful not to smudge my fingerprints over the image. The photo is old and yellowed, the tint coming from age. But other than that, the picture is in pristine condition; not one bend or crease rumples the glossy paper.

“Is this you?” I ask, taking in the boy in the photo, who appears to be about nine or ten.

He merely nods.  His expression, stoic, gives nothing away.

I glance back down, noting the same expression on Ben’s younger version, the way his little brows are pointed downward, the firm set of his jaw. His lips, full even at that age, are pressed together so as to not reveal any emotion.

I’d say the little guy looked like he was in military school, if not for the baggy pants that are at least a size too big and an oversized flannel jacket rolled up at the cuffs. He’s wearing a bright orange trucker’s hat, and a plastic orange vest practically glows atop the muddy brown flannel. At his feet is a dead dear, its head slanting at an unnatural angle.

I don’t know a lot about hunting, but whenever I see a gunslinger pose for a photo with his kill, he’s usually kneeling down next to it, hands wrapped around the antlers to hold the head up, a proud smile widening his features.

For some reason, this image shocks me. I mean, I never thought about it. But if it was something I were to think about, I never would have pegged Ben to be a hunter.

I peer up at him. “You don’t seem very happy in this.” Indicating the photograph, I twirl a finger over the image. “You didn’t do the whole hunter’s pose.”

Ben huffs. “That,” he says, “was one of the worst days of my life. And having grown up in foster care, well, that says something.”

I don’t know what to say to that, because even though I know what it feels like to be unwanted, I was never really on my own. I had security—in a sense, at least. Being fed and clothed and housed was never something I had to spend my younger years fighting for. Though I did have the wits about me to know it was only temporary. To know that everything I was being handed was out of obligation and not love. Still, abandonment was never something I had to worry about. The sudden absence of one of Cliff Renshaw’s daughters—even if I wasn’t a true Renshaw—would have led to gossip, to the neighbors talking, prattling to one another behind cupped hands and closed doors.

My stepfather isn’t exactly royalty in Osbury Beach, an uppity seaside town just outside of L.A. But with a string of luxury hotels lining the West coast along with his deep pockets, he’s damn near the equivalent. And keeping up appearances, presenting the perfect nuclear family to the public, is of the utmost importance to Cliff and my mother.

“How old were you?”

“Eleven.” Ben’s voice is more gruff than usual, and it sounds as if, at thirty, he’s still biting back emotions from that day.

“Isn’t that a little young to be hunting?”

“Not around here. Most start out around that age. Maybe even younger, depending on the game. Steve and Tina—that was the couple I was living with at the time—both liked to hunt. They were real diehards, had animal heads all over their trailer. And since they didn’t want to shell out money for a sitter when they went on their trips, I had no choice but to go along. This,” Ben taps the photo, “was my last time out with them.”

“Why was it your last time?”

“I gave ‘em too much hell afterwards, and they swapped me.” When he sees my expression, he laughs. “It’s okay. I wanted them to. I hated those trips. The crack of the gun, the way they whooped and hollered when they shot something. And Steve…” He swallows hard, and a shadow falls over his eyes. “He wouldn’t shoot to kill. No, the bastard liked the chase. He’d shoot to injure, wait a few minutes, and then go after it. Sometimes he’d maim it further. Not too much; he still wanted it to be mobile. Still wanted the challenge the chase provided.”

Aside from the deepening of his voice, Ben shows no emotion. But when I look in his eyes, the turmoil is there, rolling waves of pain and fury and resentment. His gaze practically flickers with it—the brutality, the ruthlessness. Being the healer that he is, witnessing something like this—over and over again—had to have left a mark.

I mean, my heart is breaking for the poor animals this man tortured and I wasn’t even there to see it. To hear their cries, their frenzied footfalls as they staggered, desperate, through the brush…

“Ben.” My fingers twitch, wanting to reach out, to place my hand over his, to soak up some of his memories so he no longer has to bear the weight of them alone. I want to crawl right into his lap, draw his head to my chest, wrap my arms around him, and squeeze every last drop of pain from his body.

If I could, I’d steal the images straight from his head so they’d never be able to play on the screen of his mind again.

My mouth twists. “And the asshole made you pose with them when he was finished? Is that what the photo is about?”

For the first time since starting this story, Ben’s expression falters. It’s just for a moment, the beat of a breath. But in that short lapse of time, I see Ben not as he is now, but as he was then—a traumatized kid with nowhere to turn. Back then, he was just as desperate as those animals, the only difference being that his torture continued beyond the hunt. Beyond time.

For him, it’s never-ending.

“That photo,” Ben says, and then stops. Clears his throat. “That photo was taken because…it was my deer. I was the one who shot it.”

My mouth drops as Ben continues.

“One of the things Steve and Tina liked more than hunting, was drinking.” He flashes a smile, but the bitter laugh that follows fails to lighten his words. “You know how when most people go out camping, they fill their packs with things like protein bars and beef jerky and bottled water? Well, my foster parents filled their coolers with beer and whiskey. The only water we carried during those weekends trips was in the ice that chilled their booze.”

“How in the hell did these people ever become foster parents?” I ask, appalled. “Aren’t there screening process that are supposed to, oh I don’t know, screen assholes like this out?”

Ben shrugs. “They looked good on paper. On the surface. No one checked to see what was crawling beneath.”

I fold my arms and huff. “I’ll say.”

“Anyway,” Ben continues. “I’d gotten by on each trip not having to do much but carry their gear from one spot to another.  Once in a while, when they were really lit, they’d line up their empties and teach me how to shoot. I didn’t really get the appeal, but it was the only time I ever really seemed to connect with them, so I kept it up. Got to be a pretty good shot, too. Earned myself a few bottled waters and candy bars on the way home, so I figured what could it hurt, you know?” His jaw tightens. “Until that last trip, when Steve started egging me to shoot something other than bottles and cans. I didn’t want to, didn’t even care what he thought of me. It wasn’t about ego or anything like that. But the more he drank, the more he pushed. It was like he was taking my brush off as a personal affront or something. He started pointing his gun at me, jabbing me with it while it was loaded, telling me that I was acting like a queer and maybe he’d just do society a favor and take me out of it. And that’s when I started to get scared. So I…” He sucks in a breath and pauses, a subconscious stall as he works over the memory. The muscle in his jaw ticks, and his exhale holds a quiver, a tremble that shoots straight to my heart. “I shot the next thing he pointed at.”

“Jesus.” I can barely speak. Just picturing that sort of bullying—from a man to a child, no less—is like a punch to the gut, stealing my breath along with my voice.

“Yeah, well. Anyway.” Ben sighs.  “It haunted me for, hell, years. Not what Steve did to me; that didn’t matter. It was what I did to that deer. That doe who, for all I know, had a fawn out there, maybe even close by.”

“You were a kid, Ben.”

Ben’s smile is drawn. “I know.”

“A kid who was defending himself in the only way he could.” I’m wild with pain for that boy, for this man, and I’m desperate to ease his guilt.

“Lenny,” he says, and his usually rough voice is surprisingly smooth, gentle. “I know.”

The coffee maker gurgles, the heat clicks on with a deep groan, and Ben slides the photo to the edge of the table before palming it and dropping it into the pocket of his flannel. Asha pads into the kitchen, lightening the mood, and props her head on Ben’s knee.

“My point in showing you this,” Ben says, running his hands through her fur, “is that closure is kind of like that thing they say about forgiveness. It has nothing to do with the other person. For me, closure was taking that experience and learning from it. Extracting what I could from a horrible situation and sort of…” He pauses, searching for the word. “…transmuting it. Turning a negative into a positive. It was the reason I started volunteering in an animal shelter back in high school. Which led to a job as a kennel tech at a veterinary clinic down in the cities. Which turned into an assistant position, which turned into college, which turned into vet school. Et cetera, et cetera.” He rolls his hand as he speaks. Then he dips his chin, looking at me from under raised brows. “And none of that, absolutely none of it, had anything to do with Steve.”

The fact that he’s sharing this with me, such an intimate part of his himself when he’s normally so reserved about his past, is huge. This is so much more than, ‘Oh, I went to college at XYZ school and decided to become a veterinarian because I like puppies.’

This is, ‘Oh, let me rope the moon, roll back the tides, and show you my soul.’

I suddenly feel silly. My need for closure is cracker jack compared to Ben’s.

“I don’t know, Ben. My situation is a little different. Not that I’m diminishing yours in any way. Compared to yours, my story makes me sound like a spoiled brat who didn’t get her way and is still throwing a tantrum about it.”

Ben cocks his head and gives me a whatever look.

“What I mean is, you had this cut and dry solution. You took an animal’s life, and now you save animals’ lives. Full circle. But as for me? I don’t even know where to start.”

“What you said about me coming full circle. That,” he chuckles softy. “That’s sort of brilliant, actually. I’ve never looked at it that way. Healing the loose ends, the ones left dangling from so-called traumatic experiences. Coming back together. Whole.”

I just stare at him. “And?”

He shrugs. “Maybe you finding closure has nothing to do with Lenora turning you away when you needed her most. Maybe it’s just about finding something that makes you feel whole. Period.” He glides a finger through the air between us. “Full circle.”

“Feeling whole.” I shift back in my chair, considering it. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

Asha, having gotten her fill of Ben’s attention, slides her head from his knee and trots over to me, assuming the same position on my thigh.

A small smile plays on Ben’s lips as he watches her. Then, looking up at me, the grin widens.

“When in doubt, help.”
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“Pink or red?”

I purse my lips and study the woman sitting before me. I’ve already done her eyes up in a smoky shade, bringing out the blue that before had been vibrant but now, with the right shadow and liner and mascara, positively dazzle. “Let’s try the pink. If we go too bold, it’ll detract from your eyes.”

Gloria, the eighty-year old woman I’m making over, nods. All business, but with a personality that belies her age, she purses her lips, allowing me to first line them with a lip pencil before filling the rest in with a color called Pink Champagne on Ice. When I’ve finished, I pass her a handheld mirror and grin. “You, my dear, are perfection.”

Gloria turns her head from side to side, her jaw dropping. With one hand, she reaches up and lightly runs her fingers through the curls I ironed in her silver hair before starting her makeup. “I can’t believe this is me. I haven’t looked this fancy since, goodness, my last wedding!” Dropping the mirror, she closes her eyes, losing herself in memory. “You’re a miracle worker, Lenny.”

I bite my lip to keep from smiling too wide and begin gathering together the jars and cases of cosmetics that I used to transform Gloria—along with eight other women—from drab to fab. The common room in the senior living community has been my studio for the past three hours, and the scattered mess of curling irons and facial wipes and makeup compacts strewn across the oval table in the center of the room showcases just how busy the afternoon has been. “I just know makeup.”

“Well,” Gloria says, “the timing couldn’t be more perfect, what with it being Valentine’s Day. I’m not quite sure the fellows will know what to do with themselves when they see us at our community party tonight.” Her smile turns impish. “Rather, I know exactly what they’ll want to do.”

I bark out a laugh. “Gloria!”

“What?” she asks, the picture of innocence. “This is an active senior community, Lenny. And I’m eighty, not dead.”

“True that,” I say, zipping up my giant makeup bag. “So, is there a particular gentleman you’ve got your eye on?”

Gloria’s smile speaks volumes. “There may be one.”

I pretend to think. “Would his name happen to be…oh, I don’t know…Garrett, by chance?”

Gloria sniffs, feigning shock.  “Whatever makes you say that?”

I roll my eyes. “Only the fact that you’ve been talking about him nonstop since you sat down.” According to Gloria, Garrett is the newest resident at Lost Bay Estates and, with a full head of silver hair, ripe for the pickings.

“Oh, well then.” Gloria fiddles with the hem of her blouse, carefully smoothing creases that don’t exist. “In that case, I assume that you fancy Dr. Sloane.”

I stare at her, dumbfounded, as I sputter a response. “What? I don’t… No, absolutely not… What makes you say that?”

Gloria’s grin is mischievous, her gaze knowing. “Only the fact that you’ve been talking about him nonstop since I sat down.” Her tone is mocking, but playful, as she throws my earlier words right back at me.

“I have not.”

Or…have I?

I live with Ben. I work with Ben. And now, as of today, I volunteer with Ben.

My eyes stray to where he’s giving complimentary pet exams to the senior residents who either can’t afford pet care or can’t easily make it into the clinic due to health issues or the inability to drive. It’s work he donates a few hours to every month, a completely selfless act that allows these people to keep their pets with them during their golden years. At his urging, I accompanied him on this particular trip, doing my best to help, to round myself whole again, to find closure in good deeds.

Right now, he’s cradling a Lhasa Apso against his chest while he listens to its heartbeat through his stethoscope. The dog, for its part, is doing its best to lick Ben’s face. Against my will, the corners of my mouth perk up, like my body has suddenly divorced itself from my brain and is now listening solely to my heart.

Gloria doesn’t miss my shift in attention, nor my sappy smile. “You were saying?”

Wrapping the cord of a curling iron around its handle, I let loose a frustrated breath. “I just got out of a relationship. A couple of weeks ago, as a matter of fact. I’m not looking to jump into another one.”

“Oh, sweetie. I’m so sorry.” Gloria reaches out and stills my hand with hers. “Really. I didn’t know.”

I give her hand a reassuring squeeze. “It’s okay. I’m not all that upset about it. Which is kind of freaking me out, to be honest.”

Time has taught her patience, and Gloria listens attentively, hands folded in her lap, as I spill the details of my relationship with Daniel. “So, you see? I thought I was in love, that I was ready to get married for crying out loud. But now? I feel nothing. Which makes me think I can’t trust myself. Trust my own mind, my heart.”

“How was the sex?” Gloria asks, bold as all get out.

For a moment, her question leaves me speechless. Then, figuring what the hell, I answer her. “It was amazing, actually.”

Gloria tsks. “Lust and love. Hard to distinguish between the two.”

“Tell me about it,” I mutter.

“From what I can tell—based off of what you’ve told me, of course—it’s highly probable that you did love him, and he loved you. It’s just that the connection broke.” She snaps her fingers and sighs. “Distance does that sometimes.”

I frown. “Yeah, but shouldn’t love, real love, conquer all? Time and space and distance?”

“I don’t know, sweetie. It sure would be nice if it did, wouldn’t it? If things could always stay the same and we never had to go through the hardships of change. But growing pains are a part of life, aren’t they? We grow, we evolve. We become different people from the ones we started out to be. Sometimes it happens slowly. Or,” she nods my way, “not so slowly. But I believe it’s what we’re here on this planet to do. Become more than we were. Or hell, maybe it’s just waking up to who we really are. And fighting the process just makes it all the more difficult. It’s an impossible thing, going through life without outgrowing at least a few of those around us. As much as it hurts. Or, in your case, doesn’t. Either way, we rarely end up where we plan. Or with whom.” She shrugs. “But what do I know? I’ve had three husbands.”

I consider her for a moment. “You,” I say at last, “remind me of my grandmother.”

Gloria beams. “Well, considering how much I thought of your grandmother, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You knew Lenora?” I don’t know why I’m shocked; it’s a small town where everyone seems to know everyone. But for a minute, while talking to Gloria, I lost myself to the moment, to everything but her words, and forgot where I was.

“Of course. The girls and I were always trying to get her to move in here. The units are quite nice actually, if not a wee bit small. Still, they’re lovely little condos. But she never wanted to leave her house, her land. And I understood that.”

I’ve only been in Lost Bay for about six weeks, yet it feels longer than that. Like time is warped somehow, as if in traveling from southern California to northern Minnesota I’ve managed to land not just in another time zone but a whole other universe, where minutes become hours and hours stretch into entire weeks.

But right now, having just discussed my feelings for Daniel so thoroughly, so openly, I feel like I’m in limbo, neither here nor there, but somewhere in between.

For a minute there, it was like I could taste L.A., the salty sea air down by the Santa Monica Pier.

For a few seconds, I could feel the sun’s rays warm on my face, the slight tingle of a sunburn after a long day at the beach.

For a heartbeat, I could feel Daniel’s arms, wrapped around me as we lay in bed, soft sheets against bare skin.

Gloria’s words ring in my head: “We rarely end up where we plan. Or with whom.”

The thing is, I don’t think I ever had a plan.

My intentions, my aspirations, drifted in dreams as they did in life, never really snagging enough of a foothold to land me in the arms of ambition. Although, for a while, when I was with Daniel, I felt rooted. It was the only time the coloring book of my life was even remotely shaded in.

But now, the pages are entirely blank. White and empty, with no telltale lines to fill in, no bold strokes to guide the way.

“Ladies.”

The flesh along the back of my neck buzzes, triggering a serving of tingles down my spine as Ben’s voice drifts over my shoulder. I compose myself quickly, though not quickly enough; Gloria’s face shines with amusement.

“Dr. Sloane,” she says, her eyes never leaving mine. “I can’t thank you enough for bringing this lovely young woman along on your visit today.” She fluffs her hair and giggles. “I feel half my age, which may very well prove to be a dangerous thing tonight.”

Ben chuckles. “Yeah, well. Lenny has her moments.” I smack his chest, and he winces. “What I meant to say is that Lenny is a genius, a gift to us all.” He tosses me a smirk. “But in all seriousness, you look radiant, Gloria. And,” he peers over his shoulder at a group of gentlemen across the room, hovering near a pool table, “I can only assume your comment has something to do with Garrett Grimsby?”

Gloria’s eyes widen. “Why? Did he say something about me?”

Oh, my God. I’m in middle school again.

I bite back a laugh as Ben diverts the conversation Gloria’s cat, Peanut. “You’re not feeding him any more nacho cheese sauce, are you?” Ben asks, and from the stern tone of his voice, I can tell he’s not joking.

I hold up a hand. “Wait. Your cat eats nacho cheese sauce?”

“No,” Gloria assures Ben. “I’m not.” Then to me, she shrugs. “He likes the kick.”

I gape at Ben and he just shakes his head.

“So,” she says, her voice rising with purpose. “Will you two be joining us for our little get together this evening? Or do you have some romantic plans of your own?”

I shoot her a look to which she responds with a syrupy smile.

Ben blows out a breath and sort of chuckle-coughs, as though he’s not quite sure how to respond. “Well, I wouldn’t say they’re romantic. But I’m taking Lenny to the annual party at Jasper’s.”

Now I throw Ben a look. “I told you I’m not going,” I mutter.

Ben folds his arms across his chest and ignores me. “Let me rephrase that. I’m dragging Lenny to the annual party at Jasper’s.”

Gloria claps her hands together, either oblivious to my refusal or just ignoring it. “Oh, how fun! I used to love the parties at Jasper’s. Of course, I haven’t been to any since Sherman passed away and Chevy took over. But from what I hear he’s upholding his father’s traditions rather well. So, tell me…what’s this year’s theme?”

“It’s a 1950s-style cocktail party, which is why,” I say, staring pointedly at Ben, “I’m not going.” Crossing my arms, I mirror Ben’s posture, furthering emphasizing my stance. I don’t mention that I also hate Valentine’s Day. And with this year being the way it is, having gone the way it has, I abhor the commercial, made-up holiday more than ever.

Gloria’s enthusiasm drops a bit. “I can understand your trepidation for celebrating, Lenny. What with your sad break up and everything we, you know, discussed this afternoon.”

I shift uncomfortably next to Ben as he peers down at me, his brows raising in silent query.

“But you really should go,” Gloria continues, obviously determined to push my buttons for no other reason than for her own amusement. “It’ll help you to get out on the town a bit. And the parties down at Jasper’s really are legendary. I met my first husband George at their Spring Fling in ‘62.” She taps her lips and pauses. “Come to think of it, I also met my third husband George at their Halloween Bash, back in ‘89.”

My arms drop and I forget to be annoyed. “You had two husbands named George?”

Gloria just waves her hand. “Three, actually. But that’s a story for another time. As for you, if it’s simply a problem with attire, then that,” she smiles up at me, her eyes roaming my figure, “is something I can easily fix.”
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“Have you seen how many people commented on my video?”

I smile politely and, for Mimi’s sake, do my best to sound enthused. “Totally. Your video is killing it.”

The truth is, I haven’t checked my channel since I put the video up. I have no idea how many comments there are or what my subscribers are saying about Mimi’s makeover. Though, considering how great she looked by the end, I can only imagine the amount of oohs and ahhs the transformation triggered.

Of course, there are always the trolls, miserable people so unhappy in their own lives that the only way to alleviate their pain is by doing their best to make sure others feel just as dejected and downtrodden as they do.

I warned Mimi about those promotors of misery, told her to take their words with a grain of salt.

The deep amber color I used to cover her reddish-orange locks has stuck, thanks to the intense conditioning treatment and sulfate-free shampoo and conditioner combo I sent her home with and instructed her to use twice a week. The new hue compliments her milky complexion and accentuates her freckles—something that, during the makeover, I had to assure her at least ten times made her look sexy and not, as she put it, splotchy.

“Like, how weird is it that washing your hair less makes it look better?” she says now, running her hand over her corkscrew curls. The deep conditioner I gave her has toned down the frizz, and with the strapless green cocktail dress she’s wearing, she looks like an entirely different person from the frumpy waitress I met the day I arrived in Lost Bay.

Jerry, onion dip maker extraordinaire, has been eyeing her all night.

“Crazy, right?” I take a sip of my champagne cocktail and survey the room. Jasper’s still looks like a trapper’s cabin—I mean, there’s just really no way around it—but Chevy and Mimi did their best to turn the place into a suitable replica of what a trapper’s cabin might look like if it were suddenly in the throes of a hoppin’ 1950s-style cocktail party. Soft white tablecloths have been spread over every table, each topped with a centerpiece of glass orbs filled with red candles. Glittering heart and cherub confetti coat almost every surface of the place, and heart-shaped cutouts in silver and gold dangle from the ceiling over the dance floor in scattered rows.

“Chevy fought me on the hearts,” Mimi confesses. “But I told him there was no way in hell we were throwing the party he wanted to throw, so he’ll just have to live with it.”

“What kind of party did Chevy want?” I gesture at the party-goers, all decked out to look like the cast of Mad Men. “I figured this was his idea.”

Mimi scrunches her nose. “Nope. He wanted an Anti-Valentine’s Day party.” She leans in closer, the horror of such an idea widening her eyes. “With black hearts torn down the middle and wingless cherubs with their heads ripped off. He even ordered this glitter signs that say Love Bites.” She humphs. “He can be so morbid sometimes. I get that his girlfriend dumped him, but sheesh.”

I shrug. “I don’t know if that would’ve been so bad.”

Mimi laughs like I’m joking, and I laugh because I’m not. From across the room, Chevy catches our attention and pretends to vomit as a syrupy love song replaces the rockabilly that was previously crooning through the bar’s speakers. I tilt my champagne glass in his direction while Mimi sticks out her tongue.

And then, like a magnet, my attention shifts to Ben, who’s standing right next to him. As if he can feel my stare, as if my gaze has the weight of an invisible hand resting gently against his cheek, urging him to look my way, he turns.

His eyes find mine.

Mine skitter away.

My cheeks flush as red as the dress Gloria gave me to wear tonight.

And then I down the rest of my champagne cocktail in one swift gulp, the bitters burning my tongue with their sour bite and making me wince.

When I dare to look his way again, I see that his attention has been snagged by Natalie who, from the looks of it, is doing her best to get him out onto the dance floor.

“You know,” I say, turning to Mimi, “I could really use a—”

But before I can get out the word shot, Mimi’s attention is stolen by Jerry, who’s suddenly appeared from out of nowhere, sans dip. He’s quiet but sweet, with white-blonde hair and deep-set eyes the color of dark chocolate that always seemed to be in a perpetual squint, though in a cute, adorable sort of way. And while I’ve only met him one other time before tonight, I’m pretty sure the man is completely, totally, head-over-heels in love with Mimi.

Jerry smiles, and his eyes squinch even more. “Would you maybe want to?” He leaves the rest of the question hanging while tilting his head toward the dance floor. Mimi, for her part, doesn’t seem to be able to utter a word, though she allows him to take her hand and lead her across the room. When she tosses a quick smile at me from over her shoulder, her face matches the color of her hair.

“And then there was one,” I mutter.

While I have met some of the residents of Lost Bay in my few weeks of working at the veterinary clinic, I don’t feel that I know the dozen or so that are here well enough to stroll over, plop down at their tables, and insert myself into their conversations. So I make my way over to the bar, where seating for one is the norm. The crinoline beneath my skirt makes sitting awkward, so I just cross one foot primly over the other and sort of lean against a stool, the tulle scratchy on my skin as it presses against my thighs.

The bartender hands me another drink, this time my preferred Classic Manhattan, and as I taste the first sip on my tongue, I’m happy to note that he listened to my request and made it extra strong.

I don’t know why it bothered me, seeing Natalie flirt with Ben. As it stands, it’s not even the first time I’ve seen her—or anyone, for that matter—doing whatever they could to turn Ben’s head their way.

And believe me, I understand the appeal.

Which is maybe, kind of, probably the precise reason that watching Natalie work her charm on Ben did bother me.

It’s a push and pull kind of thing, where he’s the magnet and I’m a stray piece of metal, helpless to the attraction. It’s like there’s a sharp tug in my chest when I’m around him, urging me to get as close as I possibly can.

Though, in my defense, I’ve been doing my very best to resist the impulse, to dig my heels in so deep there are times when my I actually ache from the effort. Because there are too many reasons to resist the pull, the jerk that, whenever he’s near, I feel just behind my navel.

I’m still trying to figure out my feelings for Daniel.

You’re on a break, and a guy like Daniel has more than likely moved on already.

I’m still trying to figure out what to do with my life, and I don’t want sudden, unexpected feelings for some random guy to trip me in the wrong direction.

Ben is hardly random. Even Lenora knew that.

Ben will never leave Lost Bay, and I miss L.A.

You don’t miss L.A. You miss the anonymity of a big city. It’s harder to be a loner here, where everybody knows everybody and you can’t hide behind sunglasses and latte cups. You hate getting up close and personal, and here you just might have to.

He doesn’t like me. Not in that way.

Okay, so he made a weird face the one time you fell asleep on him. You do know you drool in your sleep, right? It was probably because of that.

I’m still…not sure I trust him.

*silence*

And with that thought, the little voice in my head shuts her trap.

“Having fun?”

Speak of the devil.

“A blast.” I turn to see Ben leaning against the bar. Like me, he doesn’t bother to sit. He’s dashing in a black suite with a white button down left open at the collar. Having forgone a tie, he did manage a quick shave before we left, though a slight five o’clock shadow still hugs the sharp contours of his cheeks, his chin, his strong jaw.

We drove together tonight, so this isn’t the first time I’m seeing him all decked out, looking very much like James Bond’s more rugged, more handsome brother. But looking at him now, standing so close I can smell his trademark scent, makes my heart thump just as hard as it did back home, when I first laid eyes on him.

Holding up my glass, I take a sip and then, as discreetly as I can, peer over my shoulder. Natalie is in Chevy’s arms, and when he leans in and says something in her ear, she throws her head back and laughs.

“I imagine this is, uh, slightly different than the shindigs you’re used to back home?” Ben says, drawing my attention back to him.

“Oh,” I say, “I don’t know. People, booze, music. That’s all any party needs, right?” Though, in truth, this is nothing like the large, superficial parties I attended with Daniel. Those were stiff and filled with pretensions, straight backs and lifted chins and upturned noses. Surveying the room here, seeing the intimacy and hearing the laughter rising above the music, a thought forms words, pops right out of my mouth before I can stop it. “I think I like this one better. Though,” I add, rubbing my arms, “I’m dreading the walk to the car. Snowsuit cocktail dresses should be a thing up here. Just sayin’.”

When Ben chuckles, it sounds like the joke’s on me. “Well, then. You’ll love the annual Spring Fling next month.”

I’m immediately suspicious. “Why?”

He eyes me for a moment before turning to wave down the bartender. “It’s a luau. Tiki torches, shorts, grass skirts and,” he clears his throat, sweeping his gaze back to me, “swimming suits.”

“What the hell? Won’t there still be snow on the ground?”

Ben accepts his beer and nods his thanks at the bartender. Smiling wide, he lifts the bottle to his lips. “More than likely.”

“That’s insane.”

“If you think that’s insane, you should have been here on New Year’s.” When I look at him quizzically, he grins a crooked grin. “Lost Bay’s annual Polar Plunge.”

I just shake my head. “You people are crazy.”

“Say what you want, but,” Ben tips his bottle my way and winks, “you’re one of us now, California.”

“For the time being, anyway.”

Ben’s smile shifts, his lips turning down at the corners as he shrugs. His vibe is nonchalant, like he could care less. “For the time being,” he agrees.

“So,” I say, feeling slightly dejected by the dispassionate way he embraced my inevitable departure from Lost Bay, “what’s with all the theme parties? From the way Gloria was talking, it sounds like this place has been throwing them for as far back as, well,” I gesture to my dress, “the days when this little number was in fashion.”

Ben’s eyes drop, and I can almost feel his gaze dragging down, down, down…from the plunging V-neck to the fitted waist to the flared skirt that billows out, out, out from my hips to just below my knees. I shift in my vintage silver heels, another gift from Gloria (when I offered to bring everything back, she told me that if she wasn’t going to be buried in it, she didn’t need it), and swipe a hand over the satin material. It’s deep red with a slight sheen, and even though the entire outfit is gorgeous, I feel a bit like a walking Valentine cliché.

“We need something to do in the winters up here.” His voice sounds hoarse, deeper than it usually is. “As for how long it’s been going on, you’d have to ask Chevy or Mimi about that. This place has been in their family for years. Jasper was their grandfather and, as I’m sure you can guess by name alone, the pub’s founder. Chevy took the reins last spring, after their father passed. He’s struggling with it a bit though, I think. With the whole idea of committing to this place, the town. He was in Chicago before this. A lot of folks around here were surprised he came back at all. Small town living isn’t for everybody.” He takes a swig of his beer and shoots me a meaningful look. “Then again, I don’t have to tell you that, do I?”

Ben isn’t taking a shot at me. His words are matter-of-fact, reflecting the conclusions he’s come to about me, about what I like and don’t like, and about where I’m headed once my ties to Lost Bay are severed, my shackles cut.

He thinks I’ll go back to L.A.

As for me, I’m not sure what to think. Or where I’ll end up.

For all I know, next year could find me on the moon, clad in a shiny silver jumpsuit with a bobble-head fishbowl for a hat.

What can I say? I’m learning to expect the unexpected.

“I don’t know,” I say slowly, offering him a smile. “It’s not so bad here. I mean, the breakfasts are far above par.”

Ben chuckles, his eyes squinting at the corners. Then, leaning an elbow on the bar, he trains his attention on the dance floor, where the slowly swaying bodies are lost to everything but their partners. An old song, heartfelt and reflecting the nostalgia of decades past, wraps around them, around us, around everything, and it’s as if Jasper’s has fallen through a black hole, a portal of time where neither the past nor the future exist, and the only truth is the ever-present Now, which is ripe and vivid and all there was, is, or ever will be.

So maybe that’s why, when Ben holds out his hand, his eyes doing the asking rather than his voice, I take it.

Without thought.

Without expectation.

I attended my first dance in the sixth grade. But because I endured an awkward, ugly duckling phase from the ages of nine to sixteen, I wasn’t actually asked to dance with anyone until my junior year in high school. I remember the way my nerves zinged and zagged throughout my body, the worry I had about my sweaty palms and the hideous blush that heated my face as the boy, a senior named Cody Emmerson, led me onto the dance floor that night. We shifted from foot to foot, our legs stiff and our arms even more so, as some cheesy love song that I can’t recall the name of filtered dully through the gym’s overhead speakers.

But this dance, this beautiful moment wrapped up in Ben’s arms, is not awkward. Our bodies aren’t stiff, nor is our movement. Without a word, he pulls me close, hugging me to his chest like it’s the most natural thing in the world to do. Like we’ve done this, this dance, a million times already and, the universe willing, will do it another million times more.

We’re not slow dancing like the rest of the crowd. Ben doesn’t have one arm draped chastely around my waist while his other hand grips mine, holding it firm between us, all prim and proper. Ours is an embrace, with my fingers laced behind his neck and his hands warm against the triangle of exposed skin at my back.

I’m light headed and light on my feet, and the chills coursing through me are like none I’ve ever felt before. I don’t even know what song is playing, because I swear to all that is good and holy (and even to all that isn’t) that I can’t hear a damn thing over the drumming in my chest.

It’s my pulse, thrumming in time to my wildly beating heart.

It’s my blood, rushing to the tune.

It’s my very soul, spinning madly, responding to some cosmic connection I can’t even begin to fathom.

The side of his jaw brushes my forehead as he dips his chin, and I melt into him more, more, until the very pull I’ve been trying so hard to resist gives one last, mighty tug, snapping my resistance in half.

The sudden release pulls a sigh from my lips, and the ease, the freedom of this moment makes me think that the resistance has snapped not just for me, but maybe, just maybe, for Ben, too. My exhalation is like a signal, a lock to his key. Because when he hears it, his arms tighten, and he slides a hand up, up, along the curve of my back, trailing his fingertips between my shoulder blades before cupping the back of my head in his palm and pulling me even closer.

Either the floor has turned spongy, cloud-like, or I can’t feel my own weight anymore. But either way, I don’t think we’re moving. Everything around us is a hum, a blur. The people, with their flouncy dresses and crisp suits, are nothing but vaporous mists, their substance more specter than solid.

Somewhere, off in the distance, I think I hear Mimi say my name and laugh. But to look, to respond in any way would put an end to this. To this, to this, whatever this is, because I don’t have a name for it. Have never experienced anything like it in my entire life.

We were already standing out of time, and then we took a step further.

I don’t think I want to come back.
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The Valentine’s Day party at Jasper’s ended without fanfare, without anything more happening between me and Ben. Though for the rest of the night, I was hyper-aware of him, like there was some invisible cord stretching between us, sending sharp little tugs down the length whenever he moved. His energy pulled at me from across the room, prickled like static electricity when we stood side by side. His laughter seeped into my chest, swelling my heart two, three, four times its normal size.

But then we went home, the ride a silent trip between there and here, from the bar to Lenora’s, just a jarring transport from one reality into another.

I don’t know what I was expecting to happen between us after that dance, if anything. Though I don’t think I would have pulled away if, rather than saying goodnight as we parted ways in front of our bedroom doors, Ben had taken my hand and led me into his bed.

But now, in the light of day and with baking flour up to my elbows, the magic we seemed unable to resist last night on the dance floor has faded, evaporated entirely. It’s dark and dreary out (though no longer snowing, thank God) and a weird feeling of melancholy has been creeping in to my chest all morning. It’s Sunday, so Ben is home, sitting beneath the muted light of the greenhouse windows, laptop propped on the table and a pile of medical charts stacked haphazardly next to him.

The man never stops working.

I can only imagine how much worse it’s going to be once we break ground on the new clinic and shelter in June.

In fact, he hasn’t so much as looked twice at me all morning. He’s been about as lukewarm as the breakfast he served, which were two bowls of oatmeal drenched in ice cold milk along with a brief mutter of apology and an explanation that he had a lot of work to catch up on today. When I told him that I could just as easily take over the reins and prepare our morning meals, he waved me off and said he’d make it up to me later in the week.

But he’s here in the kitchen with me now, like that invisible tether from last night is still tied between us, binding us together, that wispy length of cord only allowing one to tread so far from the other.

Funny, but now that I think about it, we’ve been this way for as long as I’ve been here. Well, maybe not the first few days, when I was angry and moping around the house, talking myself out of rifling through his room while he was at work so I could find proof that he was the very swindler I thought he was. But after that, when I began to entertain the idea of trusting him back on that wintery trail behind Lenora’s house, when he rescued me from the snow drift the size of an SUV, we’ve mirrored each other’s movements in a way, matching each other’s rhythms and staying close enough while just being out of reach.

Or maybe that’s all in my head. Maybe I’m making too much of everything. And maybe what happened last night, the dreamy way it felt to be so close to a man who held me like no one else ever has—with such tender reverence—was actually my subconscious working overtime and doing a major number on my imagination.

It wouldn’t be the first time that wishful thinking has gotten the best of me. There was a brief period, back when I first met him, that I actually thought Cliff wanted me as a daughter. That I’d finally, finally be able to use the word ‘Dad’ and have it directed at someone who was mine. For the first few months that he dated my mother, he spent almost as much time wooing me as he did her. But once he proposed, once we left behind everything I’d ever known for California, it became obvious that Clifford Renshaw had no intention of loving another man’s child.

We continue to work separately throughout the morning, Ben bent over his laptop doing research and me bent over the kitchen island, mixing batter and trying to decipher the ingredients for Lenora’s old-fashioned almond spice cake from the splotched note card I pulled from her recipe box. I intend to bring it over to Gloria’s when I’ve finished with it, to thank her for the clothes she gave me yesterday. Maybe she can use it to lure Garrett into her kitchen, promising him a sweet slice or two. The thought makes me smile, my first since I got up this morning, and I can’t help but laugh out loud when I think of how the feisty woman would take that connotation—sweet slice.  My outburst elicits a raised glance from Ben, who shoots me a quizzical stare over the screen of his laptop. I just press my lips together in a dopey grin, shrug without explanation, and return to my ingredients. When I feel the heat of his gaze lift, I chance a glance back up and watch from under my lashes as he types away on his keyboard, a small smile brightening his features. Considering the mask of indifference that he’s been sporting all morning, seeing his grin now is a little bit like witnessing a sunbreak on a stormy day.

But when the doorbell rings at quarter to eleven, the mood in the house shifts entirely. With the ding, Asha barks and Ben looks up from his work, takes one glance at my sticky hands, and offers to get it.

I smell them before I see them.

Even above the scent of vanilla and allspice and cinnamon and cloves, the two dozen roses hiding Ben from the waist up can’t be overpowered. For one wild and crazy moment, I think they’re from him, and that perhaps the second-guessing and overthinking I’ve been putting myself through all morning was all for nothing.

Maybe his indifference has been nothing more than a misinterpreted joke, paving the way for this enormous arrangement of flowers. A declaration of sorts, declaring not love (because obviously it’s too soon for that) but, perhaps, like.

And do I want Ben to like me? Like, like like?

Yeah, I think I do.

And when that thought crosses my mind, the heaviness I’ve felt all morning, the leaden weight of rejection, begins to lift.

But then.

But then.

But then, when he sets the vase on the island between us, his eyes meeting mine over the sprawling bouquet of red on red, I know.

Ben didn’t send these.

And how foolish, how stupid I was to assume that he had.

His gaze isn’t accusing, but the liveliness I’ve come to know in it is gone. Suddenly, abruptly, he’s the Ben from before. The Ben with the surly expression and tipped brows, who picked me up from the airport and carted me up to Lost Bay. The Ben whose features are carved in ice, his full lips flattened into a firm line of not anger, exactly, but resigned duty. The Ben of few words, cold and distant, who stood by me at the funeral and offered me his coat before ripping away half of my inheritance.

The man before me now has slipped back into his role of stranger, as so many people are apt do without thought. This is Cliff. This is Cliff all over again—at first warm and then cold, so cold, always cold, forever cold. For a moment, this regressive turn of events has me frantically searching my brain, scouring my memories of the last few days, wondering what I could have possibly done wrong.

But there’s…nothing. I’ve done nothing, absolutely noth—

“Babe!”

I haven’t heard his voice in weeks, and hearing it now, here, in Lenora’s kitchen, where I’ve been living the last month and a half in a sort of fairytale fish bowl, makes the ground that was already wobbling beneath my feet careen right out from under them. Pressing my batter-stained hands flat against the laminate countertop, I notice the figure looming behind Ben’s shoulder and suck in a deep breath.

“Daniel.”
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I’ll admit it. There was a part of me, earlier, when I thought the flowers were from Ben, that felt a small twinge of disappointment that of all the blooms he could have picked, he picked roses, which I’ve always felt to be such a generic expression of love.

It’s an ungrateful response, I know. Because roses are timeless…until they aren’t. Women are so diverse, each one of us as unique as the flourishing flora blooming across this great wide earth, and cheers to the man who takes the time to pick a petal that reflects his beloved’s heart, her soul, her will and her passion.

Roses, while beautiful, are too easily accessible, too easily snagged from the countertop of a convenience store at the last forgotten minute. To me, they represent an easy out. And from what I know of Ben, well, he doesn’t strike me as the sort of person to take the easy way out of anything. He puts thought into everything he does, every action he takes. Every word he speaks is considered, weighed, necessary.

Ben is subtle and subdued, quiet in his confidence, and in those very traits lie his strength.

And this gaudy display of extravagance, dressed in petal and baby’s breath, is the opposite of subtle, the very contradiction of quiet confidence.

Then again, maybe I’m just jaded. Cliff’s preferred flower to send my mother after one of his wrongdoings has always been roses, and sometimes their thick, velvety scent stirs in me resentment rather than whimsy.

But it’s the thought that counts, and Daniel put enough thought into this particular bouquet that he delivered it himself. In person. All the way from sunny California.

I don’t even try to wipe the shock from my face, to organize my features into an expression that’s more aesthetically pleasing, because my mind is too busy buzzing with questions. So many that when one finally pops out of my mouth, it does so in a rush that sounds accusatory.  “What the hell are you doing here?”

A ripple of annoyance flutters across Daniel’s face, followed by a flash of something darker swimming just beneath the blue of his eyes. He casts his gaze to the floor, dipping his head and rubbing the back of his neck before releasing a self-deprecating chuckle. When he glances back up, the irritation has been so thoroughly washed from his features that I immediately fall into doubt, wondering if I read him wrong. If it was just a trick of shadow and light that warped his boyish squint and nervous smile into something darker.

He looks as he always does: perfect, put together. Thick hair, jet black and falling across his forehead in perfectly tousled waves. Creamy caramel skin, tanned even deeper by the California sun. Thick eyebrows offsetting those blue, blue eyes. Sharp jaw, clean-shaven as always.

The man is just as stunning as ever.

Yet here in Lenora’s kitchen, those qualities I once found so appealing seem…off.

His lines are too perfect. His appearance too polished. His teeth are too square and too white.

And that’s when I realize—the problem isn’t with Daniel.

The problem lies with me. The me that, in such a short time, I’ve changed into. Or, quite possibly, the me I’m in the process of becoming.

“I just… The way we left things…” Daniel drops the suitcase and the designer duffle bag he’s carrying and takes a step forward. “Lenny, I just wanted to see you. I had to see you.”

For some reason, Daniel’s words make me search out Ben, maybe to see how he’s reading the situation or just to look for his input, his guidance. Which, of course, would be a pointless pursuit considering that I’ve never once discussed Daniel with him.

But then I realize what I’m doing. What I’m actually doing.

I’m looking at Ben to see if I’ve lost him.

If the Ben from last night is still in there, and if that dance, our dance, meant anything at all.

In answer to my probing stare, he takes a step back, offers a weak excuse about needing to head into the clinic to retrieve a chart, and politely excuses himself from the room. A few seconds later, the door to the garage closes—not with a bang but with a quiet, almost inaudible click.

I’m not surprised. Ben isn’t, after all, the screaming type.

But I had hoped he was the fighting type.

Maybe I’m being unfair.

The silence that follows is awkward, and Daniel breaks it with a snort. “Nice roommate.”

I toss him a glare. “He’s being polite. Giving us some space. Space that I thought we were taking until my trip ho—” I stumble on the word, quickly recovering, “—to L.A. in May.” Folding my arms over my chest, I do my best to stand my ground, remembering the gauntlet he threw down weeks ago, when suggesting we take a break. It was a gauntlet that I quickly picked up and tossed right back, immediately agreeing to his terms. But now, I can see that he was bluffing—a bluff I apparently called by keeping my distance all these weeks.

“When you mentioned that you were living with your grandmother’s friend, I just assumed he was, you know…” Daniel shrugs, sinking his hands deep into the pockets of what looks to be a new, expensive ski jacket. I can only imagine that he built a whole new wardrobe around this trip. Something that, as I push up the sleeves of one of Lenora’s old sweaters, is pretty obvious I didn’t have the time nor the funds to do.

I frown. “Thought he was, what, ninety?”

“Well, yeah. Pretty much.”

“Does it matter?”

Daniel’s resulting sigh is one of frustration, not weariness.

But if he’s frustrated, I’m even more so.

I suppose some women would think this is a romantic gesture, hopping a plane at the last minute to surprise the one you love. Or, at least, the one you’re supposed to love.

I’m still not sure where we stand on that issue.

Daniel ignores my question. “Lenny, please. I flew all the way up here to see you.” He rounds the island slowly, a handsome predator in expensive sheep’s wool. “To make things right.” He’s so close I can smell his expensive cologne, and like the pungent aroma of the roses, it drowns out everything else.

It’s spicy and sweet, like a mix between nutmeg and saffron mingled with vanilla, the scent itself giving off a heat that makes you want to drop whatever it is that you’re doing and curl up as close as you can to the person wearing it. It’s a fragrance that wears down defenses and instigates arousal.

At least, that’s what it’s always done to me.

And I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t doing anything to me now.

But lust isn’t love, and it’s high time I figured out the difference between the two.

I lean my hip against the counter and face him, tilting my head so I can meet his gaze. “Make things right. Uh-huh. Okay. And what do you mean by that, exactly?”

He sighs again, and this time he does sound weary, tired. “For what I said. About you depending on your grandmother’s money. About you caring more about your inheritance than us. I know that’s not true.” He reaches out to grab my hand and, for the first time, seems to notice my appearance from the neck down. His brow furrows and his lips turn down at the edges. “What are you doing? Why are you covered in…is that flour?” He turns, surveying the kitchen island, the mixing bowl full of batter and the spread of ingredients littering the countertop. “Are—you’re not…” His eyes widen, and when he faces me again, they’re filled with laughter. “Holy shit,” he says, his frown flipping up as he laughs. “You’re baking?”

I push off the counter and huff, annoyed that he finds the idea so hilarious. “What’s so funny about that?”

“Nothing. I swear, I’m just…” He chokes out one last laugh and holds his hands up in a submissive gesture that I’m sure he hopes will placate me. The problem is, I’ve never known Daniel to submit to anything. “I’ve just never seen you so much as pop a frozen waffle into a toaster. So all this?” He waves a hand at the island, indicating the cake batter. “It’s just a surprise. That’s all. Nothing more, I swear. Baby, please. Look, I’m not laughing at you, okay? Cross my heart.” He runs a finger over his chest, drawing an invisible X, and grins a cheeky grin.

I’m still annoyed, not yet ready to give in, not even sure I want to give in, but I can’t help but crack a small smile at his ridiculous expression. Then, when he takes my hands in his, I thaw a little more. They’re warm and familiar, and when he pulls me close and dips his chin to meet my eyes, I’m reminded of how it feels to have his attention. All of his attention. Only this time, there’s no swoony sensation sweeping through my stomach, and my heart isn’t pitter-pattering the way it did before. Before I left for Minnesota, for Lost Bay. Before we argued and tossed out cruel words we couldn’t take back. Before I lost touch with everything I thought I knew.

Including myself.

So when his lips brush against mine, lightly at first, I don’t push away. Instead I lean into the kiss, returning it, rising up on my toes to press myself into him more and more, hoping that maybe, just maybe, I can remember what I’ve forgotten.

And when I finally part my mouth, allowing him in, I swallow his growl of triumph with a moan of my own.
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“I come all the way up from California to see my beautiful girlfriend, and the first thing she does is put me to work.”

I finish folding up the quilt that was covering Lenora’s bed and shrug. “The things we do for those we love, right?”

Daniel smirks and grabs my arm, tugging me to his side. “When you asked me to come upstairs, I thought it was to give me a real hello.” He runs a hand from my lower back all the way up to my neck, pausing in a not-so-innocent detour to caress the side of my breast as he does.

And…I’m annoyed. Annoyed that he thinks we can so easily clear up our bitter words and few weeks of separation by immediately jumping in the sack. There are still issues to be addressed. And maybe my trust levels have dipped several degrees since coming to Lost Bay, but I’m still not so sure Daniel’s apology is genuine.

This was our first big fight, the first time we’ve disagreed on anything. Or, rather, the first time I made my opinion known. Made myself a priority over him.

I gently remove his hands and round the bed, putting it between us. “Let’s just get this thing downstairs, okay?” I grab the handles on either side of the mattress and motion for him to do the same. “That way, when the guys come with the new one on Thursday, they can take this with them when they leave.”

Daniel bends down to grab the handles on his side but then proceeds to stoop lower. When he rises, he’s holding up a see-through orange bottle, the kind prescriptions come in, sans cap. “What’s this?”

I release the handles and lean against the bed, propping my elbows on the top of the mattress. “Probably one of Lenora’s pill bottles. Just set it on the nightstand. I’ll toss it later.” Resuming my position, I bend my knees, getting ready to lift. “Now come on, Rodriguez. Back to work.”

Daniel does as I ask, though confusion wrinkles his forehead.  “I thought your grandmother’s name was Lenora.”

I huff and puff against the heavy weight as we rise, lifting the mattress off the box spring. “It is.”

Daniel’s breath is even and smooth, as if his end weighs no more than a feather. “Then who’s Andrea Cook?”

My muscles are straining with the effort of holding onto my end, and I can barely focus on his voice for fear of dropping this thing. “Who? What are you talking about? Let’s just…” I groan, trying to shift my hands around as the mattresses handles begin cutting into my palms. “…get this done.”

We crabwalk across the room and then, with one final heave, lift the mattress and tip it to rest on its side against the wall nearest the door. Gravity and wear causes it to sag, and I press my back against it to keep it from falling over. “Damn those pillowtop mattress,” I say, shrugging out of my sweater so I’m wearing nothing but a white tank top. “They’re freaking heavy.” Plucking a hair tie from my wrist, I pull back my curls, twisting them into a loose bun. “You ready to lug this thing downstairs?”

Daniel, of course, has hardly broken a sweat. Propping an elbow on the mattress and crossing one foot over the other, he ignores the question. He places a hand on his hip and frowns. “If they’re not coming until next week, why are we doing this now?”

Like his appearance, his voice seems distorted here. As if the vaulted ceilings and cavernous rooms have somehow made the pitch higher, whinier.

Or maybe I’m just used to Ben’s gruff voice. The deep tone, the rough timbre, the richness with which he speaks.

“We’re doing this today because I have to work all week and won’t have time to do it later. Besides,” I say, thinking back to my run in with Ben when I was clad in nothing but a damp towel that was practically see-through, “I want to get this done. Sooner rather than later.”

Daniel’s laugh is mixed with just as much sarcasm as amusement. “Work? You mean at that veterinary clinic you told me about? You’re still going to do that?”

Now I laugh, bemused. “Why wouldn’t I? It’s a job, and I have to make a living.”

Daniel raises a shoulder, up and down, one finger resting casually in the belt loop of his designer jeans. The calm, cool, and collected image he’s exuding is like a mirage, a sheen covering up so many things I never noticed before.

“I just figured that since everything is back to normal between us, you’d let me take care of you. Lenny, baby.” He dips his chin, like he’s a parent trying to coerce his toddler into eat her vegetables. “You don’t need to slum it behind some desk at a veterinary hospital.”

The comment makes my jaw drop, inspiring images of all the people he’s insulting: Ben and the selfless staff at the clinic, who more often than not forgo breaks so they can tend to the needs of others. All the clients, like Doris, who treat their pets as if they’re family, providing for them the best possible home that they can.

And Lenora, who loved animals so much she conspired with Ben to build a place where they could be cared for and safe long after she was gone.

“Considering your line of work,” I say evenly, trying my best to keep the conversation from escalating into an argument, “you’d think any establishment that promoted healing would be worthy of your respect. Doctor Rodriguez.” The mattress starts to sag, falling heavy into my shoulder as I push it back. “And that includes Ben’s clinic.”

Daniel shakes his head, like he can’t believe we’re having this conversation. “I do respect establishments that promote healing, Lenny. But Ben,” and he emphasizes the name with a sneer, “treats animals. I, on the other hand, treat people.” He huffs. “There’s a big difference. It’s not even a comparison.”

I think of Rodolfo, who was thankfully cleared of cancer, but is now starting to present with other issues. His level of comfort depends on Ben, on the people who treat him as more than simply an animal.

“Okay, okay,” I say, and now I’m not even trying to hide the fact that I’m riled up.  “At least Ben heals his patients. Saves their lives.  You,” I snort, “provide cosmetic surgery to people who are so superficial that they’d rather shell out money to make themselves beautiful on the outside than take the time and energy to work on their insides. None of your patients are on Death’s door. None of the services you provide save lives. You’re just a beautician with a license to cut skin rather than hair.”

Okay. That that was a low blow. And the ripple of shock that momentarily crumbles Daniel’s features proves it.

Now I—we—are just fighting fire with fire.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, because even though I truly am sorry, I’m still hella pissed.

We stand in awkward silence for what feels like forever, the only sound the old floorboards creaking beneath our feet as I shift my weight from one foot to the other, doing my best to keep this king size pillowtop monstrosity from toppling over.

When he finally speaks, his voice is cool, even. No trace of anger colors his words, which somehow makes things even worse. “Let’s just get this thing downstairs, all right?”

 

• • •

 

The coffee is hot, the fireplace is crackling, and Ben still isn’t back from the clinic.

We haven’t said much to each other in the last hour, aside from Daniel tossing out directions—“Push! Nope, nope…stop!”—as we slid Lenora’s heavy mattress down the stairs and through the foyer. It’s now propped up against the wall by the front door, held in place by an old leather arm chair, where it’ll stay until my new bed arrives on Thursday.

Since then, we’ve retired to the living room, Daniel on one end of the couch and me on the other, the space between us spanning more distance than a mere sofa cushion.

The dull light pressing against the room’s many windows is brightening, the sun doing its best to burn off the cloud cover that’s been hovering over Lost Bay all day like a shroud. Taking a hint from the weather, I tuck my knees under me and shift in my seat to face Daniel.  “I don’t want to fight.”

It’s a simple declaration, but it’s the truth. I’ve been with this man for over a year, the longest I’ve ever stayed with anyone, and despite the tension between us now, the closeness we once shared can’t be denied.  Nor should it be so easily abandoned.

“I’m sorry about what I said. About you being, well, you know. It’s not true. I don’t believe that, of course. I was just angry. Not that that’s an excuse or anything.” I tighten my grip on my mug and wait. This is new territory for me. For him. Prior to Lenora’s passing, our relationship was smooth. One of ease and simple pleasures. Unlike his clients, Daniel never seemed high maintenance; he just as easily enjoyed spending a night in and watching a movie as he did glamming it up and going out to an expensive restaurant where the atmosphere cost more than the food.

“Do you know why it bothers me that you won’t accept my help?”

Daniel’s question throws me so much that I can only shrug instead of hazard a guess.

“It’s because you’re the very first person not to accept it.”

I must appear dumbfounded because he continues without waiting for my response, the words rushed like he has to push everything out now or risk having them forever stuck in his throat. “Do you know how many women would jump at the chance to be taken care of? Who would easily accept my offer of providing for them without a second thought? I’ve never had anyone deny my help when it was something that could be taken care of by a simple check. And hell, Lord knows I’ve always had the means to do it.” He stares down into his own mug for a beat, almost as if it’s a crystal ball and, in admitting all of this, he needs to scour the blackness, searching for something to give him the nerve to go on.

Because as close as the last year and a half has made us, we’ve never gone this far, gotten this deep. Our conversations have never touched the cornerstones of our minds, pulling from them our most intimate thoughts—the fears we’re too afraid to speak of and the desires we’re too superstitious to reveal. To hand over such an admission in this way, painting himself into such a vulnerable corner, reveals a side of him I’ve never seen before.

“But I’m not someone who wants to be taken care of.”

“I know, Lenny. Believe me, I’m more than aware of that. But for the life of me, I don’t…” He pulls in a breath, trying to contain the frustration that’s threatening to boil over, before releasing it with a sigh. “I don’t understand why. Is it a trust issue? Is it some moral high road that you feel you need to take? Sometimes I just wish you weren’t so goddamn independent.”

For a moment, I divert the conversation, because in order to tell him my truth, I have to show him. “Were you going to propose? That night, at your parents’ anniversary party? Or, well,” I amend, “maybe…after?”

He runs a hand down his face and then shrugs. “Yeah, as a matter of fact. Since we’re being honest here. I was.”

Instead of feeling excited by this, I’m saddened.

“Okay,” I say slowly. “It’s like this. Say we got married and I only had you to rely on. And then say, God forbid, that it didn’t work out. That years later we got divorced? You’d be fine—”

“Lenny,” he interrupts. “Jesus, I would not be fine.”

I hold up a finger. “You’d be fine financially. You’d still have your career, your income. A way to maintain the lifestyle that we had—hypothetically—been living. But me? I’d suddenly be out in the cold, on my own, with no real skills to support myself. No way to keep up the life that, up until that point, I’d been living. If I molded myself around you and your world, Daniel, where would that leave me? I don’t ever want to rely on someone else for my security. Even though, you were right. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing with this inheritance, with Lenora’s money. Relying on it.”

Now my deepest fear has been released, my darkest confession purged from the murkiest depths of my soul.

Daniel doesn’t think much of this admission, however, because relief tempers his laugh. “But baby, all of that is a moot point. Your reason hinders on our getting a divorce. Which would never happen.” He leans forward, placing his mug on the coffee table before sliding across the couch, across the expanse that’s been separating us this last month and a half. Taking my hand in his, he brings his forehead close to mine and smiles. “I promise you, none of what you’re worried about would ever happen.”

How easy it would be to take comfort in his touch. To just put my worries, my doubts on the back burner and succumb to his way of thinking. Because yes, it would be so nice to be taken care of. To have a man like Daniel walk me through life, capable of providing for the both of us while I, in turn, didn’t have to toil away at job I hated, knowing that the future was set regardless of what I did or didn’t do.

But life doesn’t work that way. The future isn’t set. And as time goes on, the ones who say they love us now may later eat their very words.

Love, lust. Maybe there really is no difference. Maybe they’re just one in the same.

And maybe it doesn’t really matter.

Because, in the long run, neither one of them last.
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I don’t think Cliff ever loved me. Or my mother.

But he convinced us that he did.

He seduced us with roses. He courted us with fancy dinners and sweet treats. He wooed us with toys and jewelry, with charm and promises.

I’d just turned seven when he proposed to my mother. He flew us to one of his luxury resorts in Northern California to do the deed, probably figuring the ambience of the west coast would help seal the deal. It was the first time I’d ever seen the ocean, the rugged Pacific with its wild waves and craggy beaches. I was in awe, as was my mother, and the three of us spent seven happy days in our designer cabin by the sea. Cliff grilled hamburgers as big as his hand while my mother and I frolicked on the beach, collecting shells and laughing at the swoony sensation we’d get as the waves sucked the sand out from under our feet. There were nighttime bonfires with roasted marshmallows and hot dogs on a stick. In the mornings, my mother lounged on the beach while Cliff took me hiking along the shore, teaching me about tide pools and pointing out various fauna, all so different from anything I’d ever seen before.

To this very day, that trip to California with Cliff and my mother was the happiest I’ve ever been.

It was the first time in my life that I’d ever seen my mother fully awake, bright-eyed and alive in a way that she never was back home. The long hours and late-night shifts she put in while working the front desk at The Beaumont—a grand hotel two towns over from ours —took all of her time, leaving little for me. But it was where she met Cliff and, for a while, it seemed that all of those years of bad babysitters and tasteless microwavable dinners were worth it.

Because, in the beginning, the man swept us off our feet.

In the beginning, I believed everything he said.
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Later that night, when Daniel and I walk into Jasper’s, Mimi’s jaw drops.

Then, when Ben files in after us, she slaps a hand right over her mouth.

I make what I hope is a discreet cutting motion across my throat with the side of my hand. In a silent, wide-eyed plea, I beg, beg, beg her to keep it together.

Which she does—for a whopping two whole seconds.

She immediately makes for us, weaving through the tables with purpose, her expression fit to burst. Ben mentions something about catching the game and peels away without a backward glance, heading for a seat near Chevy by the overhead TV above the bar. But Daniel is still here, by my side, and completely unaware of what happened last night, just steps from this very spot.

How I melted in another man’s arms. How I was ready and willing to give myself over wholly and completely after just one magical, earthshattering dance. And how foolish I felt when I realized that man doesn’t feel that same way.

I’m still reeling from Ben’s apathy, from his brush off.

Because if his mood this morning was any indication, I only imagined the sparks between us last night.

But when Mimi plants herself in front of us, arms folded over her chest and a what-the-fuck look on her face, I know that’s a lie.

“Well,” she says, her voice uncharacteristically cold, “isn’t this is a surprise?” Not waiting for an introduction, she sticks out her hand. “I’m Mimi.”

“This,” I say, tossing a thumb over my shoulder and trying to look relaxed, “is Daniel. My, uh…” I’m not really sure what to call him at the moment, because despite his sudden appearance in Lost Bay and our last few hours together, I can’t seem to spit out the word boyfriend.

Daniel, however, has no problem with it. “I’m Lenny’s boyfriend.” He takes Mimi’s hand in his, turning on the charm as he does—sky blue eyes scrunching up at the corners and pearly white teeth flashing against tanned skin. It’s such a fluid response, a personality trait that comes so naturally I doubt he even realizes he’s doing it.

Mimi’s eyes snap to mine, her gaze searching, questioning.

Burning right into my damn skull.

Next to me, Daniel shifts. “Hey, you’re the girl from the video, aren’t you?” He turns to me. “Your last one. The makeover, right?”

Mimi answers before I can, her voice a barely contained squeak of excitement. “You saw it?”

“I did. And you looked absolutely beautiful, by the way.” He winks at me. “Both of you.”

And just like that, Mimi’s tough façade crumbles.

Daniel acknowledges her with a nod before turning back to me, his eyes sparkling, no doubt amused by her enthusiasm. “I watch all of Lenny’s videos, actually.”

“Oh, my God,” she breathes. “That is so sweet.”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, it’s beyond precious. How about we find a table, ‘kay?” Then, before either of them can answer, I rest a hand on Daniel’s arm and motion toward the bathroom. “Actually, would you mind finding one for us? I’m just going to run to the ladies’ room real quick.” I flash Mimi a look and, tilting my head in the direction of the bathroom, start to walk away.

She throws one last goopy smile at Daniel before following.

Jasper’s is busy this evening, being one of the only two restaurants in town open on a Sunday night, and we have to wait for two women to finish washing their hands and fluffing their hair before getting the room to ourselves.

The minute they’re out the door, Mimi pounces.

“Holy shit! Like what the hell? Oh-my-God-Lenny!”

I adore Mimi. I do. In the short time we’ve known each other, I’ve become closer to her than I ever was with Kendra. And I lived with Kendra. In a small apartment. With very, very thin walls.

But I swear…sometimes, the girl gets so damn excitable she’s like a terrier who’s caught wind of something and just won’t. calm. down.

I hold up a hand, trying to shush her as politely as I can. And then I begin answering her unasked questions, one by one.

“He just showed up this morning. Out of the blue.” Mimi opens her mouth, so I rush on. “He wants to try and work things out.”

She props a hip against the sink. “Do you?”

“Do I want to work things out?”

Mimi nods.

“I—” I draw out the word, stalling, wondering, and coming up completely blank. “I don’t know.”

“How does Ben feel about this?”

I laugh, hoping it covers my disappointment, the sting that’s still smarting from his rejection. “What do you mean? Why would he care?”

Mimi taps a finger to her lips and pretends to think. “Hmm. I don’t know. Maybe because last night you guys were hanging onto each other like you were the last two life preservers on a sinking ship.”

“That was just me, Mimi. Ben wasn’t doing anything of the sort. I was drunk and sad and it was Valentine’s Day and he felt sorry for me because I was standing all alone and…”

But Mimi shakes her head so vigorously that a few curls spring loose from her ponytail, dancing around her face. “Nuh-uh. No way. Ben was totally digging your vibe last night. I saw it. Everyone saw it. It was, like, the steamiest thing I’ve ever seen—you know, in real life—and you two didn’t even lock lips or anything.”

Embarrassed, I groan and turn to the sink, washing my hands for the sole purpose of having something to do besides listening to the mortifying play-by-play Mimi insists on giving me regarding last night’s events. But out of sight doesn’t mean out of earshot, and I can’t ignore the questions, the observations continuing to spill from her lips.

“What did he say? Did you guys talk about it after, when you left? Like on the way home or anything? Because from the way it looked, I totally expected you to call me and tell me that you two boned last night.”

I sputter a laugh. “Bone? God, I haven’t heard that phrase since, like, high school. And no. What?  I mean, of course not. That’s crazy…” Just the idea of…boning…and…Ben…it’s just…it’s just entirely asinine. But when I reach to turn off the faucet, my eyes catch my reflection in the mirror. My entire face is red, as if just the thought of boning Ben—again, that word—has me blushing from head to toe, my body overheating with hot and heavy want.

“No,” I say, swiping my hands with a paper towel and tossing it into the trash can. “We didn’t talk about anything last night. In fact, he’s barely said two words to me all day.” When Mimi opens her mouth, I hurry on, knowing full well what she’s about to ask. “And if he did have something to say, he had plenty of chances to do it before Daniel showed up at the front door this morning. No. If Ben wanted me, he…” I drop my voice to a mumble. “…he could have had me.”

Mimi shrugs, looking rather crestfallen. “Okay, then. Maybe I just misread the signs.”

My shoulders slump along with hers.

You and me both, sister.

“I was just hoping you wouldn’t mention it tonight? I, for one, would be perfectly fine if we never spoke about it again. But with Daniel here, it’s probably best if we don’t bring it up at all. Again, not that there’s anything to bring up. But things are already shaky between us and I just don’t want to exacerbate the situation further.”

“No problem. I understand.” And then Mimi steps right into my personal space…and gives me a hug.

It feels weird. So weird to be hugged by a friend that I freeze up, instinct urging me to pull away. I have the tendency to want to keep my interactions with people separated by a screen, where close and personal is still armored by distance.

But there’s no distance here, in Mimi’s arms. No comfortable separation cushioned by the world wide web.

I’m not an introvert, per se, but I have struggled with being around people. Or, more specifically, becoming close with people. I have enough acquaintances to fill nearly a dozen address books. Although, if I’m being honest, every single one of those recorded contacts would be useless in a crisis, considering I’m not familiar with any one of them enough to actually call on them for help.  Maybe that’s why, subconsciously, I picked communications as a major. Maybe that’s why, for the longest time, I enjoyed filming content for Youtube. It was my way of forming connections without the burden of consequence.

In fact, Daniel is the first person I’ve let in, truly let in, since…Lenora.

I hug Mimi back, all the while wondering if that can possibly be right. Surely there has to have been someone in all the years between…

But as I flip back through the half-hearted relationships of my past, I realize that…nope. There’s been no one.

“Well,” I say, working my mouth into a smile I don’t feel, “we should get back out there, huh? You’ve got tables and I’ve got,” I swallow, “Daniel.”

Mimi’s returning smile is encouraging, if not subdued. When she turns to leave, I make the excuse that I really do need to use the restroom and wait until the door is shut behind her before splashing my hands with cold water and pressing my palms against my cheeks.

I think…

I think…

I think I’m falling out of lust and into love.

Shit.
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It’s been three days with Daniel. Which means three days without Ben.

What are those old sayings? How do they go?

Absence makes the heart grow fonder.

You don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone.

Anyway, cheesiness aside, I…miss him.

He refused to take me into work on Monday morning, assuring me that Rita could handle the front desk alone for the remainder of the week. And considering she’s officially back from her impromptu vacation, recharged and ready to hit the ground running, I’m back to being a part time employee—which means less time at the clinic overall. Less time with the staff and the patients and the clients that I’ve come to know so well. And above all…less time with Ben.

As for breakfasts? Welp, apparently those are a thing of the past.

By the time I made it downstairs on Monday, I was running late, my fingers frantically working my hair into a braid as I rushed into the kitchen, apologizing to Ben for holding him up before I even crossed the threshold. The words were barely out of my mouth before I noticed something was wrong.

The air was sorely lacking the smell of succulent sweets, of greasy bacon, of spicy sausage. The rich aroma of coffee flavored with vanilla and cinnamon was missing. In place of those delicious smells was…nothing.

It was dead air.

Just like my relationship with Ben.

And I’m not even talking about the romantic one I so foolishly craved. The one that, when I was in his arms on Valentine’s Day, I suddenly realized I wanted more than anything in this world.

No, the relationship I’m referring to is our friendship. Our camaraderie. The way that, for just a few weeks, we seemed to be slipping into an easy rhythm, our days and nights merging together so completely that it felt like the only time we were apart was when we were in bed.

And even then.

And even then.

The last few nights, thoughts of Ben have been slipping into my dreams as easily as Daniels slips his arms around me before falling asleep. How horrible is it, to dream of one man while lying next to another? Night after night after night? And upon waking, feeling a sense of despondency when realizing that the person in my dreams is not the one by my side?

And I can’t keep doing this.

I keep trying with Daniel, giving us, what we had, the benefit of the doubt. I lean into his embrace, into his kiss, concentrating so hard on trying to remember what it was that I used to feel. What it was that knocked down my defenses and pushed me over the edge, opening myself to him in ways I’d never opened myself to anyone before. But it’s not there. It’s gone. Like a hollow void has taken its place, filled me up entirely and numbed my senses.

But when I see Ben?

My body comes alive.

Each nerve ending is a spark that his gaze ignites, each innocent brush of his body against mine awakens dormant DNA, the reconfigured strands initiating a launch sequence designed to transport me to another realm of consciousness, another universe.

Even on my best days with Daniel, I’ve never felt like this.

And it’s breaking my heart.

So on Thursday morning, when the distance between us has become too much to bear, I slip quietly from my bed before the sun is up, making sure not to wake Daniel in the process. I assure myself that I’m not doing anything shady, simply rising early to make breakfast for everyone in the house, not just Ben. After throwing on my robe and quickly freshening up, I head downstairs to start Lenora’s famous pancakes, the ones I know Ben loves so much.

But he’s already in the kitchen when I arrive, shaking kibble into a bowl for Asha, who’s waiting not-so-patiently at his feet. “Mornin’,” he says, not bothering to look up.

I draw my robe tighter around me, fighting off the chill that never seems to subside up here. “Good morning to you, too.” I ruffle Asha’s ears as I pad by, heading for the cupboards. “I woke up craving pancakes. You interested?”

Ben is quiet as he dribbles a handful of blueberries over Asha’s bowl. Finally, he nods. “Sure.” Then he looks up, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. “Why the hell not?”

 

• • •

 

The clank-clatter of silverware hitting ceramic make up the morning’s playlist, with Ben and Daniel doing more eating than talking. I try to fill the quiet, the void with mindless chitchat and random observations. When none of that pulls forth anything more than a few nods and grunts, I give up, shoving a forkful of pancake three slices thick into my mouth just to shut myself up.

Even I’m tired of hearing myself talk.

Needless to say, the two men haven’t bonded. Since walking through the front door, Daniel’s carried with him an air of superiority, donned a smug smock of haughty aloofness whenever he’s in Ben’s presence. (Which, thankfully, isn’t much.)

But Ben, on the other hand, isn’t behaving any better. His disdain for Daniel is glaringly obvious, displayed in the hours he spends away from the house, making him far more absent around here than he usually is. Of course, I’m the only one who notices this; for the past few weeks, my schedule has pretty much reflected his. And in his absence lies his bite.

The thing of it is, is this: I’m not sure if it’s Daniel that’s keeping him away…or me.

The thick forkful of pancake that I shoved into my mouth gets stuck halfway down my throat and, practically choking, I fumble for my water glass only to find it empty. Sputtering, coughing, and making Lord knows how many grotesque faces, I squinch my eyes shut and try swallowing past the dough while, at the same time, fighting for air.

Both men fly into action, and if I wasn’t currently blinded by tears and half loony from lack of oxygen, I’d probably laugh. Daniel half rises from his seat and tries to shove his glass of milk into my hand while Ben rounds the table, where he proceeds to place one arm around my chest and, pushing me slightly forward, smacks his palm between my shoulder blades. On the second blow, the stupid wad of food comes up. I slap one hand over my mouth while scrambling for a napkin with the other so I can spit it out.

Both men are watching me closely, too closely, and I quickly down Daniel’s glass of milk, the cold liquid a soothing balm to my sore throat. Giving a weak thumb’s up to show I’m okay, I wave them back, the need for air, for space, suddenly overwhelming.

I didn’t die. I didn’t see a tunnel and a distant light, nor did I witness any deceased loved ones hovering by my side, eager to help me cross over. But for a moment, a split second or two, I felt suspended, like a pendulum stuck between two worlds. Time slowed down, way down, thickening like syrup, moving like molasses, and as my vision began to blacken at the edges, I realized that I could die, could literally expire, and if I did, did I want my life to end like this?

And I don’t mean choking on a wad of pancakes, however embarrassing that might be.

I mean stuck in the middle, literally and figuratively, between two men who, at the moment, I don’t think I’m in a right enough state of mind to make any lasting decision about.
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“You’re making a weird face in this one.”

I wrap my arms around myself and bounce in place. The pancakes from earlier sit like a foul lump in my gut, the consequence of the meal weighing heavy in my body as well as my mind. “It’s freezing out here, not to mention snowing like a mother. How else am I supposed to look?”

Daniel swipes through the images on his phone, photos he took of us just moments ago, and shakes his head. “You’re making weird faces in all of these. Like a grimace or something. Here.” He holds up the phone and pulls me in close. “Let’s try it again.”

Since my smiles apparently look forced, I revert to a duck face, pushing my lips together and widening my eyes like a doe while the shutter on the phone’s camera goes nuts. When I peer over Daniel’s shoulder to see the end result, I find that I look…completely ridiculous.

“Perfect,” Daniel says, a wide smile splitting his face as he swipes through his editing app, fiddling with an endless array of filters. “Check out all this snow. Everyone back home is gonna totally lose their shit.”

He’s still chuckling when I pinch the sleeve of his sweater and drag him inside. “Yes, it was the perfect photo opt. I’m sure the number of likes it generates will be astronomical.”

My sarcasm is lost on Daniel. “Do you want me to send it to you so you can post it on your page?”

“Can’t,” I say, making a beeline for the fire and holding my icy hands up to the flames. “I don’t have a smart phone, remember?” I’m still using Ben’s old flip phone, which is suiting me just fine for now. In fact, I haven’t posted anything to social media in ages. Since I got here. And now that I think about it, it’s been really…freeing.

“Ouch,” Daniel says, head still bent over his phone. “How about we go out today and get you one? You can’t keep using that piece of shit forever.”

“Um, maybe because they’re expensive and I’m still paying thirty bucks a month for the one that I lost in a freaking snow drift?” I stomp over to the couch and plop down in a corner, moody as all get out. “I can’t afford a new one.”

Daniel drops his phone in his pocket and joins me on the couch. “So what? I’ll buy it for you.” When he sees the look on my face, he groans. “It’s not a big deal, Lenny. Get over it.”

“It’s frivolous, Daniel. I don’t need a new phone when the one I have works perfectly fine.” My eyes drift to the windows, watching the snowfall as it picks up. “Besides, we’d have to drive all the way down to Duluth to get it, which is impossible because it’s blizzarding out.”

“It is not blizzarding out.”

Ben’s voice cuts in from the kitchen, a C listener to our A and B conversation.

“Shut it, Ben!” I holler back, annoyed with him, too.

Today, of all days, he decides to come home for lunch.

“Cheers to you too, Lenora,” is his dry response.

Daniel snickers, so I kick him in his shin. “Ouch? What?”

I just roll my eyes.

“Look, if Benny says it’s not a blizzard, then it’s not a blizzard. So let’s go.”

I’m just about to scream when Ben’s voice trumps the roar in my head. Appearing in the archway separating the foyer from the living room, he’s the epitome of calm. “It may not be a blizzard right now, but it’s supposed to get worse. So if you’re serious about heading down to Duluth, you might want to take Nora’s Land Rover.” He takes a casual sip of coffee from the mug he’s carrying, his eyes never straying from mine. “I doubt that luxury piece of shit Danny rented would get you two very far in this weather.”

And pissing match…commence.

Daniel shoots to his feet while Ben smiles pleasantly…and I fly between the two men, hands up while shooting each one a look that could kill. “You!” I say, pointing at Daniel. “Sit! Now!”

Daniel drops back into his seat, his face a mask of shock.

Ben chuckles into his coffee, and my head whips in his direction so fast my neck cracks. “And you!” I fume, waving him away like he’s a dog I’m shooing out of the house. “Get back to work! Go! Lunch time is over.”

Pressing his lips together, like he’s holding back a laugh, he takes one more sip from his mug and then lifts it in farewell. But just before turning on his heel to leave, he gives me a wink. “Feisty looks good on you. Lenora.”

And oh-God-Almighty if that smoldering look he just gave me and the suggestive way his voice deepened when he said my name didn’t—as Mimi would so crudely put it—make my damn thighs sweat.

I stand stock still until I hear the door to the garage click closed.

I don’t move until the roar of Ben’s truck has rumbled down the driveway and out of earshot.

And when I look at Daniel, his expression says it all.

He noticed.

Shaking his head, he laughs. He laughs like the world’s on fire and, having tried everything possible to avoid the impending apocalypse, the only sane thing left to do is succumb to insanity.

“All right,” he says, rising from his seat again. “I’ve had enough of this bullshit.” His eyes slash across the room, finding mine. “Get your things, Lenny. We’re leaving. Now.”

And this time, my face is the one to give way to shock. I can barely sputter a word, though I do manage to get out a wobbly, “Excuse me?”

I’ve never seen Daniel this way. The man flits between modesty and arrogance so fast that sometimes I can’t tell one from the other. In the past, I wondered if it was all in my head. If his flickering personality was something my overactive imagination was, you know, imagining. Because by the time my brain processed what I was seeing enough to question it, the possessive intimidation was gone, and in its place was the rich, handsome, humble doctor I thought I was falling in love with.

I’m afraid I’m making Daniel sound like a borderline abusive asshole. And he’s not. He’s never laid a hand on me, never so much as raised his voice in all the time we’ve been together. But then again, I’ve never defied him. Never put him in a situation like this.

Daniel throws his hands in the air and looks around, a sneer loosening his handsome features like a screw, revealing a distorted version of the man I thought I knew.

I’ve never seen this face before.

“You’re not staying here, with that man, in this house, for another minute.” He swipes a hand down his face, his feet wearing a path in front of the fireplace. “I won’t have it. I promise you. I will not have it.”

He doesn’t raise his voice; he doesn’t need to. His tongue alone is a sharpened dagger, the words so piercing they don’t need the rise in decibel to be heard.

I stand my ground. Lord, help me, I stand my ground. “I’m not leaving. And that,” I say, drawing in a breath as I point toward the foyer where Ben was standing, “was a ridiculous display of machoism. You know that, right? And for what? What reason? You don’t even know him! The two of you have barely said more than a handful of words to each other since you got here! What could you possibly have against Ben?”

If Daniel’s tongue is a sharpened dagger, the laughter he sprays me with now is filled with needles. A million tiny needles so thin that they dig past tissue, strike bone. And I feel it. I feel every single one of them, sense the sting, hear the ping as they strike.

“If you can’t see it, Lenny, then…you’re blind. Or maybe you can see it, and that,” he jabs a finger at me, “is the very reason you want to stay.”

I’m not blind. But apparently, I am that transparent. Because if Daniel has caught on to my, uh, little crush on Ben then, surely, he can’t be the only one.

I straighten my back and lift my chin, though it takes everything in me to hold the stance. Guilt mixing with embarrassment threatens to crumble what little composure I have left.

“It’s not that I want to stay, Daniel. I need to stay. We’ve been over this a thousand times. Why the hell are you suddenly not okay with it now?”

“Not okay with it now.” Daniel repeats my words like he’s truly mulling them over. “Let’s see. I’ve never been okay with it. You’re obsessed with this inheritance,” he curls his fingers in the air, twisting the word in sarcasm, “and too blind to see that the looney old woman who left it to you is giving you the runaround. I mean, who does this sort of shit? Gives her own granddaughter an ultimatum like this? Expects you to just drop everything? She’s upending your life to satisfy her whim.” He’s still pacing, his frustration reminding me of agitated panther who’s been caged too long. “It’s like she’s mind-fucking you from the grave. It’s…it’s sick.”

I don’t even know how to respond. Even though I should be exploding, rising up to defend not only myself, but Lenora as well, I…can’t. Because while his method of expression left much to be desired, his assessment of the situation—of Lenora and her will and the outlandish stipulation she put on it—is one that I’ve actually thought of myself. More than once.

But unlike Daniel, I haven’t reached any set conclusion. I refuse to believe she was, as he put it, looney. Or that her intentions were sick. There’s a reason for this. For why I’m here. For Ben and the stipulation and the timing and…everything.

Lenora wasn’t looney. Even with Alzheimer’s eating away at her mind, she knew what she was doing. I believe that. I have to believe that.

“I understand how you can see it that way. I do. But you didn’t know her. Lenora is—was—the smartest person I’ve ever known. And she always had a reason for everything she did.”

Daniel huffs. “Please, Lenny. Even you can’t be this gullible. She changed her will, what, a year ago? It was right around the time that asshole moved in here, wasn’t it?” Before I can answer, before I can even get out the words Yeah, but so what? he’s rushing on to his next argument. “I googled him, Lenny.”

My mouth drops open in shock. “What the hell?”

But Daniel bushes me off. “Really? Like I wasn’t going to try and find out everything I could about the stranger who was living under the same roof as my girlfriend.”

I cross my arms, but keep my lips zipped. I can’t really blame him for the act. In fact, I’m shocked I didn’t think to do it myself.

“There’s nothing on him. Nada. Not until he came here, anyway. The guy is a complete ghost on social media. He doesn’t even have so much as a Linked-In profile. And what kind of professional doesn’t at least have a Linked-In account?”

I shrug, not really caring about all that. Ben isn’t into appearances, doesn’t give a rat’s ass about things like followers and likes and comments and subscribers. He, unlike so many of us, doesn’t need the ego boost. Though, I have to admit, not having a Linked-In account is a bit strange. Hell, even I have one, albeit the only title under my name is Influencer. Weak, I know. Not that I’ve been doing much influencing lately, anyway.

“Lenora trusted Ben. And like I said, she had a reason…”

“…for everything she did. Yeah, you mentioned that.” For a moment, he faces the windows, the icy reflection brightening his eyes and dousing the heat. “Well, I’d sure as shit like to know what it was.” Then, turning, he assesses me, his demeanor dropping to match the temperature of the frozen landscape outside. “But this isn’t about her. Regardless of what her motivations were, you’re the one choosing to entertain them. So you know what? Stay if you want. Stay up here and rot in this shithole. Because I’m done giving a damn.”

“Oh, that’s rich,” I spat. “If you think Lenora is so manipulative, what about you? Huh? So cooly suggesting we take a break and then, weeks later, showing up here out of the blue with some trite apology? You only told me what you thought I wanted to hear. And the only reason you suggested spending time apart in the first place is because you thought it would scare me enough to come running back to California. You’re only here because I called your bluff.”

Daniel can’t even form an adequate response to that. After a few seconds of silence, he goes with an old standby. “Whatever, Lenny.”

“Yep, Daniel,” I smart back. “Whatever.”

And that’s how we end.

Not with a bang. Not with a whimper.

But with a flippant, pathetic whatever.
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Daniel’s words have wormed their way into my brain, eating away at the trusting image of Ben I’ve built up in my head over the last month and a half. I haven’t gone back to square one exactly, but I am wobbling between certainty and doubt. You know, one step forward, two steps back. It’s a shuffle, and I’ve been going back and forth between the two since Daniel stormed out three days ago.

But, strangely enough, all of that hasn’t stalled my desire. A fiery heat still blooms throughout my body whenever we’re in the same room together.

Like now.

It’s Saturday night and, once again, I’m up to my elbows in flour. My laptop is propped open on the kitchen island, streaming a video on how to make a unicorn cake. My supplies are scattered around me—new cake pans and ingredients—and even though taking this order is putting me in the red, I’m having the time of my life.

Or maybe it’s the wine that’s lifting my mood to new heights and, for the moment anyway, allowing me to forget the complete shitshow of the past week—starting with that stupid dance with Ben and escalating into a bad breakup with Daniel.

Just thinking about it now causes my mood to dip, so I take another swig of merlot and bump up the volume on my Spotify playlist. From the corner of my eye, I catch Ben glance up from his spot at the kitchen table, shooting me a look over his laptop that I can’t quite read.  Next to his elbow are two beer bottles, both empty, like he’s trying to drink himself into a better mood, too.

Because these past few days, he’s been Oscar the Grouch.

The night Daniel left, of course, he was contrite, seeking me out the minute he got home from work and offering an apology. But when I told him that Daniel left, that we broke up for good this time and he was currently holed up at the Lost Bay Motel waiting for the storm to pass, a shadow fell over his eyes and his jaw tightened. And he’s basically been grumpy ever since.

I would have thought having Daniel out of the house would have put him in a better mood, but…well…nope.

And it’s annoying. Though I don’t know why. Maybe I’m angry at him for the way he behaved this past week, as angry as I still am at Daniel. Or maybe it’s the fact that he had the audacity to dance with me the way he did, to hold me the way he did, to light a fire in me the way he did, and then, when it was over, act as if nothing happened.

Yep. I think that’s it. Ben made me feel something that I’ve never felt before, made me feel a way that I never believed was possible to feel…and then took it all away. And, to go a step further, his lack of acknowledgment about the whole thing is making it that much worse.

In a nutshell, I’m mad at Ben for making me out to be a fool.

I’m a girl who likes a boy who doesn’t like her back. And my ego is raging because of it. Which is another thing that ticks me off. I’ve never cared one way or another about whether or not someone liked me. If they did, great. If not, then move the hell on.

As Mimi would say, I ain’t got time for that shit.

But now? Ben’s rejection is all I can think about. Even when Daniel was here, it consumed me. Turned my thoughts to one man when, maybe, I should have been focusing on another.

Daniel wasn’t right about everything. But maybe he did have a right to storm off the way he did. I mean, how would I feel if the shoe was on the other foot? If he was sharing a house with a beautiful woman and couldn’t steer his attention away from her long enough to focus on a conversation with me? If I could read every glance he threw her way, interpret every little nuance of body language?

Of course, there were other issues that instigated our breakup. But that one, my swoony reaction to Ben, was my doing, and at the very least I need to take responsibility for it.

This pathetic crush is pointless and unhealthy, and it needs to stop.

Now.

But, hey. That’s sober Lenny talking.

Tonight, the buzzed part of me, the part that’s been marinating in wine for the last two hours, just wants to lash out. To pull a reaction from the man who is hellbent on not giving me one.

Up until now, I’ve been pulling music from my Indie playlist, the songs of Fleet Foxes and The Tallest Man on Earth soothing my ire while I measured and stirred, frosted and smoothed. And since Ben has been sitting in here for the same amount of time, doing whatever it is he’s doing on his laptop, I can only assume he doesn’t mind my choice of music. Otherwise he would have left.

Well, maybe he’ll mind this.

I scroll to the search bar (because Lord knows I don’t have the damn song on a playlist) and, my fingers leaving traitorous prints of flour on the keys, find what I’m looking for and hit play.

Satisfied, I look up just in time to see Ben’s features twist in disgust. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s techno.” I bop my head along to beat, whip my ponytail from side to side as I whisk batter. “What?” I widen my eyes, feigning surprise. “You don’t like it?”

Ben scowls. “It’s obnoxious.”

I shrug. “Potayto, potahto. To each his own.” Personally, I couldn’t agree with him more. But this song, this remix of “Barbie Girl”, is the only techno song I even remotely know the words to. So I sway my hips and swill more wine and pretend to enjoy the shit out of it.

Actually, the song isn’t so bad when you’re drunk, and I’m damn near just about.

When the look Ben gives me is sharp enough to cut glass, I acquiesce. “I take requests, if you’d prefer something else.”

Instead of answering, Ben rises from his seat and slowly, as if he has all the time in the world, as if this music isn’t making his ears bleed, makes his way to my side.

The look on his face causes my breath to catch, and I have to remind myself that the intensity hardening his features is just a byproduct of the responsibility he carries. The way he shoulders the world. Still, he’s a force to be reckoned with. One that, in my humiliated, inebriated state I feel obligated to poke away at.

I smile up at him pleasantly, like being this close to him has no effect on me whatsoever.

Without a word, he bends over the laptop, bangs away at the keys for a few seconds, and steps back. Rock, hard rock, screams from the speakers. Not recognizing the song, I squint at the screen, mouthing the band’s name as I read it. Black Sabbath. The song is “N.I.B.”

I cross my arms over my chest and nod along, listening to the lyrics, never once allowing my gaze to stray from Ben’s. It’s sung from Lucifer’s perspective, at least from what I can tell, who is challenging the object of his affection to give up everything she knows and love him instead.

“Isn’t this song from, like, the ‘70s?” I ask, doing my best to sound bored. “Kinda dusty, if you ask me.”

He smirks before twisting around, reaching across the short distance for the refrigerator door. Pulling it open, he grabs another beer, unscrews the cap, and leans back against the counter. “To each his own right?” He takes a long drink from his bottle, his eyes on me the entire time.

So I try another tactic. Turning my back to Ben, I bend over the island and shuffle through my playlists. “Personally,” I say, holding the position for longer than I really need to, “if we’re gonna go old school, I prefer this.”

“Crush” by Garbage croons through the speakers, the sultry, suggestive lyrics giving voice to a dark and dangerous game I’m now in too deep to quit. I sway my hips for a beat before straightening. Then I tug the rubber band out of my hair, allowing the waves to spill wild over my shoulders.

Shameless? Yes, I am.

Taking a cue from Ben, I reach for the fridge, brushing my chest against his as I do. Then, snagging my wine, I take a drink straight from the bottle, licking my lips when I’m done.

Ben sets his beer on the counter, his eyes on my mouth.

“You really want to play this game, Lenny?” His voice is daring, husky; it brushes over my skin, raising goosebumps.

“What game is that? Huh, Ben?” My voice is a teasing whisper.

He swallows. Hard. I watch his Adam’s apple bob, and it suddenly hits me how much I want to run my tongue up his neck. Over his jaw. Right into the shell of his ear.

And we’re close now. So close. Our chests heave with heavy breaths, the rise and fall pushing us that much closer, closer, invading what little personal space we have left until, when I’m certain I can’t take it any longer, I feel Ben’s hand on mine. I look down in question as his fingers grip my bottle, pulling it easily from my grasp before depositing on the counter next to his.

The song continues but, like before, when we were dancing at Jasper’s, the room melts away, and the music is just a hum somewhere in the back of my mind. Ben’s hands are suddenly on my hips, the pressure both light and heavy, gentle and firm, the weight soft, yet magnified by his intention.

My chest is swelling, swelling with so many things that I just might burst from the enormity of it all. It’s every feeling, every sensation I’ve ever had, the good and, strangely enough, even the bad, like everything is lumping into one big ball of emotion and I have no idea what to feel, how to be. But maybe that’s what Heaven is, taking every feeling you’ve ever had in your whole entire life and coalescing it into one big, unquantifiable emotion. Because everything is everything, and everything is.

For the first time in my life, I get Nirvana. I get the I am message that so many spiritual adepts tout.

I am.

I am, I am, I am.

I am because I have to be. Because Ben is kissing me, his lips are on my lips, and my world is spinning, spinning, spinning. I’m dizzy from desire, dizzy from his touch, dizzy from the way his tongue is parting my mouth, eager to reach mine. And after eternity fades and forever takes its place, when I finally slide away from his kiss and press my mouth to his jaw, feeling the tickle of stubble against my lips, he moans.

“Lenny.”

It’s my name, but it’s so much more.

It’s a plea.

It’s a warning.

It’s a promise.

 

• • •

 

For the first time since arriving in Lost Bay, I’m hot.

I’m hot from the inside out.

Grabbing the blanket at my waist, I give it a tug, lifting it and flinging it over the edge, where it puddles on the floor in front of the fireplace. My too-hot-to-handle cotton underpants embroidered with pink rhinos fly with it, making me snicker.

“If I knew that some hot guy was going to ripping my clothes off tonight, I would’ve worn something sexier.”

Ben growls, pulling me close and bending his head to suck at my neck. “What are you talking about,” he says, his voice muffled. “Those rhino pants are off the charts hot.”

The stubble from his beard tickles my skin, sending a ripple of chills all the way down to my toes, and I press my hands against his chest, laughing. “Stop! Seriously, stop— Ben…that tickles!”

But he doesn’t stop. Just continues his torture, moving from my neck to a supersensitive spot just behind my ear that, less than an hour ago, he discovered is my weakness. Granted, lying skin to skin with a gorgeous man who is hellbent on giving me my third (tenth?!) orgasm for the night can hardly be considered torture. But considering what my body has been through in such a short amount of time, to say it’s overly sensitive at the moment would be putting it mildly. And right now, Ben is strumming my sweet spots as if turning me into a quivering mess is his sole reason for existing.

“Come on! I can’t even… You’re driving…me…crazy!” I squeal.

Ben’s arms encircle me, sliding along my back and down lower, lower. “You’re driving me crazy,” he murmurs, slipping his lips over my collarbone and making me moan. Then, pausing, he squeezes me tighter, reaching deep into the couch cushion behind my back. With a soft tug, he extracts my bra, which is also covered in—yep—pink cartoon rhinos, and flings it over the back of couch and into the pile of clothing trailing between here and the kitchen.

There was no way we were going to make it all the way up the stairs and to a bed. To be honest, I’m kinda surprised we’re not entwined on the kitchen island right now, covered in cake batter and unicorn sprinkles.

Just the thought of Ben’s naked ass covered in sugary pink sprinkles has me laughing so hard I get tears in my eyes.

He pulls his head back, peering down at me. “What’s so funny, California?”

I press my finger to the corner of my eye, brushing away the wetness. “Sorry, I just pictured your bare ass covered in pink sprinkles and, let me tell you, it’s an image I won’t ever, ever forget.”

“What the?” Ben laughs and reaches down to snag my leg, pulling it up and over his. We’re facing each other on the couch, nose to nose, lips close enough to touch, and the light dancing in his eyes is more than a mere reflection from the moonlight streaming in through the large windows. This man is lit from inside, a shiny spark that emanates out from his very core. It’s who he is, what he stands for, the lives he saves. It, all of it, has left a mark, like the difficulties of his past fissured his soul and, somehow, he turned those cracks into a work of art. Chipped away at them until there was nothing left but the burning light beneath. It’s almost angelic, this way of looking at him, and the laughter dies on my lips as the gravity of such a thought hits me.

I mean, it’s absurd, of course. Ben isn’t an actual angel. Lack of religious upbringing aside, I’ve heard the stories. And from what I can tell of the world and, more importantly, the harshness of the people in it, those heavenly messengers are just like every other divine deity splashed throughout scripture…pure myth.

But if they were to exist, if such celestial creatures did deign to walk among us, avenging evil like Sunday School superheros, then Ben would be one. Of that, I’m certain.

Then again, not all angels are good. I’ve heard those stories, too.

As above, so below, right?

I look into Ben’s eyes, track the dancing lights, and remember that Lucifer was an angel before he fell.

Falling. It’s something we all do. Not one of us is perfect, without sin. Though, from my understanding, another definition of sin is to miss the mark. Which, in my mind, can be translated one step further to missing the point. So, if what some say is really true, and we’re here on this planet to learn, to grow, to evolve…wouldn’t every fall constitute a lesson? And if we don’t miss the point of said lesson, if we rise up despite the fall, can we be redeemed? Would we still be considered bad in the eyes of, well, whoever it is that’s doing the judging?

Ben holds secrets. That revelation is in his quiet countenance. The reserved way he’s handled our relationship until about an hour ago. Kissing me in the kitchen, it was like something in him broke free, like he was an addict that finally had access to his addiction after too many months away. He devoured me; I’d never felt such heat, such unrestrained passion from anyone before. Not even Daniel. And when we were on the couch, and he was pushing into me, there was a wildness to our coupling, a carnal desperation that resulted in a climax so earthshattering I wouldn’t be surprised if it rocked the cosmos.

“Where’d you go?”

Ben’s voice is a magnet that pulls me back. Back from my deep thoughts, back from the cosmos and the depths of his eyes and the galaxies swirling inside them.

“Nowhere. I just…I was thinking…You didn’t like me when we first met.” The words fly out of my mouth, a spoken thought I hadn’t even known I was thinking. “Why?”

Ben chuckles. “Yeah, well. If you recall, you didn’t like me much at first, either.”

I rise up on my elbow and give him a nudge. “Stop avoiding the question.” Then, softer, as if there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to know, I ask it again. “Why?”

Ben sighs and props himself on his elbow too, like he wants us to be on even ground. Or maybe he just wants to look into my eyes, to better read my reaction when he answers.

“I thought you were spoiled and self-centered.”

My eyes widen.

Ben holds up a hand. “Or, if not those things, then cluelessly privileged. At the very least.”

“You judged me before you knew me. You hate it when people do that.”

Ben nods. “I do. And don’t think I haven’t beat myself up over the fact that I did the very thing I despise. But in all fairness…I sort of knew you. Or, at least, I thought I did.”

“I’m lost. How could you have possibly thought you knew me?”

“Nora.”

It’s one word, so simple yet so complicated.

Everything leads back to my grandmother.

“So Lenora talked about me, and apparently not in a good day. Because from her words alone you decided I was a spoiled, entitled bitch.”

I’m not mad at him, and I’m not going to hold it against him. But still, the knowledge hurts.

Ben grimaces. “It wasn’t from her words, not exactly. Nora did nothing but brag about you. Every once in a while, she’d show me one of your videos, and believe me, Lenny, she was so damn proud. But all I could see was a superficial woman talking about superficial shit, using her platform to add even more fuel to society’s already superficial obsessions. That, and I couldn’t for the life of me understand why you never once, in all the years I knew her, came to visit.”

I can feel my expression crumble, feel the flutter of a tremble in my lower lip. So I bite down hard enough to stop it. “I used to visit, and I had plans to come this summer, in fact. I really did.” I say this last part with a quiet conviction, as if I need to convince myself as much as Ben.

He rests a finger under my chin, raising it so my eyes meet his. “Lenny, I know. Nora told me. And I know there were extenuating circumstances between you two that were never fully resolved. I get that life happens.” He sighs. “I’ve never had a family. My mother died of a drug overdose when I was four. I hardly remember her. As for my father, I never knew the man. Which, in retrospect, might be a good thing.” He chuckles to lighten the mood that the turn in conversation has otherwise darkened. The laughter, though, hardly erases the sadness in his eyes, the tightness pulling at the corners. “And you know the rest of the story,” he says, referring to his years in foster care.

I nod, because I do. And I also understand more than ever how he could view me as, in his words, cluelessly privileged.

“But then I met Nora,” he continues. “On my very first day in Lost Bay, if you can believe it. I’d just taken over the clinic from the previous veterinarian, and I was nervous as hell to have my own place. I was in my office, wondering what the hell I was doing, when here comes your grandmother, bustling in at eight o’clock sharp with an injured cat in her arms. It was a welcome distraction, let me tell you, having something else to focus on besides my own pathetic ass. We took the cat in immediately, of course. Fixed him up. But when I found out he was feral, and that Nora kept a sort of rickety cat sanctuary on her property, I refused to charge her.”

I perk up, my lips stretching into a smile. “I bet she didn’t like that.”

Ben laughs, all the tightness gone from his expression. He’s oiled and loose, the crinkles around his eyes mirroring the light laugh lines around his mouth. “No, she did not. Said she could afford it and that if I didn’t take her money, there’d be hell to pay.”

“Sounds like her.”

“She calmed my nerves that day. Invited me over for dinner that night, gave me confidence when I had none.” He clears his throat, shutting down the memory. “Anyway, my point is, is that my…friendship…with Nora is the longest relationship I’ve ever had in my life. And I know I wasn’t her blood, but damn it if she didn’t treat me like I was. She’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to family, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t have done for her.”

“Nora always said blood doesn’t matter. That we’re all energetically connected, and that’s what matters.”

“Sounds like her,” he says softly, and when he cups my cheek in his hand, it’s with a touch that’s so reverent, so tender, I want to cry. Because Lenora’s the only person I’ve ever loved. And though for a while it seemed as if anger had peeled so many layers from that sentiment that I could no longer feel it, that my trust in her had withered to a point where it dissolved completely, I realize now that it never had.

Here’s this man, this beautiful man, who, like me, has only known the love of one person. One woman, who thought energy mattered more than anything else in the world. Who believed that connection, that love, surpassed trivial things like genetics and gender, race and religion.

In a way, we’re both orphans. In a way, we’re both found.

Like I’ve always said, Lenora had a reason for everything she did.

Ben leans in, his mouth moving slowly over mine, and rolls onto his back, carrying me with him. And this time, when we move together, it’s smooth, rhythmic, and sweet. We stay like that, bound by something greater than blood, by an energy that weaves through All That Is, in a perpetual loop, on a night that never ends.
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“So, what did you think of those resumes I printed off? Any of them stand out?”

Sitting behind his desk, Ben tosses a reluctant glance at the pile of resumes that, from what I can tell, haven’t moved since I set them there two weeks ago. Scrunching his brow, he returns his attention to a chart he’s reviewing and gives a noncommittal grunt.

I fold my arms over my chest, wincing as I feel the scratch of my sweater against my newly acquired sunburn, and arch a brow. “Is that a yes? A no?”

“Can we talk about this later?” He waggles the chart in the air. “This is an important case and I really need to concentrate on…”

“Oh, bullshit.” I try to screw my features into a serious expression, the one that I use whenever we talk about The Land of the Lost. But he’s way too adorable, sitting there in his scrubs with Asha’s head on his armrest and his hand absently stroking her ears, that I fold. “Now you’re just working me. You know how hot I find it when you go into dedicated doctor mode. But I know for a fact that chart belongs to an eight-week old puppy named Dewey who just happens to be in perfect health.” I remember Dewey’s appointment this morning and the way my heart melted when I walked past the exam room and saw, through the window, Ben cradling the pudgy black lab against his chest as he listened to its heartbeat through his stethoscope.

I tell you, I DIED. I expired on that very spot, left my body, the whole works.

And then, a mere thirty seconds later, I slammed right back into reality when a Great Dane pooped in the waiting room and I had to use three bags to pick it up.

Three.

All while trying not to breath.

Veterinary life, man. It is and it isn’t.

And it certainly isn’t for me. After spending the last two weeks in southern California, the first at an incredible workshop held by a world-famous pastry chef and the second clearing out my apartment and studying books about baking-slash-small business ownership while lounging on the beach, I know now more than ever what I want to do with my life.

Slowly but surely, day by day, I’m finding my way.

But for now, spending thirty-five hours a week at the clinic provides me with a paycheck and allows me the know-how to get Ben and Nora’s vision up and running. And finding capable new staff for the venture is at the top of my list. Ben works too much as it is, even though his practice now is what most would consider small. There’s no way he’ll be able to handle everything that needs handling once the new place opens in October. He’s going to need help. Help from hands more expert than mine, that’s for sure.

The problem is, he’s been on his own since Day One. Being the adept problem solver that he is, he’s used to holding the reins, shouldering the burdens. And it’s been a challenge to get him to loosen his grip, to let go and accept help.

“You do realize we’re well into May already,” I prod. Then, with a sigh, “Did you even look at them?”

“I did.”

I raise my brows. “All of them?”

“Most of them.” When I open my mouth, about to unleash a can of whoop-ass, Ben holds up a finger and rushes on. “I found two that could work. Possibly. Maybe.” He grins a sexy grin, no doubt trying to distract me from the topic at hand by turning my thoughts elsewhere.

Not that it’s much of a challenge. It’s been two weeks since we’ve been, you know, together together, and I’m not gonna lie…I’m wound tight.

And I can tell Ben is, too.

After picking me up from the airport last night (Duluth, this time) and a pretty hot make out session in the airport parking garage, we were both bone tired by the time we rolled into Lost Bay close to two hours later and, lusty intentions aside, fell asleep the moment our heads hit the pillow.

But it was enough to wake up this morning with Ben’s arms around me, enough to share a quick breakfast of eggs and bacon and fruit before rushing into work. Now, though, having been so close to him all day and not being able to touch him in all the inappropriate ways I’ve been dreaming about these past two weeks, I’m about to crawl right out of my skin.

“Damn you,” I mutter, and jump him. The swivel chair he’s sitting on groans and squeaks and threatens to collapse, but neither of us seems to care. Because Ben is tugging at my sweater and my teeth are tugging at his ear and he’s asking me if everyone has left for the day and I’m telling him that yes, yes, yes everyone is long gone so stop worrying and just give it to me now.

And suddenly, without really remembering how we got there, we’re on the couch and Ben is pulling off his shirt while I’m doing my best to shimmy my jeans past my hips. He growls impatiently as he watches and then, tired of waiting, snags the waistband, yanking them off in one fell swoop before wrapping his fingers around the delicate lace of my underpants and ripping them in half. I barely have time to gasp before he’s in me, and I’m around him, and we’re locked in so many more ways than just the physical. It’s like I can breathe again, like the other half of not just my heart but my entire soul—in all of its fragmented pieces—is now whole, complete, and so much larger than it ever was before. I’m in my body and out of my body at the same time, the friction between us propelling me into another realm, another dimension, where the secrets of every secret are revealed in bright, dazzling displays of kaleidoscopic brilliance. My whole world is bright, everything is bright, and the glow just keeps growing, growing, growing and expanding, expanding, expanding until the resulting explosion is so out-of-this-world intense that I have no choice but to close my eyes and surrender to the blast.

And when we’re done, when our desire is merely satiated but hardly quenched, we stay naked on that couch, wrapped up together like this moment is all we have and tomorrow will forever be a day away. Ben runs his fingers over my tan lines, every now and then bending to press a gentle kiss against the marks, and I feel myself go softer and softer beneath his touch until, my eyes closed, I drift into a sleep where the dreams are every bit as warm as the embrace in which I’m wrapped.

 

• • •

 

It’s late when I feel Ben’s hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me awake.

“Lenny.”

I blink, the lamp on Ben’s desk casting a soft glow over his form as he hovers over me. For a moment I feel like I’m waist-deep in a dream, halfway between wakefulness and sleep, where the word feels more ethereal than solid.

“Lenny,” he says again. “I need your help.”

This jerks me right awake, and I push myself off the couch and onto legs that feel like rubber. Rubbing my arms to ward off the chill, I squint, my eyes dry, and look out the window. It’s black as black can be; not even a sliver of moon pierces the darkness.

Ben hands me my clothes (minus my underwear) and as I dress, he fills me in on the phone call from Doris. According to her, Rodolfo when down sometime late in the afternoon and hasn’t been able to get up since. Rather than have them wait hours until the clinic opens, he offered to head over immediately. “She’s worried sick,” he explains, shrugging into his shirt. “Said she thought he was just sleeping, but when she called him to come in, he wouldn’t move. Or couldn’t. He’s in the backyard, and she’s been beating herself up over leaving him out there for as long as she has. But she can’t lift him by herself and didn’t want to call my cell unless it was an absolute emergency. Then she heard the thunder…”

His voice trails off as a flash of lightening brightens the sky, pushing back the blackness and stripping the world of its color.

I forgo my socks and shove my feet right into my shoes while zipping up my jeans. Ben grabs his medical bag and within seconds we’re in his truck, flying down the highway, rain spraying up from the tires and my heart racing with an urgency I can’t shake. I was so asleep, so deeply asleep, that my senses haven’t had time to catch up to reality, and everything is flowing in a weird sort of way, like the air is denser than it usually is and I have to push my way through it. Every movement feels like it’s happening in slow motion, and I have to concentrate extra hard just to focus. Everything, absolutely everything, feels thick and heavy, and there’s a lump in my throat just thinking about what awaits us at Doris’s place.

“Ben.” My voice trembles. “Is…Are we going to have to…” I can’t make myself say it. “Is he going to be okay?”

“I don’t know.” Ben doesn’t take his eyes from the road. We’re going faster than we should be in this weather, and I know the last thing he wants to do is cause an accident that would prevent us from getting to Doris’s at all. Sometimes late is better. But sometimes, late is too late, and this thought worries me.

Another crack of thunder sounds, this one so loud I swear it shakes the truck. I think of Asha back at the clinic and how she isn’t a fan of thunderstorms, and my heart breaks for her, too. What started out as a wonderful night is quickly turning into a nightmare. The moment has an otherworldly quality about it, as most unexpected tragedies do, I suppose. As we make our way through the streets of Lost Bay, what was once familiar now seems alien. Trees I know to be groomed are suddenly gnarled and hulking, their boughs reaching through the storm with ominous intent. And over there, what used to be a charming house that I admired every time I drove past now leers crookedly from the end of its long driveway, the cracked pavement a tongue snaking out to snare unsuspecting drivers.

I’m overacting. I’m over emotional and still fighting off the grogginess that comes from rising too abruptly from a deep sleep. But with the way the lightening is marbling the sky and checkering our vision, I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that Ben and I somehow woke up in another world, an alternate reality, where everything that was once benign and harmonious is now a corrupt cacophony of malevolence.

The storm is loud, a white noise that fills my ears, clouds my mind to the point I can’t think straight. And when we pull into Doris’s driveway and jump out into the deluge, a sudden rush of wind almost knocks me off my feet.

Ben tugs a stretcher from the backseat and then he’s off, with me close at his heels. I can barely see the house through the rain, but Ben seems to know where to go, steering us down a path that leads to a small metal gate. He pushes it open, leading the way into the backyard. For a moment, the fire engine red of his windbreaker is the only thing visible. Then I notice a weak stream of light emitting from the back deck, though the rain washes away the glow before it can get very far. Already my clothes are drenched, clinging to me like another layer of skin. I don’t even want to imagine how wet poor Rodolfo is, his time spent in this downpour damn near tripling mine.

Another crack of thunder. Another flash of lightening. My shoes squishing as they slog through the sodden yard.

And there, stranded in the middle, in the very same spot in which, hours earlier, he sat soaking in the sun, is Rodolfo.

Doris is bent over him, her slight form his only protection against the raging tempest. She’s holding a raincoat over his back and head, and when we get close enough to see her face, the tears streaming down her cheeks are evident despite the rain.

If I’m soaked to the bone, Rodolfo and Doris are worse. The grass around them is so waterlogged it’s turning into a puddle, and I can’t help but think of their spot in the open yard as prime lightening bait.

Ben moves quickly, and I do my best to match his movements based on his actions alone. Words are swallowed up by the wind and drowned by the rain, and nothing out of our mouths can be heard over the wrath streaming down from the heavens.

As gently as we can, we slide Rodolfo from the grass to the stretcher. His fur is sopping wet and he’s trembling, though whether it’s from the cold or fear of the storm, I can’t tell. I can only imagine it’s both, because if I’d been stuck outside in this weather for as long as he has, I’d be a nervous wreck.

With a great heave-ho, we lift him, and Doris scurries ahead of us, up the stairs to the back deck and through the swinging screen door. More thunder cracks overhead, its echo following us inside. There’s no escape from the lightening, either; it presses against the windows of the tiny home, causing the overhead lamps to flicker. Doris mumbles something about candles and rushes off while Ben and I set Rodolfo and the stretcher down a safe distance from the fireplace. The sound of the crackling flames is music to my ears, lending some sense of normalcy to this otherwise chaotic scene.

We’re all wet, leaving puddles on the hardwood floors and muddy foot prints on the rugs. But Doris doesn’t care, doesn’t even mention it, just bustles around the room lighting candles in case the power fails. Ben disappears down the hall and returns a few seconds later, a pile of mismatched towels in his arms. He tosses me one, and together we begin to rub down Rodolfo, drying his coat as best as we can.

The poor guy is exhausted. It’s there in his eyes, the weariness, and he doesn’t even bother to lift his head as I brush the towel over his neck. But his eyes lift my way in silent appreciation, and when I move to swipe at his paws, his tongue flicks weakly at my hand.

“Hey, sweet boy,” I say, rubbing my thumb against his brow. “Ben’s gonna fix you right up, okay? You’re good now, all right?”

Ben pulls off his coat and unzips his med bag, pulling out a stethoscope and thermometer, noting Rodolfo’s vital signs. The poor dog doesn’t even want to move, much less fight the exam, so no restraint is really required on my behalf as Ben moves his hands over Rodolfo’s stomach and flank, working down his legs to his feet where he gives a light pinch between the toe pads.

I have no idea what he’s doing, so I just continue to pet Rodolfo’s head, his paws, scratch behind his ears and murmur reassuring words that I trick myself into believing he can understand. Doris appears to my left, and together we share vigil by his side as Ben continues his work.

“The wind broke my umbrella,” Doris says, and though her voice is steady, her hands tremble. She fists them tightly. “Tore it right up. Then, well, I didn’t know what to do. I took off my raincoat, but he still got wet. I tried but…” Her jaw quivers. “He still got wet.”

I lay a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. He’s in now. We got him in.”

“I know, I know.” Doris lets out a great breath, as if she’s been holding it in for hours and hours, and squeezes my hand. “I don’t know what I would have done without you and Ben. I mean, Dr. Sloane.”

“You know you can call me Ben, Doris,” Ben says from the other end of the stretcher, shooting her a warm look.

Doris just nods. And then, leaning into me, she whispers, “You’re good for him, Lenny. And I’m so happy you found him.”

I don’t even have the words to respond. Ben and I haven’t kept our relationship a secret, though we’ve hardly flaunted it. Then again, Lost Bay is a small community with a large population of pets, and I suppose news of the hunky veterinarian’s current squeeze is prime gossip at the local supermarket.

Doris returns her attention to Rodolfo, and I stroke his head while she and Ben discuss the medication he’s taking and the possibility of starting a series of injections. But as I peer down at him, his eyes shift up to meet mine, catch hold, and it’s such a heartbreakingly sad expression that I know with a twist in my gut none of that is going to work. I think Ben and Doris know this, too. It’s in their postures, their solemn tones.

They know what I know, what it seems Rodolfo is trying, in his own telepathic way, to tell us.

But it’s what we do for those we love. We try to save them, hold on to them, keep them around…even if the only thing they want is for us to let them go.

“I don’t know,” Doris says. “He’s been getting worse for days. But he’s always been able to get back up. It takes him a few tries, of course. But…”

As if to illustrate her point, Rodolfo begins to pant and pushes up hard on his front legs. His hind quarters stay still, however, the momentum from his upper half only serving to slide his back end farther down the stretcher. He collapses with a grunt, defeated, while we look on, equally as pained.

“He might have to go to the bathroom,” Doris says, worrying her hands together and looking around the room helplessly. “I’m sure he didn’t go peeps at all while he was laying outside. He hates to soil himself, you see.” She throws me a tearful look, and I look at Ben, who immediately pops out to his truck and comes back with a sling. After sliding it under Rodolfo’s stomach, we get him on his feet and back outside, down the deck stairs, and to the grass, where he relieves himself with a soft grumble. By the time we’re back inside and in front of the fireplace, we’re all drenched again, and Rodolfo half collapses, the short trek having spent what little energy he had left. Ben administers an injection to ease his discomfort and then, after making sure he and Doris are both as comfortable as they can be under the circumstances, we leave with a promise to return in the morning.

I’m exhausted by the time we pick up Asha at the clinic and return home, and Ben is grim.

We’re quiet as we undress and collapse into bed.

We’re quiet as we switch off the bedside lamps and entwine beneath the covers.

But as much as the rush of the night has exhausted my body, it’s like a shot of caffeine to my mind. Despite the relaxed way my form is molded warmly to Ben’s, I find I can’t sleep. His chest is pressed up against my back and his arm is slung over my waist and I’m warm, so warm, finally warm after being wet for so long.

But my thoughts are cold, ping-ponging across the landscape of my mind like my brain has turned to ice and every image is skating, slipping, sliding too fast to stop. And when I can’t take it anymore, when the rushing becomes too much, I call out to Ben, his name a whisper on my lips.

“Hmm?”

The quickness of his response tells me he can’t sleep, either.

“Rodolfo. It’s time to let him go, isn’t it?”

“I think so.”

And that’s it. That’s all that needs to be said.

Ben presses his lips to the back of my head and together, we wait for sleep.
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Death. It’s not something I’ve ever been around before.

With my father, I was too young to remember anything about the car accident that killed him. I don’t recall the ring of the doorbell or the way my mother had to be led to the couch on shaky legs by the officer who delivered the news. I didn’t feel the earth move beneath my feet the way she did, having learned that the love of her life, her soulmate, just expired on Old Highway 71 and that she would never ever, for as long as she lived, lay eyes on him again.

Of course, I was around for Lenora’s passing. The aftermath, at least. I remember my mother’s phone call, the trip to Lost Bay and the untraditional wake that followed her death. But I’d been so far removed from her life that the whole thing seemed almost…surreal. I was reeling from so many things, the loss of life—my life—as I’d known it, and for a while it seemed as if I mourned that more than her.

“How do you do this?” It’s the following evening, and I can’t help but give voice to my concerns as Ben drives us to Doris’s. “Over and over again?” My stomach is squirming and my heart is thumping and the tears I’ve been blinking back all day are now stuck in my throat, turning it into a gooey mess.

“It’s not always easy. Hell, it’s never easy. But if I’m able to end the pain, the suffering, it makes it bearable.” He stares out the windshield, his jaw tight. “They give us so much, so damn much, throughout their lives, and I consider this a way to give back. Yes, it’s hard on us, but that’s not what matters. They’re what matter, and if I can give them peace, then I’ll shoulder the burden. A thousand times over, I’ll shoulder it.”

Ben might be able to bear the weight, to be the hand that stills life in the name of compassion, but I don’t think I could.

As if reading my thoughts, he turns to me, offering a solemn smile before facing the road again. “It’s a privilege to be with someone when they pass. To hold a space by their side as they make their transition. Death isn’t the end.”

“How do you know that, though? How are you so certain that what we’re doing is the right thing?”

“It’s more of a feeling than a knowing,” is all he says.

Doris’s living room is pristine; there are no remnants of water marks or mud stains anywhere to be seen by the time Ben and I arrive to check up on Rodolfo. I say check up, but that’s not entirely accurate. Earlier that morning, Doris made the decision to let Rodolfo go. And though we’re here to do just that, there’s always a chance she could change her mind. I’ve only worked in the veterinary field for a short time, but already I’m familiar with the way clients schedule euthanasia appointments for their pets and then call five minutes beforehand to cancel. And Doris may do just that. It’s a hard decision, choosing to end a life, and while I’ve never been in the position of having to put a pet to sleep, my heart bleeds for the people who have.

So we’re prepared, either way.

But the end is inevitable. Always inevitable.

None of us have a choice.

Eventually, we have to let go.

Rodolfo is right where we left him this afternoon, after checking up on him during a quick lunch break. We hauled him outside to go to the bathroom and hauled him back in, the exertion taking a toll on not only his energy, but his mood. He’s depressed; it’s obvious in the roll of his eyes, the limp barely-there wag of his tail. And even though I’ve only known him for a few short months during the latter years of his life, I’ve never seen him look so forlorn. The brave guy sailed through his splenectomy with flying colors. But, in the end, his struggle with hip dysplasia is coming to a head. The supplements and treatments are no longer working, and without the use of his back legs, Rodolfo is resigned to a life of laying in his dog bed all day, succumbing to his pain and entirely dependent on others to carry him in and out of the house.

“He’s not eating,” Doris says. She’s sitting next to him, stroking his head, a tissue in her hand that every now and then she uses to dab at her eyes.

Ben sits down next to them, cross-legged, and I hover somewhere in the back, because this hurts so much, way more than I expected it to, and I need to take a few deep breaths and think of something that’s stupid funny to halt the flow of tears prickling at the corners of my eyes.

Nothing works.

“He’s Murphy’s dog, you know. He found him through a golden retriever rescue down in The Cities. Rodolfo was just over a year when he came to live with us. The couple that had him before never had time for him, kept him in his kennel most of the day. Those first few weeks with us, he was so timid. But after that, after he realized he had Murph wrapped around his finger, he went through an ornery streak, let me tell you!” She swipes at a tear and laughs at the same time, no doubt remembering some incident of destruction that only a dog in its teen years could afflict. She bends down and nuzzles her forehead against his. “But we loved you anyway? Right? And none of that matters now, does it? I’d give up every pair of shoes in my closet for another year with you, love. Every single one.” She looks up at Ben and then, her eyes drifting over his shoulder to me, offers a watery smile. “Murph and I, we never had kids; our dogs have always been our babies.”

Ben lays his hand on her shoulder. “You gave him a good life. He’s lucky to have you.” He runs a hand over Rodolfo’s head and down his neck. “Aren’t you, bud? Huh? Such a good guy.”

Rodolfo leans his head into Ben’s hand, and oh my God I don’t think I’m going to make it through this. The urge to run away, to run right out of the house is so overwhelming my legs twitch. I don’t want to feel this, this pain, this unrelenting goddamn pain. My heart hurts, and it feels like I’m being broken, crushed from the inside out.

The seconds stretch into minutes, and then the minutes into an hour. Doris shares funny stories about Rodolfo’s early years, and I find her words halt the flow of tears I’ve been blinking back. Finding strength in her memories, I kneel down next to the trio and offer my hand to Doris, which she squeezes gratefully. One glance at Ben and I can tell there’s no other place he’d rather be, although the task looming at the end of this conversation is hardly desirable. But he’s offering himself in the best way he knows how, by being a shoulder for Doris to lean on during this challenging time. Something tells me he’d sit here all night if needed. There’s no sense of urgency in his demeanor, no side glances at his watch, ready to get the show on the road so he can get somewhere else. He’s in the now, in the present, as all true healers are…even when healing, at least in the traditional sense, is no longer possible.

The telling of stories and the laughter and the enormity of what’s about to happen, what can’t be avoided, has lent a transcendent quality to the moment. As if the veil between worlds is thinning slowly, so slowly, but enough to sense a change in the atmosphere.

And it’s not sad. Not anymore. I mean, of course we’re hardly happy. But there’s a peace in place, holding space around us, and I no longer feel as if I’m crumbling. Instead, it feels like the center of my chest is expanding, opening to let in something larger. Something more beautiful and far bigger than myself, than my simple earthly emotions.

Maybe it’s Rodolfo, being strong for all of us. Speaking heart to heart, as is a dog’s way, and letting us know that this, his passing, is okay.

Letting us know he’ll be fine so that we can be.

These animals. Selfless as ever, right to the very end.

When Doris is ready, when we’ve all hugged and stroked and nuzzled Rodolfo more than, I’m fairly certain, any animal has ever been cuddled before, Ben pulls supplies from his bag, explaining how he’s going to give Rodolfo a sedative first, something to put him to sleep so that, when the final injection is administered, he won’t feel a thing.

I’ve never been present in the in the room and alongside the patient during a euthanasia, and I have no idea what to expect. But any worry about a traumatic death is quelled when Rodolfo passes peacefully, his sweet little spark extinguished by a final puff of breath softly fluttering his lips.

Doris squeezes my hand, hard, and I let her, and Ben uses his stethoscope to check for a heartbeat. With a solemn nod, he lets us know that Rodolfo is really and truly…gone.
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“Do you believe in Heaven?”

It’s the beginning of June and the days are finally starting to warm up. The nights are still cold as all get out, but I’m able to wear some of the clothes I shipped back from California, and I cannot even begin to describe how good it feels to wear something other than Lenora’s sweaters. Granted, most of my clothing is currently sitting unpacked in Lenora’s room—a room I still haven’t fully moved in to, despite my intentions way back in February. Ben is a neat freak, and I’m not, and since we’ve become what we’ve become, we spend every night in his room, where the floor is free of clothing and shoes and books and random knick knacks like hair dryers and diffusers and scattered packages shipped from various retailers wanting me to try and review their products. I admit, part of the state of my bedroom is due to the fact that I never fully moved in to Lenora’s house. The first month and a half, I lived in alternating states of shock, anger, and denial followed by a quick bout of puppy love-slash-embarrassment…which, rather swiftly, turned into an infatuation bordering on (dare I say it?) love.

Yep. I think…I think…I’m falling in love with Ben.

Which is why, as we lay tangled on a blanket on the beach edging the outskirts of Lenora’s property, I ask this question.

My attraction to Daniel was physical, our interaction superficial. I didn’t really realize it at the time, of course. I just didn’t know there was any other way to be. That it was an option, a privilege, to be able to bare your heart and soul to the person who also made your insides swoon with desire.

I never believed I could have my cake and eat it, too.

But with Ben, I get everything.

I get it all.

Ben doesn’t respond right away, mulling the question over in his mind before committing to an answer. He’s flat on his back, head resting on one arm while the other is wrapped around me. I nuzzle my cheek deeper into his chest and kick my leg over his, the sound of his heartbeat and the lazy swoosh of the waves merging together to lull me into a heavy state of relaxation.

So Minnesota in the tail end of Spring? I get it now, I get it.

Lost Bay, you win.

“I don’t believe in Heaven as a place, per say,” he says eventually. “At least, not one that has pearly gates and a man with a long white beard waiting to check your name off a list as you enter. Does that bother you?”

A breeze ruffles my hair, the loose strands around my face tickling my cheeks. “Yeah. I mean, no. I don’t buy into that, either.”

I’ve been thinking about this lately, so much lately, which is strange because it’s not something I’ve ever given much thought to before. Sure, you’d think the big questions like why are we here? and how did we get here? and where do we go when we die? would be on the forefront of everyone’s minds. We are, after all, human, and the answers to these questions affect everyone across the board equally, regardless of location or culture or status. I doubt the oceans that separate us here on Earth will rise to distance us after death, and I can’t imagine a handful of religious deities hovering in the ether like elementary school teachers, waiting to divide our departed souls up before leading us to whatever preordained classroom is bearing the appropriate symbol.

Eventually these questions are going to answer themselves, one way or another. But there’s something about the passing of a loved one that makes you start asking them sooner rather than later. As if, through loss, a portal has been breached, revealing a doorway to The Other Side. The only bitch of it is, the damn door is locked and you have to find the missing key.

“I do, however, believe there’s something after we die.” Ben brushes his fingers up and down my forearm, making me shiver despite the sun’s baking heat. “But I think it’s more of a state of existence rather than a place, and what level you attain, I guess you could say, is determined by what you learned while you were here rather than what commandments you followed.”

“Do you think there’s judging?”

Ben dips his chin, looking down at me. He doesn’t hesitate to answer. “No, I don’t. True love doesn’t judge.”

“My mom tried to kill herself after my dad died. Lenora found her in the bathtub with a bottle of vodka and one wrist slashed open.” Ben is quiet, letting me speak, letting me get this out. But his arm tightens around me, a silent comfort. “I was barely two years old at the time, so I don’t remember it. And my mom never talks about it. She has a scar, but she covers it up with bracelets and chunky watches. I’ve even seen her put makeup on it. But one time when I was about, I don’t know, seven or so, I was watching her get ready for one of her dates with Cliff and saw it. I asked her about it, and she told me it was a scar from when she died. And that comment alone opened up a whole new world for me, because I didn’t know it was possible to die and come back. I remember having so many questions, but the first one out of my mouth was, ‘Did you see my dad?’ Which is strange, because I’d never felt a connection to him before that day. To me, he was always just the guy in the pictures. But it was like this new information cracked open something inside me and suddenly he was all I could think about.”

Ben’s voice is low against my ear. “Maybe it was a way of lessening the distance between you two. Changed your perspective.”

I huff. “It certainly did that. She said she didn’t see my dad, that she didn’t see anything. ‘There’s nothing after you die, Lenny. Nothing. This is all there is. This is all you’re going to get.’”

Ben sighs. “Shit.”

I nod. “Yep. The funny thing is, her words didn’t, like, aspire me into action. Looking back on it, I think they froze me up. Like I only had one chance to get it right, and I had to start immediately or risk messing everything up permanently. I spent so much time worrying about making the right decisions that I never made any at all.”

“How do you know that what she was telling you was the truth? Of course, not that you would have thought to question it at that age. She was your mom after all, right?”

“She wasn’t lying. At least not about the dying part.” I squint up into the sun, watch what looks to be a bald eagle soar gracefully through the sky. “I asked Lenora about it, and of course she confirmed it. Gave me the details, the ones my mom purposefully left out. Lenora admitted there was a moment where she flatlined. Apparently, it was pretty bad; she had to undergo a blood transfusion and the doctors had trouble getting her blood pressure to stabilize. It’s so sad, all of it. The pain she had to have felt to do something like that. Or attempt to, at least. She loved my dad so much she’d die for him, and then she goes and marries someone like,” my mouth twists, “Cliff.”

“People respond to tragedy in different ways.”

“I guess,” I say, shifting against him. Somewhere along the line, he stopped rubbing my arm, so I wiggle it beneath his hand, a not-to-subtle indication that I want more of what he was giving.

He laughs and trails his fingertips lightly over my skin. “You know, Nora gave me some books on the topic when she was…before she passed. They’re pretty deep. And some of them,” he blows out a breath, “are incredibly far out there, as in they’ll bend your mind into a pretzel. But, if you’re interested, they’re on the bookshelf in my room.”

“So, not book club material, eh?”

Ben chuckles. “It would take way more than one hour a month to explore these topics. Nora and I sat for hours talking about them before she lost…” He stops abruptly, clears his throat. “They’re not light reads, let’s just leave it at that.”

“I don’t know. Mimi would probably be up for it. I swear, that girl has so much more going on in her head than I initially gave her credit for. But Natalie? Nah, probably not.”

She’s sweet and she’s book smart, but she doesn’t dig very deep.

Then again, I never used to, either.

“Yeah,” I say, feeling a pull in my chest at the thought. “Yeah, I’d like to read them. Maybe I’ll start one when we get home.”

And when I realize that I said the word home out loud, and that for the first time in my entire life it feels right and true, another portal opens. But unlike the door to The Other Side, this one reveals the entrance to Hope.

And by God or by no God, I’ve got the key.
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We break ground on the rescue on the last day of spring, with plastic glasses of champagne and a cooler filled with imported beer, courtesy of Chevy. It’s an intimate gathering, with a bonfire and friends and food and music setting the scene. Ben is more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him; two weeks ago, he hired another veterinarian, and even though the guy is only working part time for now, his presence at the clinic gives Ben an extra day off a week, which gives us more time to become what it is that we’re becoming.

There’s really no question about whether or not I’m going to stay in Lost Bay after my year of servitude is up. It’s more assumed, an unspoken acknowledgment between the two of us. At times, I wrestle with the weight of closeness between myself and the town; as I’ve mentioned before, it’s harder to be inconspicuous in a place where everyone knows your name than it is in a city where next to no one does. But unlike the family I grew up with, the one I’ve fallen into actually seems to like me, has my best interests at heart. Already Chevy has installed a sort of miniature cooling display in Jasper’s for the sole purpose of showcasing my pies and cakes. He and Mimi give me weekly orders, which slowly seem to be growing as the locals gain a taste for my unique flavors.

Like now.

Chevy shovels a large bite of cake into his mouth, leans back in his creaking metal lawn chair, and moans. “This one,” he says, pointing at the three-layer triangle on his plate, his voice thick. “I want three of these on next week’s order.” Using the side of his plastic fork, he cuts into it again. “Damn.”

I sip on my beer and smile, pleased. “Really? Because I was kinda nervous about this one. I substituted homemade applesauce for the eggs.”

“No shit?” Chevy scrapes the last of cake from his plate. “Well, whatever you did, it worked.” He finishes the last bite and chuckles. “You know, you’re going to make us all fat if you keep baking this way.”

He’s referring to the mountain of sweet treats I’ve been pawning off on everyone I can think of. Practice makes perfect, and I’ve been baking up a storm these last few months, taking the learning curve at a pace of which I’ve never tackled anything before. The workshop I attended in L.A. was a gamechanger, and the chef made the point that each baker should leave his or her own personal touch on their product, something unique that sets their work apart from the mass-produced pastries churning out of grocery store bakeries and prepackaged boxes. “Each creation needs to bear your mark, your heart. You want the eater to taste the very essence of your soul, capisce?”

Some of my, uh, creations have been less than desirable. But most, surprisingly, have turned out better than I could have ever anticipated.

“Yeah, well. If I kept everything I baked, Ben and I wouldn’t be able to fit through the front door.”

Chevy laughs. “So, you’re sticking around for the long haul, I take it?” His eyes slide over to where Ben is talking with the builder, arms crossed and chin resting on one fist. Roman, Lenora’s attorney, rounds out the trio, looking like a tropical Santa clause in his Hawaiian shirt and red cargo shorts.

I try to hide my smile, attempt to bite it back, but I can’t. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

Chevy bumps my shoulder with his fist. “Good call. Your hot and heavy relationship aside, Lost Bay is a prime market for your business. A summer vacation spot like this? You’ll have a year’s-worth of income wrapped up in a few months.”

I know this, because like my business books suggested, I’ve scouted the market. The last few years, Lost Bay alone has played host to more weddings and elopements than any other spot along Lake Superior’s North Shore. And that’s not even counting all the family reunions, anniversary parties, and birthday celebrations catered by the numerous resorts and rustic lodges skirting the edge of our wilderness. I’ve already met with staff at two of the places, and both of them were enthusiastic about the samples I brought.

Lenora’s money aside—which is something I’ve been thinking less and less of lately—I think I’ll do just fine.

I am doing just fine.

“What about you? Are you in it for the long haul? Do you miss Chicago?”

Chevy sighs. He’s wearing a straw fedora with a black grosgrain ribbon and a sleek side feather, and when I mention Chicago, he squints and swipes a hand over his forehead, pushing up the brim. “Yes.” He adjusts the hat and, looking at me, smiles warmly. “Yes, to both.”

“Why not just go back to Chicago? Why stay here if you’d rather be somewhere else?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes the people trump the place.”

I follow his gaze as it strays to Natalie, who’s having a rather animated conversation with Mimi and Jerry and Doris, their expressions caught in a comical display of shocked amusement, and immediately understand.

At their feet, Mitzi tugs on Asha’s ear, trying to get her attention.

A few yards away, one of Lenora’s feral cats, a gray tabby, feasts on a dropped chicken leg, stopping every now and then to shoot a suspicious look over its shoulder.

And Ben, coming this way, my way, his lips lifting into a sexy grin when he catches me staring.

Holding up my beer, I smile. “To our people.”

Chevy reaches for his, clinking the neck of his bottle against mine. “To our people.” Then, rising from his chair with a squeak of metal on metal, he throws me a sheepish grin before heading for the folding table bearing the night’s treats. Heaving a great sigh, he mumbles to no one in particular, “Just one more piece.”




 

 

 

 

[image: ]




 

 

[image: ]

 

“And that’s the last of it.”

Mimi accepts the box of hair products that’s been taking up one corner of my room for the last two months and grins like a kid in a candy store. “Aren’t you going to miss getting all this free stuff?”

I shrug, folding one of Lenora’s sweaters and tossing it into the donation pile. “Not really. I mean, of course the PR boxes were a perk. But I don’t miss doing the stuff I had to do to get them. It was fun for a while but, you know, things change.”

I lost interest in it.

I found interest in something else.

It happens.

I filmed my last video a month ago, thanking my followers for watching all these years and explaining what the next chapter of my life entailed. Some of the comments were encouraging and some were dismissive. And of course, a few guys asked to see my tits.

“Well, thank you for this. I just ran out of that hair mask you gave me back in February. Gotta keep those curls quenched, right?”

I half laugh, half cringe as she casually tosses out the tagline I used to close my videos.

I’m Lenny Vane; thank you so much for watching! Don’t forget to like, comment, and subscribe! And remember…keep those curls quenched!

All of it said with a smile and an enthusiasm I usually didn’t feel, but often fooled myself into thinking I did.

So much of my life has been spent chasing things I thought I should want, that I was supposed to desire. It wasn’t until I came to Lost Bay, until I was so far removed from the societal programming I allowed myself to be subjected to, that I finally started to realize what life—mine, at least—is all about.

My world shifted on its axis, and now I see everything differently.

And who knows? Maybe tomorrow I’ll change again.

I’m learning to become comfortable in uncertainty, familiar with the unknown.

Mimi takes the hair products, along with one of Lenora’s books I just finished reading, and departs with a skip in her step, while I continue to purge and clean and pack my room in preparation for my big move down the hall.

I, or maybe I should say we, are going to move into Lenora’s room. It’s a grand room with a woodburning fireplace and vaulted ceilings and a stunning view of Lake Superior from the east facing windows. And since I plan to stay here indefinitely, it’s time I get settled in. Finally make this place mine.

It’s so funny, how I came here with the intention of leaving so quickly, not to mention the anger that followed when I realized that I had to stay or forfeit my inheritance for another decade. Now, I never want to leave, feel more myself in Lost Bay than I ever have anywhere else, and rarely give Lenora’s money a second thought.

Sifting through a pile of clothes on a rocker in the corner of the room, I come across the coat Ben lent me on the day of Lenora’s funeral and, remembering how I shrugged into it more than once during those first few cold weeks in Lost Bay, feel all warm and mushy inside. Hell, I can’t even pretend that I kept it around for the warmth, because Lenora’s closet was bulging with coats and sweaters and layers that I could have bundled up in. No, I kept it for the smell, the delicious scent that is Ben, that somehow smelled familiar, smelled like home, even way back then.

He never asked for it back, and I never offered.

But now, because I can get the smell directly from the man himself, I toss the coat in the crook of my arm and pad downstairs, finding him where I always do, at the kitchen table beneath the greenhouse windows. He’s lounging in one chair with his bare feet kicked up on the one across from it, jeans and a deep green t-shirt making him look even more resistible than he smells. The plants I bought last month are lush and blooming next to him, and as they catch the sun, they cast spindly shadows over his face, his shoulders, the book in his lap. When he looks up, they quiver, and a slant of light catches his eyes, making them spark.

And then he smiles. He smiles simply because it’s me, because I walked into the room, and no one has ever, ever smiled at me like that before.

I squint, playfully suspicious. “Why the sappy grin?”

Ben shuts his book and drops it on the kitchen table. “You.”

His frank answer makes me blush, because I know he actually means it. With Ben, there are no games, no spurts of hot or cold. Well, not anymore. Not once we gave in to each other, made a silent commitment that, through actions alone, developed into a connection so deep words simply can’t define it.

I hold up his coat, and he laughs. “I was wondering when I was going to get that back.”

“It’s warm and it smells good.” I toss it over the back of a chair and slide into his lap. “Besides, a guy should never give his coat to a girl and expect to see it again any time soon.” Relaxing against him, I run my fingers over his chest. “And that pretty much goes for any item of clothing. Sweatshirts, t-shirts. You know.”

Ben smirks, his hands finding their way to my sides, down my hips. “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

I roll my eyes like I can’t believe he even has to ask. “Because we hoard it. All of it. Wear the shit out of it. And maybe,” I mumble, “some of us even sleep in it.”

Ben arches a brow. “Some, huh?”

I give a dismissive shrug. “Some.”

His laugh is a deep rumble in his chest, which is flush against mine, and I feel it against my heart as it breaks free. “Then why give it back now?”

“Because,” I say, moving to slide my lips over his ear. “I get to sleep with the real thing now. And that’s so much better.”

I skate my teeth over his earlobe before dragging my tongue down his neck. And as I do, he hardens beneath me, the want evident in the low noises he’s making in the back of his throat. But far too soon, he pushes me away, gently, just enough so that our lips are inches—oceans—apart.

I hum in disappointment.

“Before you get too carried away, California, there’s something I want you to see.” Ben shifts me a little to the left so he can grab a package that’s sitting farther back on the table. It’s a small rectangular box, flat and unwrapped save for a simple silk ribbon the color of Tiffany blue. Until now, I hadn’t noticed it; my focus, as always, was on him.  Always on him.

He hands it to me, and for a moment I just sit there, taking it in, rubbing my thumb over the ribbon’s silk. “What’s this?”

Ben chuckles, a deep sound laced with nerves. “It’s for you, weirdo.”

“But it’s not my birthday.”

He raises a brow, gives me a stern look. “Just open it.”

I blush and peel off the ribbon, smoothing it over the lid. Then, pushing back a thin layer of tissue paper, I pull out an apron, one that’s creamy white and so buttery soft I can’t stop touching it. It’s the professional kind, not the small half-size apron I pulled from a hook in Lenora’s pantry and have been using these last few months. In the upper right corner, embroidered in an elegant script the same soft blue as the ribbon, is my name.

“Your eyes,” Ben explains as I run my fingers over it. “It’s the same shade. I couldn’t resist.”

I shake my head and look up in to his face, hoping the appreciation I feel is obvious on mine. “You didn’t have to do this. It’s amazing and I love it, but…”

Ben just grins and nods toward the box. His eyes sparkle mischievously, and whatever nerves plagued him seconds ago seem to have fled. “There’s more.”

I shoot him a look before rifling through more tissue paper, uncovering a second box. This one is small and chunky, and when I open it, I find that it’s packed full of business cards. Business cards with—my eyes widen— my name on them. The cardstock is pale blue and the design minimalist, striking in its simplicity. Beneath my name is a white outline of a rolling pin bearing the words Cakes & Desserts, and on the back of the card is my contact information in shiny gold print.

My mouth drops; I don’t even know what to say.

Ben’s arms rest loosely around my waist, and he tightens his grip while he watches me lift a card and trace the lettering.  “I thought it’d be a good idea to make it official.”

I still can’t speak, can’t find the words to express how much his belief in my newfound dream means to me.  And truth be told, there are no words. None that are able to convey what it means to have his support, his unwavering faith when, some days, I can barely find it in myself.

“Do you like it? If you want another color or…”

Ben’s smile falters, so I lean forward and, resting my palm against his cheek, kiss it right back into place.
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I find the bottle the next day.

I’m busy pushing around the furniture in Lenora’s bedroom, moving it to the center of the room, when I see it. The orange prescription bottle with the name Andrea Cook on it.  As I pick it up, a vague memory teases from a distant corner of my mind, and Daniel’s voice sounds like it’s coming from the end of a long tunnel as I remember his words: I thought your grandmother’s name was Lenora?

It’s a hollow memory, one without substance. But it’s not so ethereal that I chalk it up to a figment of my imagination.

I twist the bottle in my fingers, the plastic slick against my grip. It’s missing a cap, and the name of the drug can’t be deciphered with my simple-minded knowledge of pharmaceuticals. But a sinking feeling hits me, like I’m standing in quicksand and the ground is slowly being sucked out from beneath me.

This sensation stays with me the rest of the afternoon. It clings to me as I wrap the furniture in plastic, trickles through me as I mix paint and pour it into trays. And three hours later, after I’ve covered most of Lenora’s room in a cool shade of Swirling Water, the ache in my shoulders is more from the burden of doubt than from the strain of pushing against the roller.

It’s eating away at me. The empty bottle. This stranger’s name.

Andrea Cook.

Who is she and why is her medication in Lenora’s room?

Maybe Lenora had a friend stay with her, and this bottle, once emptied, was easily forgotten and left behind.

But no. I don’t buy that explanation.

My insides continue to swoop and swirl, dip and dive for another few hours until, by the time Ben comes home from work, I’m pacing in the kitchen, ugly thoughts running through my head.

I had a lot of time to think, pushing and pulling that paint roller. A lot of time to mull things over, for ugly suggestions to take root in my mind, turning into scenarios that leave me nauseous.

Ben looks exhausted, but when he sees me, his eyes light up and an easy grin slips over his face. It’s extinguished almost immediately, however, when he takes a look at my face, my expression, the way my eyes are squinted in accusation.

Because he knew Lenora. Held her as family.

Ben lived in this house for an entire year, and if there was anything shady going on, then certainly he had to know about it.

Or was the cause of…

No.

No.

As ugly as my thoughts are I can’t, I won’t, let them go there.

“Hey,” he says, heading straight for me, concern creasing his brow. “What’s wrong?”

Instinct causes me to take a step back just before he reaches me. And I hate it. Because all I want to do is fall into his arms, fall right into his open arms and bury my head in his chest. I want to forget about Andrea Cook, about this bottle and the missing pills. I want to pretend I never found it, throw it right in the trash along with all of my questions and the jagged conclusions to which they give rise. I want to wipe these suspicions out of my mind, paint over them as easily as I painted the walls in Lenora’s bedroom.

“Lenny.” My name on Ben’s lips is like a sedative, soothing the tension pulling on my shoulders, squeezing the back of my neck. “Talk to me.”

I take a deep breath, wanting to both stall and get it over with at the same time. Uncurling my fingers, I reveal the prescription bottle and set it on the kitchen island. “Do you know anything about this?”

I want to scream the question, force it through my mouth in such a way that it snags the hunk of dread sitting in my throat and pulls the foul lump out right along with it.

How is it possible that we can know the truth, truly know it without a shadow of a doubt, when there’s absolutely no earthly explanation for why we know it?

Ben’s face turns hard, turns to stone, turns back into the face of a stranger.

I cross my arms over my chest, waiting.

He swallows, stalling.

So I call him on it.

“I’m not stalling.” He sighs, a quick exhalation of…annoyance? Irritation? Guilt? “Nora said she was going to tell you. She assured me that before…” He pauses, runs both hands down his face before shaking his head. “She said she was going to tell you. In her own way. I guess I never thought to ask just what exactly she meant by that, but I assumed…” He lifts his chin, his gaze distant. “I assumed she would. But then I started to wonder. And if she didn’t tell you, how the hell was I supposed to?”

“What are you talking about? Tell me what?” The muscles in my throat are pinched so tight I can barely get the words out.

But Ben isn’t listening. Just runs both hands down his face again, mumbling to himself. “All this time. All this fucking time. She swore. And I told her, but no…she said…”

“What, Ben? All this fucking time what?”

He’s scaring me. And it’s not due to the worry that he’s going to snap and physically hurt me. No. It’s not that at all. It’s the sort of fear that comes with knowing that your whole world is about to be flipped. The certainty that you’re this close to losing everything—the good and the beautiful and the wonderful—that makes life worth living.

Ben stops pacing, stops rambling, and faces me with an expression that’s indicative of a sea captain staring into the face of a coming storm. “You didn’t know that Nora had Alzheimer’s.”

“No. You know I didn’t. She didn’t tell me…”

Ben cuts me off. “She didn’t tell anyone. Well, aside from me. And, as a necessary precaution, Roman. In case there was any…any…fall out.”

I frown. “Fall out? From what?”

“Nora’s death…” Ben sighs again, and it’s clear that what he’s about to reveal pains him. It’s in the way he clenches his jaw, the way his voice dips with emotion when he speaks. “Nora didn’t…didn’t die from natural causes. She…it was…” His mouth works, searching for the word I already know. A word he can’t seem to use, even now, all these months later.

“Nora chose to end her life.” And with these words, he finally cracks. The lines cutting into his brow soften, smooth out. His shoulders, before so stiff, suddenly sag, as if no longer able to bear the weight of my grandmother’s secret. “I should have told you. But then I wondered if maybe there was a reason Nora didn’t tell you, so I kept my mouth shut. And when you first got here, knowing what I knew and you didn’t? Hell, it was like I couldn’t breathe around you. It’s just… Lenny, I’m so sorry. Jesus, I’m so sorry….”

Ever since I fell for Cliff and his lies, I’ve honed my people-reading skills. It wasn’t something I consciously did, not at first, but learning to decipher another’s expressions and actions—in a sense, read between the lines—has become almost second nature to me. And while there are times that I can be fooled, it doesn’t last long, and it doesn’t happen often. In fact, Daniel’s controlling behavior was the first thing to slip past my defenses in years. And even then, at the risk of sounding pathetically arrogant (not to mention weak,) I think I always knew that about him. Knew, but didn’t care.

Because I was so tired. So damn tired of being surrounded by people, but still feeling completely, always, infinitely alone.

And here, with Ben, it seems I’ve made the same mistake.

Each emotion bears a unique signature, a tell of sorts, like a person’s penmanship does to a handwriting expert, I suppose.

And guilt? It’s the most expressive emotion of the whole damn bunch. It’s a tell that doesn’t whisper; it fucking screams.

The twitch of Ben’s lips, the pull at the corners of his eyes, speaks volumes.

If my grandmother chose to end her life, then why is he the one who looks so damn guilty?
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Lenora chose to end her life. She didn’t want to exist as a shell of her former self, her memories sucked out of her head along with her sharp wit. She didn’t want to spend her last days in the drab room of a nursing home or hospice center, having to be bathed and wiped and dressed by strangers.

She didn’t want to become someone else in the blink of an eye, waking up one morning in a foreign body, with people she couldn’t remember and an intellect she couldn’t trust.

This is what Ben tells me, of course.

Because, of course, Lenora isn’t around to do it.

I listen, I listen, and as I listen, a dull roar fills my head, whispers alongside Ben’s words. It’s hard to concentrate on what he’s saying, even as he’s pushing a mug of steaming tea into my hand.

The hot ceramic against my skin clears the static in my head, and I look up to find I’m sitting down. Somewhere along the line I made it to the kitchen table, to a chair opposite the greenhouse. I look out the windows now, note the sunset fanning the sky, and wonder about cosmic consequences.

I’m not religious, and I don’t believe in Heaven and Hell the same way as, for example, a person of devout faith would. I’ve never had any sort of spiritual awakening, haven’t felt the hand of God on my shoulder as I walked through trying times. I’ve never had visions of my deceased father nor have I woken from symbolic dreams that later manifested into reality. And Lenora, for her part, hasn’t visited me once since her passing. I’ve never, ever had one damn thing—magical or supernatural—happen to me in all of my twenty-four years to dispute or support any of the romantic theories that have been tumbling around the globe for centuries.

My life has always been as heavy, as heavy, as heavy could be.

So I don’t know if what Lenora did condemned her to a literal or figurative hell, or simply wiped her soul right out of existence. For all I know, she could very well be a full-on light-being who, as we speak, is getting ready for another round of incarnation on another planet.

Or she could be nothing but dust along the shore of Lake Superior.

I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.

“Lenny?”

Ben’s voice draws me back to the present. Back to a reality I’m not sure what to make of.

Can I be angry with her? No, it was her life, and she had every right to do with it as she pleased.

But.

But, but, but.

“Why didn’t she wait? Why did she do…it…when she did?”

Translation: Why didn’t she wait to see me one last time, to call and tell me good-bye? To explain what the hell she was thinking, to explain why she did what she did with her will?

And then, when I realize that all of these things have to do with me, with my hurt and my feelings, I feel ashamed.

Ben slides into the seat next to mine, leans forward and rests his elbows on his thighs. “Once she made the decision, it was her intention to wait as long as she could. About two months before she passed, she had a really bad episode. I found her on the side of the road when I was coming home from work. She didn’t know who she was, where she was. Hell, it was late October and she was out there in slippers and a nightgown, walking around like it wasn’t snowing, like she wasn’t freezing. At first, she didn’t even know who I was. Fought me hard when I tried to get her in my truck. Nora was always feisty, but she’d never been vicious or aggressive. But man, was she pissed. She couldn’t understand that she was in danger of literally freezing to death, and when I finally got her into the truck and back to the house, I found she’d left the front door wide open. The entire entryway was filled with snow. Asha ran up to her once we got inside, and Nora freaked. Tried to kick her, thought she was a wild animal.” He stares at his hands. “Before that, it was just little stuff. She’d forget who I was and call me Christian—”

“—my dad’s name,” I whisper.

Ben nods. “But it only took a little nudge to get her back on track.  She used to joke that the doctor diagnosed her wrong. And damn if I wasn’t starting to believe her. Then it was like it all just escalated overnight. She started spending more time out of her mind than in it. Of course, she was so embarrassed later, always worrying that the next time she wouldn’t be able to pull herself out of it. That was her fear, you see. She told me...” He pauses for a breath, splaying his fingers before fisting them tight. “She told me that she’d rather die than lose her dignity. So we…we came up with a plan.”

I hold up a hand. “Wait. We? What does that mean? Surely this wasn’t…” I stop, give him a chance to deny it. To scoff at my suggestion that he was the one who lured Lenora to an early death. But he doesn’t meet my eyes, so I barrel on. “Was this your idea?”

Ben doesn’t say anything; his silence is his confession.

“You conspired with my grandmother to kill herself.”

It’s not a question. Because now I know the answer.

I push away from the table. There’s a dull ringing in my ears, but I ignore it as easily as I ignore Ben’s voice, calling to me as I pull open the door to the garage and step through it.

The heat of the night, the stifling humidity that chokes Lost Bay two months out of the year…none of it touches me.

I’m in Lenora’s Land Rover before I know it, as if each second is passing in chunks, sped up and jerking like an old black and white film from the early 1900’s. I’m down the driveway, turning onto the highway, skirting the edge of town. Jasper’s is up ahead and then, the next second, barely a spec in my rearview mirror.

And when I get to Roman’s, I pound on the door with the ferocity of a woman who, after waking to find she’s been buried alive, rails on the lid of her locked casket.

Rage.
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Ben hurried Lenora’s death along because he wanted her money. He slid into her life, slick as a snake, smooth as an eel, wrapping himself around her slowly, slowly until, when the time was right, he pulled…tight.

This is all I can think about, despite the reassurances that I’m wrong, wrong, dead wrong.

Roman’s voice is droning on and on. A deep, raspy timber laced with the remnants of sleep. I woke him up when I pounded on the door like a crazy woman, and I don’t think the shock of being roused in such a jarring manner has fully subsided. His white hair is ruffled, sticking straight up, and his Santa beard is slightly smushed. He squints at me through dry, sleep-filled eyes and scrubs a hand over a cheek that still bears the crinkles from his pillow case.

I glare at him right back.

“Lenora,” he says, the only person in Lost Bay who still can’t get my name right, “I understand why you’re upset. But you have to believe me when I say that this is what Nora wanted. Death with dignity. Hell, it’s what every human on the planet wants. Deserves.”

I humph. “Well, of course you’d say that. You were in on it. Did Ben give you a cut, huh? For helping him coerce Lenora in to swallowing those pills? But not, of course, before changing her will, right?” I throw up my hands, pacing around the great room of his cabin, a space which is notably less cluttered than his dingy office next door. “I can’t believe I even expected an honest answer from you! I don’t even know what I’m doing here! I should be talking to the police, that’s who—”

Roman sits down in an old leather arm chair, the plump cushion whistling under his weight. He draws his red robe tighter around his bulging frame and points to the couch catty-corner from his seat. “Do what you need to, Lenora. But first, sit. Sit down and listen to me. You owe your grandmother that. Because I promise you, putting Ben’s reputation in the shitter because you haven’t got all the facts is the very last thing she’d want.”

My body is humming, buzzing, burning up. But I manage to sit, more to honor Lenora’s memory than his request. I worry my lower lip between my teeth, working loose a piece of skin. At the mention of Ben, my face heats, my throat prickles, and I suddenly find myself blinking back tears.

Because I trusted him.

Because I loved him.

And, because, despite everything…I still do.

The mere mention of ruining his reputation douses the fire burning in my chest, and without its flames to fan my fury, I sink, defeated, into the couch, a limp sack of nothing.

I don’t want to ruin Ben. At least, not the Ben I know.

But the problem is…what if he’s not the Ben I know? What if he’s a scam artist? Granted, so far he’s done everything he promised he’d do with Lenora’s money. I’ve seen it. I’ve been there, right alongside him, a witness to it all. The building, the zoning, the hiring of new staff and the purchasing of new equipment. Setting up a fundraiser for opening week and recruiting volunteers…

I’ve been there for everything. And maybe, possibly, therein lies the problem.

The kink in Ben’s plan.

Me.

He didn’t know that Lenora was conspiring to have me stick around for a year, to make sure the money was going where she wanted it to go. Because now I know with absolute certainty that’s why she put the stipulation on my inheritance.

And then it hits me. Ben could be working me the same way he did her. Now I’m the woman with the money, with the wealth, with the other half of the inheritance. Is it possible that Ben is romancing me for the sole purpose of getting my share?

The thought makes me sick, makes me want to bend over and vomit right here on Roman’s plush oriental rug.

I think back to earlier in the week, when the thought popped into my head to give half of my inheritance to Ben’s cause. At the time, I realized that I already had everything I could ever want: a beautiful home, a burgeoning career that I adored, an amazing man that I adored even more. For the first time in my life I had friends who knew how to give as well as take. And the community that I once shied away from had accepted me with a warmth I never knew was possible.

Money, that much money, wasn’t something I needed anymore.

I was high on life, that day. Romanced by hope. Seduced by yearnings that, up to this point, had gone unsatisfied.

Freaking Lost Bay, Minnesota.

It’s quiet and beautiful and raw and rugged up here, in this little corner of the woods, alongside a lake that stretches like silk against the sky, and I love it more than anything I’ve ever loved before.

But now it’s tainted.

“First of all, I have signed documents from Lenora stating that everything she did was of her own free will. And—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I interrupt, pushing his words away with a wave of my hand. “It’s illegal. That’s what matters. She wasn’t right in her head, Ben corrupted her, used her, twisted everything around. And how the hell did she get those pills? The ones from Andrea Cook? Because surely they weren’t obtained legally.”

Roman sighs. “Minnesota doesn’t honor Death with Dignity. And Nora’s mental state seemed to be on a downward slope after that incident Ben told you about. It was deteriorating fast. Nora didn’t have the time nor the inclination to move to a state where it was honored. Not to mention, she didn’t want to leave her home. They—Benjamin in particular—wanted to make sure she didn’t suffer when the time came. Not to be disrespectful, but there are a lot of ways one can choose to go. However, certain cocktails, if you will, can make the process more, shall we say, gentle than others. Completely painless.” He looks at me, his eyes tender. “Lenora, your grandmother’s passing was peaceful. Nora simply went to sleep and didn’t wake up again.”

Like a dog.

I think back to Rodolfo, to his last hour, to the gentle way Ben helped him leave this world for the next.

It all makes me want to scream.

My energy has returned, though it’s spikey, like I just downed too much coffee, and the ball of my right foot bounces my knee up and down, up and down, up and down.

Roman watches, appearing calm as can be, though I can tell by the subtle way he leans forward in his chair that he considers me as unstable as a sweating stick of old dynamite.

“Ben got them, didn’t he?”

Roman presses his lips together. “Right now, with the way you’re riled up, I refuse to confirm any—”

A knock, one that rivaled my earlier one, sounds on the front door.

“Speak of the Devil,” I say loudly as Roman pushes up from his chair.

But the door opens before he can reach it, and there’s Ben, bursting through, his brows dipped in that fierce way of his, jaw set tight.

He’s still wearing his navy blue scrubs. His hair, usually the color of chocolate and butterscotch swirl, is as dark as black licorice, the sweat beading on his brow slicking back the strands.

Only the guilty have something to sweat about. Only those who are about to lose everything, everything, everything.

Like me.

I’m just as guilty. I wasn’t here for Lenora. I abandoned her out of convenience, out of a childish hurt. I allowed this man into my life, my heart. And now, here I am, about to lose everything.

I swipe a shaking hand against my own damp brow.

I wait, though for what I don’t know. There’s nothing he can say. Nothing he can possibly say to make it right. Forever and always I’ll bear this doubt, this distrust. Even if he somehow convinced me that his truth is the truth, I’ll never know. Not for sure. Never for sure. The uncertainty will needle and dig away at our relationship like a sliver, festering into an infection that can’t be cured.

Roman looks from Ben to me, his body tensing, as if he’s not sure what I’ll do.

Only then do I realize I’m on my feet and crossing the room on legs I can’t feel. When I get to Ben, I push him. I splay my fingers and shove my palms against his chest so hard my shoulders ache with the effort. But my weak little attack does nothing; he doesn’t even stumble. So I smack him. Slap my hand against his chest, first one and then the other, before twisting his scrub top in my fists and shoving him again.

“Lenny.” My name on his lips is nothing but a choked whisper, and he has to swallow once, twice, three times before he can speak again. “Please…”

And just like that, I break. I break because I trusted him. Against my better judgement, I trusted him. I trusted Ben, Roman, this town…everyone in it. I thought this place, these people, were my future. Now I can barely stand the thought of them being a part of my past.

Because I can’t stay here. I won’t.

The tears I’ve been holding back break free. The wetness blurs my vision, burns my cheeks, lands salty on my lips.

The monster has a heartbeat, I can feel it pumping beneath my palms. When his arms twitch, reaching for me, I push against him one last time, releasing his shirt before taking a step back, just out of his grasp.

I can sense his ache. His pain. It’s etched there on his face, carved into every curve, settling into every crevice. His eyes bleed with tears that refuse to fall.

When did the line between angel and demon become so blurred? And has it always been this way? Or has the world we created forced an evolution in being, where there’s no longer good or evil but something in between? A conflicted beast, a hybrid of sorts, who’s forging a new path, creating new rules in which right and wrong no longer apply?

Everything in me screams that Ben is telling the truth.

Everything.

Then again, maybe that’s just what I want to hear.

And even so, even with all that, does the fact that it’s true make it right?

I turn on my heel and leave.
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The kitchen is as quiet as a tomb when I come downstairs the next morning.

There’s nothing but silence, an empty silence, the kind of silence that comes with death. The space, once so lively and vibrant, the very heart of this house, is still, too still, like a hollow void, cavernous and cold.

Ben is gone.

Asha is gone.

Lenora is gone.

Isn’t it funny? How loud the quiet screams?
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My eyes pop open when someone tries to crawl into bed with me.

Not that I was asleep.

How could I be, with all the noise my roommate and her friends are making?

“Hey, Lenny Benny,” someone slurs in my ear. “Happy New Year.”

The guy, Bobby something or other, is too close for comfort. I can smell the booze on his breath, feel the mattress bounce as he tries and fails to slip beneath the covers.

“Hey, Hobo Joe,” I snap back, giving him a sharp shove that sends him toppling off the bed and onto the floor. He smacks into my dresser, causing the one door that never quite shuts right to rattle. “You try that again and you’ll be leaving this room with one less testicle.”

He chuckles, though in his drunken state it sounds more like he has severe case of the hiccups. “Oh, c’mon, Lenny Benny. Why you gotta be like that?” Then he belches, a wet gurgle that gives way to a stale stench of yuck.

“This is ridiculous.” I slide out of bed and hook my fingers around Hobo Joe’s collar, twisting the material as I attempt to hoist him off the floor. But he’s heavier than I am, all muscle and no brain, and all I end up doing is choking him. It gets him moving, however, and with my help, he sort of crawls-skitters-slides out my door.

Once in the hall, he stumbles to his feet, bouncing off the wall as he does. His handsome face is slack, the alcohol loosening his limbs as well as his features.

Rubber face, I think. Rubber arms, rubber legs, rubber brain.

I shove past him and stick my head into the living room. “Hey, Destiny,” I call over the music, “keep your boy toys out of my room, got it?”

My roommate (and yes, Lord help me, her name really is Destiny) pushes through the mess of partygoers, a champagne flute in one hand and a cigarette in the other. With her dyed black hair and thickly drawn brows, she looks a bit like Megan Fox, although more of a sad caricature than the real thing. Her heavily made-up lips flatten into a thin line as she takes in my boxer shorts, t-shirt, and messy bun. It’s a sharp contrast to her skin tight ensemble, a purple sequin dress that leaves little to the imagination.  “Boy toy,” she scoffs. “Please. As if I’d ever let that loser in my bed.”

Bobby comes up behind me and slides his arm around my shoulders. I shrug him off.

“Hey, asshole,” she says, fixing him with a look that could kill. “Leave Lenny alone. The girl’s gotta work tomorrow.” And then she winks at me, as if she—as if any of these fools—knows what it’s like to hold down a job.

Trust fund babies. Every single one.

Asshole/Bobby/Hobo Joe tugs at the sleeve of my t-shirt. “Not if you were my girl. My girl wouldn’t need to work. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, baby?”

I peel his fingers off me and squeeze, bending them back as I do. “I doubt you could handle me.”

He squeals like a little girl and slinks away, back into the blob of writhing bodies mixing and mingling beneath the low lights of the living room. The whole party is like one big entity: the people its appendages, the blaring music its voice, the beer and vodka and champagne its life blood.

I don’t even bother telling Destiny goodnight. Just turn and, without a backward glance, beeline it back to my hole in the wall, the smallest room in her lakeside home, the one place I’ve been able to retire to, undisturbed, since I moved to Minneapolis last summer.

Until tonight, that is.

After leaving Lost Bay in July, I made it as far as the Twin Cities before realizing I had absolutely no idea where to go. Certainly not back to L.A., where the cost of rent would put me right back in the same situation I was in before. And there was no way I was going to crawl back to my mother and Cliff. That option wasn’t even on the table.

I have the money from my inheritance; guilt, if anything, made Roman slide it into my savings account a few days after I confronted him. Though guilt, if anything, keeps me from touching it.

So I rented a hotel room for one night, then two, and finally, after three sketchy Craigslist meetings and one night of sleep in my vehicle, I landed a room at Destiny’s place (which is, by the way, literally called Destiny’s Place. There’s, like, a sign above the front gate and everything).  She’s high maintenance, but it doesn’t affect me (usually) and the rent is dirt cheap, since the only reason she put the ad out in the first place is because she travels a lot and wants to make sure someone is here to watch the place while she parties her way around the globe.

In a nutshell, I’m a glorified house-sitter, which has its ups and downs.

When she’s out of the house, life is smooth.

When she’s home, I have to deal with shit like this.

I glance at my phone, my new phone, an updated smart model that has all the bells and whistles, but none of which I ever really use, and note the time. One-thirty in the morning. My sleep has been sketchy all night, thanks to the New Year’s party that Destiny assured me wouldn’t be “too crazy”. And now, thanks to my late night (or early morning?) visitor, I’m wide awake.

It’s the worst thing, trying to fall asleep when you can’t, when you know you need to or else the following day is going to be pure and absolute hell. My shift at Sif’s Bakery begins in five hours, and as much as I love my job, I don’t relish doing it on a few shaky hours of sleep. Not to mention, insomnia has a tendency to pull at your mind, pick through your thoughts, offering up memories you have no desire to revisit.

Tonight, it offers me memories of Lost Bay. Of Lenora’s quiet home, of her sprawling property dotted with sweet smelling pine and feral cats and the sounds of a great lake that purrs like the sea. It reminds me of cozy nights by the fire, morning breakfasts under the light of the greenhouse windows, the busy buzz of the clinic, and Asha’s fluffy head. I think of Doris and Rodolfo and Mimi and Chevy.

And then, when I’ve exhausted all of those distractions, I think of Ben.
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I’ve come to realize that it’s not the snow I hate, but the ice. The damn black ice that Ben warned me about back on my first day in Minnesota.

Which, I realize as I start to feel the ground slip away, was exactly one year ago today.

I’m airborne, but not for long. Arms come out of nowhere, hugging me tight, and I briefly see the sleeve of a black leather jacket before wobbling back to my feet. But then, just as the soles of my boots find purchase, I slide again—this time thanks to the person behind me. We both go down, him with an “Ope!”and me with a shriek, and the next thing I know, I’m staring up into the sky, icy flecks of snow stinging my eyes and a stranger’s hand on my boob.

The guy groans and then, realizing his hand is where it is, immediately snatches it away. And when he starts laughing, the sound is so merry, so deeply humorous, that I can’t help but join in—despite the literal pain in my ass.

It’s the first time I’ve laughed, truly laughed, in months.

“Are you okay?” His voice is as deeply merry as his laugh, like he’s holding so much joy and amusement inside of him that it has to seep out with his words or risk being ejected straight out of his chest. This is a man who smiles when he talks, and when I turn my face to his, his charming grin pulls one from my own lips.

I can only imagine how ridiculous we look, sprawled flat on our backs the way we are. But the people passing by don’t even miss a beat, just veer to the other side of the sidewalk, apparently so used to seeing a spectacle such as ours that they don’t even bother with a second glance.

I try to move and cringe as a twinge of pain shoots through my left butt cheek. “I don’t think I’ll ever walk again.”

He laughs—again with that sweet soothing sound—and pushes to his feet.  Reaching out a hand, he hoists me up and, carefully, we skirt the patch of ice that swept us off our feet. “Well, it’s your lucky day, then. I’m currently available for piggy back rides for the rest of the afternoon. You fall, I haul.”

A picture swoops through my mind of me hopping onto his back and again I find myself laughing, a sound that’s so foreign to my ears it might as well be coming from a stranger.

“Jeremy,” he says, still gripping my gloved hand in his. He has brown hair and red cheeks and dark eyes that squint when he laughs.

“Lenny.” I give his hand a little shake and then release it, standing awkwardly as he takes me in. It’s not an uncomfortable assessment, however, and I find that my unease soon melts away, followed by something I haven’t felt in a long time.

Attraction.

Jeremy. He’s handsome in a bookish way, tall and smart-looking in a black leather jacket and black jeans with a gray scarf slung casually around his neck. Strapped across his chest is an army green messenger back, and as he adjusts the strap, he nods at the smashed box in my hand. “If that’s a cake, I doubt it survived.”

I glance down, grimacing. “They’re cupcakes, actually. And yeah, I’m pretty sure they’re squished beyond recognition.” I lift the lid and a quick glance inside tells me I’m right.

Jeremy frowns, and even with his downturned lips his face emits sunshine. “Someone’s going to be disappointed, huh? Anyone, uh, in particular expecting those?”

I nod. “A five-year old and her friends.” I flip open the lid again and show him what’s left of the princess-themed cakes.

Jeremy sighs. “Damn.” Then, casually, “Is it your daughter’s birthday?”

“My daughter? I don’t have a daughter—” When I realize what he’s referring to, I shake my head. “No. These are—were—for a client.” I hook my thumb over my shoulder, indicating a storefront three businesses over. “I work at Sif’s Bakery. Just down the street?”

Jeremy is beyond delighted by this information. “No kidding? I go into Sif’s all the time!” He cocks a finger at me. “You guys just started serving these amazing cheesecake brownies. Well, it’s been a couple of months now, but still. Best I’ve ever tasted.”

My insides swoon; those are my brownies. Sif Abel, the eccentric owner whose voice boasts a Norwegian lilt, hired me on the spot after trying the samples I brought in for my interview. So far, they’re my only serious contribution to the shop. She brought me on as an assistant, which means I do the boring office work like answering the phones and taking inventory and putting orders through and covering for various employees when they call in sick. Which is exactly how I literally fell into this situation. Our undependable delivery guy partied too hard on New Year’s and now, a few days later, is still down with a bum ankle.

Deliveries, man. Definitely not the highlight of my job.

We’re quiet for a moment, though the flurry of city traffic eats up the silence, makes that fact that we’re trying to draw out this moment between us less obvious.

“Well,” I say eventually, hugging the box to my chest. “I should get back and see what we have to replace these with.” I offer him a little wave. “Thanks for, you know, trying to keep me upright.”

I’m half turned when I feel his hand on my arm.

Jeremy screws his features into a serious expression. “I think I’d better walk you back. This is, after all, extremely dangerous terrain.” He nods, though the grim severity he’s using to entice me with is cracking. One corner of his mouth perks up, shattering his severe façade. “Minnesota sidewalks in January. There’s nothing deadlier.”

Then, offering me his arm, I take it, figuring why the hell not?

Right?

Why the hell not?

When an answer pops, unwilling, into my head, I refuse to acknowledge it.
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The truth is, I can’t forget Ben.

Maybe I just don’t want to.

Maybe I just want to live in a prison of self-imposed pain, where the guards are my shoulda coulda regrets and my cell is barred by a stubborn will hellbent on self-destruction.

I think there’s a tendency to self-destruct in all of us. A tendency to run away, sometimes leaving a trail of devastation in our wake, from the things and the people and the places that make us happy. Why, I don’t know. Perhaps it’s the fear that once we obtain those very things, we’re in immediate danger of losing them. So we look for excuses, any excuses we can find—big or little, trivial or monumental—that support the rejection of everything we hold dear so that we never have to endure their loss.

I remember once, back in high school, liking a boy so much that the infatuation actually made my heart ache. For hours upon hours upon days, I wished for nothing more than to snag his attention, his interest. It all sounds pretty juvenile now, I know. But when you’re fifteen and in the throes of puppy love, your vision can tunnel, warping your thoughts and stunting your focus. I carried on in this ridiculous manner for months before, rather randomly, the thought popped into my head that if I somehow did manage to attract this guy’s attention, I’d have to hold it. The notion alone was so daunting, and my self-esteem so nonexistent, that I killed the crush that instant. The funny thing is, that very boy called me one week later, nerves fluttering in his voice, and I immediately made up some excuse about being too busy to talk before ending the call as fast as I could.

Self-fucking-destruction.

Jeremy is talking, something about the middle school kids that he teaches and an upcoming science fair that he’ll be judging, and I find myself slowly slipping away from the conversation. He’s sweet and his words are animated, and he’s potentially the friendliest, happiest guy I’ve ever, ever met. I watch him over the melting candles on the dinner table, grind amaretto chicken between my teeth, and smile every now and then so he won’t know how much I wish I’d said no to this date.

Ben and I didn’t have pretentious dates in fancy restaurants. It wasn’t our style. Our relationship was filled with luxurious homemade breakfasts in the mornings and boxed take-out dinners on the couch in his office at night. Ben didn’t romance me with candles or wine or expensive food on too small plates. He didn’t need to. Hell, in the beginning, I don’t think he tried to romance me at all. He just went about his life, doing what he did the way he’d always done it, filling his days with selfless acts of heroism grounded on a stubborn will of his own.

And I fell in love with the way he was. The way I saw him…then.

But now? I don’t know what to make of him.

In the end, there was proof, as flimsy as it was, that he’d been telling the truth.

Roman brought Lenora’s file to me the following day, pointing out pertinent documents and allowing me to rifle through the rest. I’m not sure as to the legality of it all—how it went down, the execution and the aftermath. Roman remained somewhat vague on how the pills were obtained, only mentioning that it took a number of forged prescriptions to get the right dose and that an old student of Lenora’s smuggled them from Washington State to Minnesota where someone—he refused to use Ben’s name—took possession of them.

I’m pretty sure I was breaching some sort of attorney-client trust, though I hardly cared about Lenora’s privacy at that point. I wanted answers. I wanted the truth. And when I got it, I found that it didn’t make me feel any better.

So I left.

Maybe because I’d made a fool of myself by throwing a temper tantrum before getting all the facts. Or maybe it was because I didn’t have the faith to believe in Ben, the man I supposedly loved, without a shadow of a doubt before getting said facts.

Doubting Ben led me to doubt myself. It brought back the ugly guilt I had about letting my relationship with Lenora become so distant. About how I wasn’t there for her, in the end.

My leaving wasn’t a noble act carried out in defiance against what I believed to be an immoral deed. Because, despite everything, if I were in Lenora’s shoes, facing the last years of my life with a mind that couldn’t be trusted, I’d want the very same thing—someone who loved me by my side, who’d hold my hand as I faced the unknown, and the comfort of knowing that the very last thought running through my head was mine.

As for the person by her side, the person she chose, I’m pretty sure she knew what she was doing.

Would I have had the strength to do for her what Ben did? Would I have been able to be selfless enough to let her go, to help her plan her exit from this world, despite the mark it would leave on my own heart?

I doubt it.

And perhaps Lenora sensed that.

Now, after months of sleepless nights to ponder it all, I can see the fallacy in my haste. My rush to judge when, as Ben claimed, true love doesn’t judge.  My tether to the home I loved and the person I thought I knew was cut, and now I’ve drifted so far, been away for so long, any hope of reattachment is gone.

In the end, it wasn’t Ben’s actions that put the space between us.

It was mine.

Knee-jerk responses and a lifetime of regret.

“Lenny?”

I’m not sure how many times Jeremy has said my name, and the fact that I’ve been so distant all dinner makes my face heat. “Sorry, I…” There’s no excuse, at least not an adequate one, that supports my lack of attention, so I just sigh in defeat. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

He doesn’t appear bothered, though his laugh is self-deprecating, as if he knows my mind is miles away, maybe even on someone else. “I was just wondering about the cupcakes that took the brunt of our fall yesterday. Were you able to find something to replace them?”

“I did, actually.” I pause, taking a sip of my wine to temper the excitement his question ignited. “In fact, it turns out that patch of black ice was a blessing in disguise.”

A better listener than I’ve been all evening, Jeremy leans forward with interest. “Well, I know why I feel that way,” he says, flashing a warm smile, “but I’d love to hear your reason.”

Oh, boy.

His comment contains more than a hint about how he feels and where he’d like to see us go, despite my flimsy conversation skills. Perhaps there’s hope for me after all, managing to live a full life without Ben. But I brush it all away with an airy laugh and a demure smile before filling him in on everything that happened today, starting with a phone call from the mother of the five-year old whose birthday party I almost ruined. “We didn’t have any more of the princess cupcakes, which kind of threw me into a panic at first. So, completely desperate, I rounded up the batch of chocolate and vanilla swirl cupcakes I’d made that morning before my shift, added some berry cream for flair, and boxed them up along with some complimentary macaroons that I hoped might compensate for the botched order.”

Jeremy folds his hands and rests them under his chin. “Let me guess? They loved them?”

He’s fully invested in my story; his smile is stretched and easy as he listens. If my heart wasn’t such a torn-up wreck right now, I’d find him so easy to fall for.

But just thinking about the possibility of loving someone else, of touching him in the same intimate way I used to touch Ben, leaves me practically nauseous, makes my skin clammy with a revulsion that has nothing to do with the man that’s here with me, but everything to do with the one who isn’t.

I take a big cleansing breath, focus on my good news.

“They did. The client called this morning, demanded to talk to Sif, and complimented the switch and the way we handled the situation for a full ten minutes before,” I pause for effect, “ordering more of the same cupcakes for some fancy board meeting she’s having next week. Sif was so happy, she promoted me the minute she got off the phone. Well,” I amend, “promoted is sort of a stretch, but along with assistant bookkeeper and jack of all trades, I’m now also assistant baker. Which, for me, is huge. Now I get to make more than just cheesecake brownies day after day after day.”

Jeremy laughs. “So those are yours.” He takes a sip of wine and nods as he swallows. “I should’ve known.”

“Yeah, well. I can’t take all the credit. It’s my grandmother’s recipe.”

His smile widens. “I bet she’s proud.”

I struggle for a response, because discussing Lenora isn’t something I want to do here, tonight, with him. Thankfully, the waiter arrives to clear our dishes and I’m spared, at least for the time being, of the need to answer. Jeremy asks if I’d like more wine, and I nod because yeah, yeah, I think I’m going to need more to get through this date.

We talk some more, his musical laugh pulling stares from the tables around us. Women and even a few men regard him appreciatively, which is hardly a surprise. But for me, it feels liked I’m being lured into a trap, his charm wooing me into another relationship that will inevitably just crash and burn.

The evening is as pleasant as pleasant as pleasant can be, and yet I can’t wait to party ways. There’s a squirming in my stomach that has nothing to do with the food but, rather, everything to do with the fact I feel like I’m cheating…on Ben.

But Ben is a ghost, a memory that haunts me and nothing more.

And you can’t be unfaithful to a ghost, can you?




 

 

[image: ]

 

Jeremy drops me off at my door, and the chaste kiss we share does nothing for my libido.

But that’s okay. Because with some people, it just takes time.

It just takes time.

I repeat the phrase over and over again as I slip my key into the lock, step through the door, move to shrug out of my coat.

It just takes ti—

A squeal rips through the room, and before I know it, I’m completely engulfed in a cloud of red.

“What the hell?” I push back from one of the tightest hugs I’ve ever received and stare, slack-jawed. “Mimi?”

“Oh, my God! I’m so excited to see you!” She pulls me in for another dance-hug, and I just go with it, laughing, clinging to her affection like it’s a goddamn lifeline.

Her enthusiasm is like a pin prick, the pop of a balloon, the straw that broke the camel’s back, and it’s as if a dam breaks inside of me, right in my center, unleashing a flood of emotions I didn’t even know I was holding in.

No, not a flood. A freaking tidal wave.

“I went on a date tonight.”

I blurt this information so fast the words blur.

There’s no reason to say this. Not when there are so many other things that, at the moment, need to be said. But it comes out anyway, like a sinner baring confession, as if Mimi’s absolution is the very air I need to breathe.

The rush to purge is desperate.

My lower lip trembles; I don’t need to say anything else.

Mimi takes my hand and gives it a squeeze, the gesture alone releasing the weight of a thousand regrets from my chest.

“Tell me all about it,” she says.

 

• • •

 

“I feel like I’m at a slumber party.”

It’s one in the morning, and Mimi and I are sitting cross-legged in my bedroom, an open box of pizza between us. I lift my third slice of pepperoni from the greasy container and close my eyes as I take a bite.

Heaven.

Mimi chews her own slice, swallows. “This is a slumber party. We’ve got pizza, cupcakes, wine, and,” she adjusts the volume on her phone, “Madonna. 80’s Madonna.”

I laugh. “Face masks next?”

She licks a finger, releasing it with a pop. “You know it.”

I’m feeling so much better now than I was two hours ago, when Mimi’s sudden presence instigated a breakdown that left my eyes puffy and my cheeks a splotchy red. At the time, I couldn’t even articulate why I was crying, why I was suddenly feeling both lost and found at the same time. Or how feeling like that was even possible. There was no explanation other than the fact that she was a part of everything I once held dear, a stark reminder of everything I so desperately missed.

Bear, the chocolate lab that Mimi brought with her, is sprawled next to me, his eyes tracking the slice of pie in my hand. His nostrils flare every once in a while, and when I glance his way, his tail gives a hopeful wag. But he’s well behaved, a sign he was, at one time, well cared for. The white peppering his muzzle indicates he has a story, one that he’ll get to continue living out thanks to Ben’s rescue. According to Mimi, his elderly owner passed away and there was no one to take him in but an already overcrowded shelter. After a month with zero adopter interest, he was set to be euthanized.  But Ben found him first. “I’m surprised Destiny let him in the house.”

“She certainly wasn’t happy about it. I would have visited you first, but if I didn’t pull him today, the likelihood of him still being there tomorrow was slim to none. I had to snag him as soon as I got into town.”

“I still can’t believe you finagled my address out of Gary.” The post office in Lost Bay is apparently as lax about the law as a certain attorney. “Small towns,” I mutter.  “But at least you brought my mail.” I wave toward the pile now sitting on my bed, stacked about a foot high. “I can’t believe they didn’t forward it.”

“I’m sure they would have gotten around to it eventually,” she says, clearly oblivious to how the postal system is supposed to work. “Besides, you didn’t give me a choice.” She lifts her brows. “I could hardly give you hell when you walked in tonight, because you got all blubbery on me and everything. But now? Now it’s time to chew some ass.”

“Really, Mimi? Chew some ass, huh?” Chuckling at her choice of words, I swipe my hands on a napkin and lift them in mock surrender. “All right, then. Chew away.”

“Okay.” She crosses her arms and wiggles her butt until her back is ramrod straight. “What the hell? You just left. Totally disappeared, like, overnight. And then when I called your phone, Ben answered. And shit all if I could get any information from him other than you blew town and he didn’t know where you went. So, inquiring minds want to know. What. The. Fuck?”

I sit for a moment, trying to decide what to tell her. Because what I can tell her, I shouldn’t, and what I want to tell her, I can’t.

I want to tell her that Ben conspired with my grandmother to kill herself, supplied the pharmaceutical cocktail for her to do it with, and sat by her side as she swallowed the pills that ended her life. Not to mention, the fact that he walked away from it all close to three million dollars richer didn’t exactly paint his intentions in the best light.

I want to say how I added fuel to the fire by not believing him, in him, and flew off the handle like a crazy person when what I should have done was calmed the hell down so I could look at everything rationally.

I’d love to tell her about how much I miss him, Lost Bay, her and her brother, Asha, and even Jerry’s goddamn delicious onion dip. I want to admit that I made a mistake in leaving, or at least in leaving the way that I did—like a bat out of hell—and wish more than anything I could go back in time and do it all over again.

What’s that old saying? If only I could go back, knowing what I know now…

Or something like that.

If only I could.

But I can’t. I can’t bend time, no matter how much I may want to. What’s done is done.

“Ben and I had a…fight.” I say this instead, because it’s not a lie, but it’s not the whole truth. There was no fighting, not really. Just me yelling, me leaving.

“So make up.” Mimi says this so casually, so cluelessly, so childlike in her damn naiveté that I feel a prickle of annoyance at her words.

“It’s not that easy.”

“Well, it’s never easy. But it’s almost always easier than most people think it’s going to be.”

“Sounds like fortune cookie advice.”

Mimi shrugs. “There’s a lot of wisdom to be found in fortune cookies.”

“Well,” I say, “not in this case. The circumstances are…extenuating.”

“Be that as it may, but too many repairable relationships fall through the cracks because people refuse to talk out their problems. Or,” she says, peeling a chunk of doughy crust away from her slice, “they talk but don’t listen, which is way more important in my opinion.” She offers the crust to Bear, who snags it with his tongue and swallows the piece in one bite.

I change the subject. “Hey, by the way, how’s Jerry?”

The question does what I hoped it would and gets Mimi focused in a whole new direction. I listen with more envy than jealousy as she tells me about the house they recently rented together and the two cats, Stache and Murray, that they adopted from Ben’s shelter.

I nudge her knee with my foot. “I’m happy for you, Meems. I really am. And…” I sigh. “I’m so sorry I left without saying goodbye. I was just in a shitty place. Not that that’s an excuse.”

“It is totally an excuse. And you’re one hundred percent forgiven.”

I look at her for a moment; sometimes the pure way she moves through life still throws me. “I didn’t know people like you actually existed. To be honest, you kind of freaked me out when we first met.”

Mimi squints, suspicious. “Um, okay? Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

I laugh, and feeling that tickle against my ribs after far too long feels so damn good. “Yes, it absolutely is.”

Mimi’s features relax, and I drain the rest of my wine and watch her feed another piece of pizza crust to Bear. The buzz from the drink and Mimi’s visit has cracked my heart wide open, and I bite my lip, considering the question waiting on the tip of my tongue. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” She slides her finger along the screen of her phone, ending Holiday and starting Live to Tell. The music dips, slows, and it’s as if the very beat is resounding in my blood, pushing the question from my lips.

“Your dad,” I begin, not sure how to work the question. “He passed away last year?”

Mimi nods; her expression doesn’t reflect the grief I was worried the question might trigger. Still, I tread carefully.

“Ben told me it was cancer.”

She nods again. And while her eyes remain dry, her sigh is heavy, as if it’s filled with the remorse not yet etched on her face. “Yeah. Lung that eventually spread to his brain. Or maybe it was the other way around. I never really understood it. It happened so fast. It was,” she sighs again, “awful.”

“I’m so sorry.” I frown. “I shouldn’t have brought it up…”

But Mimi holds up a hand. “Stop. It’s fine. Talking about it is good. It…it helps.” When I cock a brow a her, she responds with a raised one of her own. “Really.”

I don’t know how to form the next question, because it’s kind of morbid. Hell, screw kind of. It’s incredibly morbid. “How, I mean, when did you know there was no hope? For a recovery? Or did you?”

Mimi is quiet for a moment, and I don’t push, just turn my attention to Bear and smooth my hand over his head while I wait.

“About three weeks before he passed, he started talking…weird. Like, on the way home from his second round of chemo, he said he was glad he wouldn’t have to go through another one. At the time, I thought he was just being forgetful, which was understandable, of course. Because he had one more round to go before finishing the…series, I guess you could call it? But then he started talking to a dog that passed away when Chevy and I were kids.”

“So he was hallucinating?”

Mimi nods and then shakes her head, her lips set in a grim line. “That’s what the doctor said. Chevy bought it, but not me. My dad was foggy throughout the last two months of his life. Which was so unlike him; besides Chevy, he was the smartest person I knew. But when he was talking to Barkley, he was completely alert. Lucid, Chevy called it. In those moments, he wasn’t sick. He was suddenly Dad again, bright-eyed and awake and just, you know, chatting it up with a dog who’d been dead for fifteen years. I got so I looked forward to the times when Barkley came around. She was the only thing that took his pain away. Nothing else worked. Whether it was a delusion or the real thing, I didn’t care. It brought him peace. A peace I, for one, couldn’t give him.”

Mimi’s eyes glass over, and for the first time since we began talking about her father, she looks like she might break. But then she sniffs and clears her throat, lifts her chin. “But the weirdest thing of all happened a few days before died. Chevy and I were trying to get him to eat. Chevy had made this green juice-smoothie concoction, but Dad refused to drink it. And when we tried to persuade him, telling him how important it was that his body get the nutrients, he just said it didn’t matter because he wasn’t going to be here much longer. That he was leaving and he loved us, but we needed to let him go.” She presses a finger to the corner of her eye, sniffs again. “He fell into a coma the next day. And the day after that, he was gone.” She takes a deep breath, blows it out with a little chuckle and fans her face. “Damn. Sorry.”

“Meems—”

“No, it’s all right. I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay. Seriously. But yeah, to answer your question, I think I knew. I think we all did. After that last round of chemo, we knew. Though none of us wanted to admit it. Eventually, though, watching him suffer the way he did…” She shakes her head. “That was the hardest part. He was in so much pain. All the time, you know? And it was like nothing helped. Accept ghost dog, of course.”

I’ve been reading a lot about the subject over the last few months. I took Lenora’s books with me, the ones she gave to Ben, and after cramming so much philosophy and science and spirituality laced with metaphysics into my brain, I’m irritated to find I have even more questions than when I started.

“If you, say, knew the inevitable outcome—that there was no hope for recovery—would you have…I mean…if he’d asked and wanted to, you know…” I’m struggling to find the right word, because this is a tender subject, for some a taboo subject, and by the time I realize that there’s probably no way at all to broach it ethically, Mimi jumps in.

“You mean, if there was a way to end his life peacefully, do I think he would have wanted that? Yes,” she says in answer to my nod. “Without a doubt.”

“Some say it’s wrong to end a life, any life, before its time. That to suffer is to grow, and by, um, leaving too soon, you cut off your soul’s opportunity to evolve. Then, of course, there’s the whole going straight to Hell theory.”

Mimi snorts. “I get the theory. I do. But most people suffer enough in life. After seeing what my dad went through, though? I’m sorry, but I just can’t get on board with that way of thinking. And as for the Hell part? The last two months of his life were Hell on Earth. So he already lived it.”

“So you would have wanted him to have a choice, in a sense? A way to go peacefully, on his own terms, regardless of the…stigma? You would’ve been okay with that?”

Mimi doesn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”
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The place feels empty after Mimi leaves, despite Destiny’s hoard of minions spilling through every vein of the house. It’s a night of drunken frolic—as it is most nights when my roommate is in town—and I’m doing my best to ignore it: the thumping music, the murmur of voices that every once in a while rise to a shriek, the whisper of footsteps treading up and down the hall, either looking for a bathroom or a room to screw in.

I made Destiny install a lock on my door after Hobo Joe’s midnight visit, so I’m not worried about any of those wanderers accidentally slipping into my room. Still, I feel restless, unable to settle when I hear the approaching feet, waiting for a knock on the door or the knob to rattle.

I attended one of Destiny’s shindigs right after I moved in. I told myself it was the polite thing to do, that it would be rude to refuse my new roommate’s invitation to come out and mingle with her friends. Plus, I was lonely, shattered from what I learned about Ben and Lenora, and wanted to do anything I could to move past it. So I donned my hottest, most uncomfortable L.A. outfit, drank champagne laced with sugar cubes and bitters, and clicked through the house on heels that squeezed my toes and cut into my ankles. I fit right in, just another pretty face among dozens of pretty faces, so beautiful we were plain, each woman drowning in a sea of devastating normality.

The guests that night eventually began to blur together, and with each person I met, I found it harder and harder to tell one from the other. Even the men, casual in their designer attire and artfully tousled hair, blended so fully that not one stood out from the rest. Any tell-tale imperfection distinguishing their uniqueness had been removed, cut or sanded away, leaving a smooth exterior that matched everyone else’s.

The conversations were lacking, stiff, superficial. The chattered buzz was of surface things, reality television and gossip about other people at the party. Few had jobs, real jobs, and the two writers I met were really just slackers, drinking and smoking as much as they could under a false guise of literary dedication.

I left the party early that night, even more downtrodden than when I arrived, realizing that in my attempt to scrub the past six months from my mind, I tried to run back to a life that no longer fit.

Not that it ever did.

I just hadn’t realized it at the time.

Even now, as the party reaches a new crescendo a few steps from my room, the separation I feel from something that I used to be a part of—whether here or back in L.A.—is disheartening.

And I can’t go back. Once you climb the ladder of your consciousness and reach a new level of understanding of the world around you, there’s no going back down again. No retreating to the life you once knew. You’re a changed person, inside if not out, and the things that once brought you pleasure no longer fill you with the same glow.

Looking back, I think fitting in was my pleasure. My way of proving myself, over and over again, to Cliff, my mother, even my sisters. I sacrificed integrity for value and ended up with a life without substance: friends who didn’t know the true meaning of the word, a boyfriend who saw my need for acceptance as acquiescence and used my pliability to mold me into his ideal partner, a job where society’s hierarchy was thrown constantly in my face.

It was a lifestyle that didn’t fit, but instead of moving on and trying out a new one, I forced myself in to it, day after day, the decision to conform cutting off my circulation and shortening my breath like a pair of jeans that are a size too small.

A pair of feet shuffle past my door. Following that, a click-clacking of heels in what sounds like hot pursuit. I hear heady laughter and the deep murmur of voices, and then then they’re gone, moving farther down the hall and out of earshot.

I return my attention to the mail Mimi delivered, sorting through bills and junk, credit card offers and post card advertisements. I changed my address with the post office two months after I left Lost Bay, after deciding that Minneapolis was where I planned to stay put for the time being. So none of what Mimi brought down is important, considering how old it is. In fact, I’m flipping through everything so fast that when I come to a small manila envelope, I almost discard it as junk. But when I turn it over and see my name scrawled above Lenora’s address in familiar handwriting, my breath catches and my heart stops and time flashes to a standstill.

There’s a roar in my head, one that trumps the chaos of the party. It fills me up, makes my hands tremble with excitement or fear, I’m not sure which. This isn’t just an envelope, it’s a doorway. A hand reaching through space and time, with a message I may or may not want to hear.

The postmark is three months ago.

I sit with the envelope for hours or seconds, feeling its weight in my hands as well as on my heart, a pull on both my body and my soul.

Because this is Ben’s handwriting. I’d know it anywhere. I spent hours at the clinic deciphering his clipped scrawl, translating his pen to keyboard as I worked to transfer paper files into digital ones.

My chest is swelling, expanding, threatening to split me in half, and I’m smiling and crying and warning myself not to open the damn thing while, at the same time, I’m already slicing into the envelope so fast the paper cuts my finger. But the bloody smear left along the edge of the torn flap is a symbol of my triumph, because despite the glass-half-empty part of me that warned of devastation, I gave in to the side that touted hope.

A side that stays buoyant as I pull out another envelope, this one slightly crumpled and worn. But my momentum slows, grinds to a halt when I realize what it is, and I don’t even need Ben’s attached sticky note to remind me of what I’d so thoroughly forgotten.

And when I rip that letter open, sans blood this time, my entire world flips…again.
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I try to focus on the radio as I drive. But at the pace I’m flying up the interstate towards Duluth, towards Lost Bay, towards Ben, it crinkles with static so often that I eventually shut the damn thing off.

I’m foggy from too little sleep and twitchy from too much coffee, which probably isn’t the best state to be in while traversing Minnesota’s slick roads in the pale light of early dawn. The sky domes overhead, an obscure monochrome ceiling that gives way to Heaven’s celestial floor, and the clouds stretching between Here and There are so dark and dense that they can barely contain winter’s wrath. Some of it spills over, sifting soft flakes through the air, lazy flurries that dot my windshield and make me nervous. But I continue on anyway, despite the impending storm, stoked into action by the words in Lenora’s letter.

As it’s a Saturday and not yet eight o’clock in the morning, the roads are nearly deserted, and the few vehicles that are out and about this early happen to be on my stretch of interstate, heading north and pulling flatbeds crammed with snowmobiles along behind them. Their presence doesn’t hinder my progress, though the same can’t be said for my bladder. The pot of coffee I chugged on the first hour of the trip is now hitting home, and like the snow, it becomes a further detriment to my trip. Eventually I give in, shouting a chorus of expletives in my head as I do, and pull over at a rest area just outside of Duluth. Impatience rushes me through the task, and within minutes, I’m jogging back to my Rover, my mind racing ahead of my body as I flip my keys and click the lock release.

But just as I’m stepping inside, something across the way, on the other side of the interstate, catches my eye. A blue and white pickup, the boxy shape emphasizing its age, and there, just stepping out of it, a figure I’d recognize anywhere.

Like his penmanship, his form is burned into my mind, my heart, the very structure of my cells, and I don’t think I’d be able the shake the familiarity even if I tried.

They say that once two particles are connected, they’re always connected. That even when they’re split and taken to opposite ends of the globe, they’re still joined by an unseen force. They still act as if they’re connected even though, visibly at least, they’re not. As a result, it’s possible to trigger a reaction in one by stimulating the other. There was even a study done on it, though I can’t remember by who or when or where. And maybe none of this is neither here nor there, but it’s the first thing that springs to my mind when, from two hundred yards away, that figure turns and looks directly at me. As if he can sense my stare, the pull of our connection, across a distance that spans not just feet, but all of time and space.

Ben.

He’s a sight for sore eyes, and I feast on him like he’s a ship at sea and I’m a castaway stranded on a deserted island. Again, as I did with Mimi’s surprise visit, I feel that swoony sensation of being both lost and found at the same time, though it’s greater now, more overwhelming than it was before. I watch him grip the door of his truck, take a step forward, and it’s like I’ve finally been cracked open, the entirety of everything I am spilling over, out in to the air, up through the spongy layer of clouds and the earth’s monochromatic dome, spinning, turning, twisting until I can’t catch my breath. It’s coming hard and fast through my mouth; I’m gulping icy air so rapidly my lungs burn, feel as if they’re about to burst.

Only then do I realize I’m running.

Right across the flipping interstate.
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Maybe this is what we do for those we love—we meet them in the middle.

Ben is yelling something at me, though I can’t make it out over the roar of the wind. I pump my legs and work on closing the distance between us while, from his side of the road, he’s doing the same. When I get to the snow-packed median separating the north side from the south, I immediately start to clamor into the pile until Ben, his voice now discernable due to our close proximity, hollers at me to continue on a few paces down. I do as he says and, after about twenty feet, hit a smooth patch of concrete, kept mostly clear of the season’s snowfall for U-turns and emergency vehicles.

“What the hell, Lenny?”

It’s the first thing out of his mouth when we meet, and for a second, I think he’s referring to the shock of running into me in such a random place. Like, whoa, fancy meeting you here! But then, when I see his expression, I realize he’s talking about the fact that I bolted straight across a major interstate during what is quickly turning into a blizzard. “You could have been hit by car!”

His face is contorted, his eyes wild, and his usual five-o’clock shadow has grown into a well-trimmed beard. But he still looks the same to me, looks like home to me, and I smile when I say, “I was fast. And there weren’t any cars coming.”

And before I know it, his arms are around me, his face pressed into my hair, and the beat of his heart is thumping madly against my own. I’m lost in his embrace, the weight of his arms, the heat of his breath against my ear. I hug him back just as hard, squeeze him just as tight, burying my forehead in his neck and blinking back tears of such intense relief I can’t help but choke out a laugh of pure joy at the way we’ve come together, here on this snowy stretch of road, completely out of the blue.

I pull back just enough to peek up at his face. “What are you doing here? The weather is crazy. You shouldn’t be out—”

“Me!” he exclaims, pulling me back in and pressing his lips to the top of my head, his hand reaching up to entwine in my hair. He sounds angry and worried and a little bit like he might laugh. “I was coming to see you. Mimi told me your mail hadn’t been forwarded and I thought… Jesus, Lenny. What the hell were you thinking? If there’s anyone who shouldn’t be on the damn road in this weather…”

“I was coming to see you,” I say, repeating his words.

He leans back, wearing the same fierce expression he met me with at the airport, just over a year ago.

We haven’t talked in months. But it doesn’t matter. Because time has, for us it seems, stopped. Stalled completely in its linear march, its eternal hand reversing to sweep backwards the hours, minutes, and seconds, erasing the last six months as thoroughly as great floods have erased entire civilizations from the very fabric of our history.

Time has no hold on love. Just as death has no hold over life.

“I’m so sorry, Ben. So damn sorry. I can’t even begin to tell you…”

And I can’t. There just aren’t enough words to express my regret at how our last day went down. Not to mention, every single bit of it could have been avoided had I just opened Lenora’s letter in the first place and not, per a childish act of angry rebellion, shoved it in Ben’s coat pocket where it sat forgotten until he found it and mailed it to me months and months later.

Then again, maybe there was a reason I forgot. A reason my brain blipped, refused to let me remember. Because would I have read the letter with the same mindset back then as the one I have now? Or would I have merely scoffed at Lenora’s heartfelt words, the purity of her message? And regardless of her reasons, I would have stayed in Lost Bay, anyway. Because I wanted—I needed—that money.

Or so I thought.

Turns out, what I needed had absolutely nothing to do with dollars and cents.

If I had read her letter too soon, I may not have gone through what I did, evolved into the person I am now. Someone who’s not better, but more awake. Someone who isn’t perfect, but who now knows I don’t have to be.

At my inadequate apology, Ben closes his eyes, swallows hard. When he opens them again, his gaze is soft, tender. “You,” he says, his voice rough with emotion, “have absolutely nothing to be sorry for.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he presses his lips to mine, effectively shutting me right up. But it’s far too quick, and the months between this kiss and our last leave me wanting more than the short peck he just gave me. I grumble in frustration, which makes Ben laugh. “As much as I’d love to continue…this…I think we should do it in a place where we’re not in danger of a skidding semi.”

We decide to leave his truck at the rest stop and take my Rover up to Duluth. But first we stop and pick up Ben’s overnight bag and Asha who, by the time we retrieve her, has fogged up the entire cab in excitement. Ben drives, the snow swirling around us doubling the time it would normally take but neither of us caring because we’re together, finally together. He skirts the snow-clogged city and steers us a few miles outside of town, eventually pulling into a rugged inn next to the water where he rents a cozy little cabin for the night. The unit is studio sized, with the bed and couch and kitchen all open to one another, and while Ben builds a fire in the woodburning stove, I arrange the sub sandwiches we purchased from the inn’s convenience store on tiny plates and pull two beers from the stocked mini bar. We eat in front of the fire, legs crossed, filling each other in on our lives, the mundane as well as the exciting, and we seem to gobble up each other’s words more voraciously than the food. His voice is the only thing I want to hear, the only thing in the world worth listening to right now, and I pepper him with questions about the rescue and new clinic to keep him talking. I’ve missed the richness with which he speaks, the rough timber, the heart and soul that weaves so damn rhythmically through his speech. I relax into our conversation, though when there’s a break, I can’t help but snicker.

Ben scowls, but his lips are turned up at the corners. “What’s so funny, California?”

“You.”

He pretends to be offended, crossing his arms and raising a brow.

“It’s just that, when we first met, I could barely get a full sentence out of you. And now, well, let’s just say it’s quite the opposite.”

Ben growls and goes in for a tackle, his fingers skimming over my sides and tweaking the sensitive spot just below my ribs. I laugh until I cry, until I’m practically breathless from his touch, and when he finally stops and rolls on top of me, what little breath I have left is stolen by his kiss. But Ben is my air, my oxygen, the very essence I need to sustain life. My life, as I want it, the only way I want it, and holy hell all I need for the rest of eternity is this man right here.

I used to think that Ben carried the world’s problems on his shoulders—the heartache and the despair and the injustice that runs far too rampant in our society—and that by doing so, he could somehow manage to alleviate the suffering.

But that’s not true. Ben’s burden isn’t in his capacity to shoulder the pain. It’s in his capacity to shoulder the love.

And love? It’s the greatest burden of all. It’s as wonderful as it is terrible. It brings joy as well as pain, invites suffering alongside relief. It’s heartbreaking and heartwarming, and some days it makes you want to scream while, on others, it’s the only thing that soothes.

It’s empathy on steroids.

Love is. It’s all that matters. The only thing that pushes us forward, the only thing that’s going to evolve us beyond what we already are.

And, in the end, when death comes calling and it’s time to leave this life for the next, love is the only thing we take with us.

So, yes. Love is a burden; one I didn’t know how to shoulder. But with Ben by my side, holding my hand, guiding me, I’m sure I’ll figure it out.

For most of my life, I’ve been surrounded by people, yet I’ve been alone, so alone, adrift in a world of my own creation, based on assumptions I’d made early on in life and never took the time to reevaluate. Not that I even knew it was an option, to crack open my thoughts and rake through them with a fine-toothed comb. I willingly gulped down my spoon-fed reality, never questioning, never wondering if there might be another way.

But there is. There always is. What we believed to be true yesterday doesn’t have to be the truth we believe today. And once an opinion is formed doesn’t mean it can’t be unformed, remade with new information gleaned from new experiences.

We have the choice, every day, to open ourselves to all that we are, to all that we can be. Ben taught me to live with an open heart. Lenora taught me to live with an open mind.

What a wonderful thing it is, to never stop learning.

Don’t you think?
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My dearest Lenny,

I’m sure by now you’re cursing me. And I can’t say that I blame you. But please promise me that you’ll finish this letter, despite how much you may want to rip it to shreds. I am old and (by the time you read this) dead, after all. And I apologize if that sounds morbid, but I promise you—death is anything but.

My mind has been pulling away from me for some time now. And as stubborn as I am, well, I didn’t want to admit it. Which is why I hold myself responsible for the lack of time we’ve spent together these last years. Had I been honest with myself, I could have been honest with you. And family above all else deserves honesty, isn’t that right?

My biggest regret is that I wasn’t honest with you.

All of my life, I’ve prided myself on my intellect. I was so vain! I enjoyed the shock on men’s faces when I—a mere woman!—surprised them with facts they didn’t know, or presented them with ideas they’d yet to think of. It was a high, and my ego clung to that arrogant rush, providing the groundwork for an identity that I built my entire life upon.

Sweet girl, I have so many things to tell you that I could fill up a notebook or two with it all. But in my arrogance, I’ve stolen time, and now there’s none left. So let me try and do the best that I can.

Do you remember the summer you asked if you could live with me? Permanently? If my memory holds true, something it hasn’t been doing much of as of late, I believe you were around eleven. I told you no and watched, rather miserably, as my answer broke your little heart right in half. What you don’t know, however, and (looking back on it now) what I should have told you then, was that I broached the very subject with your mother earlier that summer. I saw how much you loved it in Lost Bay and, though you never came right out and told me, sensed how separate you felt from your family. Your mother, of course, refused, stating reason I won’t go into right now. And since it was out of my hands, I didn’t want to send you back with any more hate for her in your heart than you already seemed to have. I see now that it was a mistake, because you left that summer thinking I didn’t want you, when nothing could have been further from the truth.

And then there was our last visit together, do you remember? I saw such a change in you. A change from the girl you used to be—one with scraped knees, a wild sense of adventure, and a fierce love of animals—to the woman you were becoming—one who couldn’t look past her own nose unless it was down at her phone. I don’t think I wasn’t afforded the pleasure of meeting your lovely eyes more than once or twice during the all-too-short twenty-four hours we spent together. Of course, you had only turned eighteen, and it could be argued that young people just don’t notice silly things like the world around them, much less a relic like me. But still, it concerned me, the way you seemed so disconnected from the world, despite having access to it at your fingertips.

It is my immense hope, Lenny, that you remember that girl. The girl you used to be, the one who faced the world with an enthusiastic wide-eyed wonder. Remember what it feels like to look up.

Now, on to the part I’m sure you’re curious (not to mention furious) about. The stipulation I put on your inheritance wasn’t a merciless act, nor was it to prove a point. My only thought was that it might, perhaps, give you a way out. Of life, if you will. I figured that if you were already happy, truly happy, then waiting a decade for your inheritance wouldn’t be an issue. If you weren’t happy, however, then I thought having you spend a year in Lost Bay, away from everything that was familiar, would give you the peace and quiet you needed to determine what would, in fact, bring you joy.

Not everyone has the luxury of being forced out of their comfort zone with the promise of a life preserver, if you will. I wanted to provide you with that option, if you so needed it.

And I’ll admit, there’s a wonderful young man up here that I can’t help but feel you’d get on beautifully with. But that may just be the romantic in me. Something, I’m sure, you never knew I was. It was a side I should have let out more; I know that now.

But, goodness! Just listen me! Rambling away like a senile old woman. Oh, wait. I am a senile old woman! (Of course, if you can’t laugh at yourself, then who can you, hmm?)

Did I mention that my mind is slipping away? I can’t remember if I did. I can feel it, loose tendrils of thought I can’t grasp no matter how hard I try. It hurts sometimes, though the pain isn’t physical. Sometimes I wonder if what’s happening is real.

It’s slipping now, and I’m ready. Sweet girl, I’m ready to go. Few regrets aside, I’ve lived a long and happy life, even in my golden years. Even with this disease. Age is only a curse if we fight it. Make friends with it, and you’ll find the passing of time to be a blessing.

I’ve learned too much over the years to believe that our consciousness merely dissolves into nothing upon death. And, believe it or not, I’m not afraid to die. So I’m lifting my anchor, captaining my own ship, so to speak. I’m ready for what’s next.

My mind is slipping, so I’ll leave you with this:

Life is beautiful. The simple things are the best. And you are so loved.

 

Your Crazy Gran,

Lenora Adel Vane

 

PS – There’s a wonderful young man up here that I think you’d get along with beautifully. His name is Ben, and he saved me.
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“We’re sure going to miss you around here.”

Sif dabs at her eyes and swoops in to give me yet another hug.

“I’ll be down all the time to visit,” I say, squeezing her back while fighting tears of my own.

Much more maternal than my own mother, Sif took me in after I moved out of Destiny’s Place back in January, offering me free room and board along with teaching me everything she knows about the business, from ingredients to numbers. With her permission, I’ve tweaked some of her recipes and am taking them with me to Lost Bay where my new shop, Lenny’s Place (thanks, Destiny!) will be opening in a few weeks. Thanks to Chevy, my website is up and running, and even though the store isn’t officially open, I have enough orders booked for the next few months to keep me busy well into fall.

Sif gives Ben a stern look, one to match his own, and squeezes my shoulders. “You take care of this girl,” she says, nodding once for emphasis.

Ben smiles, responding with a nod of his own. “Yes, ma’am.”

I knew stopping by the shop on our way out of town wouldn’t be a quick visit, but Ben waits patiently as I say good-bye to everyone, including a few clients that pop in just before I’m about to walk out the door. I’ll miss them, too.

It’s the end of May, that time of year where it’s still cold in the shade but hot as Hades when standing directly under the sun, and one of my co-workers, Emery, sits at the outdoor patio, keeping it cool under the shop’s pink and white-striped awning. Next to his side are two dogs, our dogs, both sporting goofy grins. Asha whines when she sees us, as if hoping for a treat, and Bear, who I adopted back in January, simply wags his tail, tongue lolling. Of the two, he’s the mature one. Though, at times, he can be such a complete goofball, you’d swear he was two rather than nine. But I guess it’s like Lenora said, age is a blessing if you don’t fight it. And Bear eases his way through his days as carefree as a clam.

I hug Emery, thank him for watching the dogs, and say the last of my good-byes. Then, just like that, this chapter of my life is closed.

Ben and I walk down the sidewalk hand in hand, a dog’s leash slung from each wrist, and I can’t help but send a thank you out to Lenora, wherever she is.

Lenora, who always gave it to me straight. Who thought outside of the box and, eventually, taught me to think outside of mine. Who stood five-foot two yet was larger than life.

My grandmother, who had the foresight to know that I needed to be hurled right out of my comfort zone when I couldn’t see it myself.

She’s happy, I’m sure of it. Though, as Ben would say, it’s more of a feeling than a knowing.

We arrive at our vehicles, and Ben loads Asha into his truck while Bear hops into my Rover. I’m bummed that we can’t ride together, but I’ll be following him the whole way, so I really can’t complain. And I love the fact that he drove all the way down here just so he could usher me all the way back up. It’s a selfless act, and I love him for it.

At my door, he pulls me in for a kiss before we leave, then touches his forehead to mine. “Are you ready to go home?”

Home.

The thought makes me smile.
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THE PRAIRIE TALES

One Fluttering Heartbeat

Found in Silence

Beneath the Shine

 

The Memory of Us
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Lisa lives in Minnesota with her husband, Chris, and their crazy mutt, Lindy.
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