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Chapter 1 
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Corrine

It’s funny how certain things in your life can come to define you. I suspect that most people who know me, automatically think of the One Big Thing they know about me. It’s sort of woven into my identity in general. I guess I can’t blame them. I feel the same way, sometimes. 

Because the things that define you are sometimes also the things that change you. I didn’t use to give the proper respect to things like death and time. Now, I have a bucket list I actually pay attention to, and my mental calendar gets a little fuzzy when things get too far down the road. But I think that’s okay, because after all, the day that counts is the one you’re in. 

I kind of figured I knew how things would go for the duration, until something else came along that changed me. Or, I should say, someone. And that someone made me realize there are actually worse things than taking your final bow.

It started as such a glorious day. Mason and I spent the afternoon luxuriating in the lazy river at the Rivers Paradise Resort, going round and round, surrounded by rowdy kids and long-suffering parents, but insulated from it all in our own little world. Our bodies drifted weightless in the cool water, our arms crossed over the soft rubber of the inner tubes, our skin warming in the summer California sun. Our chins rested on our arms, our noses inches apart. The sun glittered on the water and reflected in his deep brown eyes. 

We were mere hours away from the resort’s big Fourth of July celebration and the grand fireworks display I promised him. Another holiday. Some of the most significant moments in our relationship seemed to happen during the holidays.

This one would be no different. 

I was intoxicated by the smell of suntan lotion on his arms, by the smile he gave me, by the surge of love I felt for him. He lightly brushed the tip of my nose, being ornery about a running joke we shared, and laughed when I stuck my tongue out at him. His laugh rolled around and expanded in my chest. At that moment I had the distinct impression that my life had reached its pinnacle. That it couldn’t possibly get any better. 

I silently thanked God that He’d kept me alive long enough to experience such a glorious moment. 

Before the evening was over, everything that made that moment glorious would be gone. And I would be left with more desperate longing for life than I’d ever had. 

Which is saying something. 

But I should back up, and begin at the beginning. 

––––––––
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Mason

When I pull my Harley up to my mother’s house, I’m surprised to discover she isn’t here. There’s nothing in the drive but the ’86 Stingray I restored for her years ago. My first. I send a text asking where she is, then climb the wooden porch and let myself in with my key. Her house is an old wooden foursquare in a neighborhood filled with old foursquares. There’s plenty of neighborhoods like this in the little city of Galesburg, Illinois, along with more modern, if modest, homes. 

My mother often grumbles about the old pluming and old wiring system, but she loves the charm of this place and so do I. It’s better than the nondescript flat above the garage where I work, but what I do like about the flat is it’s mine. As two widows, my mother and grandmother keep me busy with their “honey do” lists. But it’s been that way since I hit my big growth spurt as a teen and was suddenly taller and stronger than both of them. I don’t mind; I’d do anything for them. But a man needs his own space. 

By the time I get to the sink in her bathroom, the cupboard below already emptied out for my convenience, she texts me back. Sorry. I got called in. I’m here till midnight. Leftovers in the fridge if you want them.

Mom’s an ER nurse and, in spite of her seniority, still gets called in to cover for someone else from time to time.

I send my reply. Okay. Anything else you need?

Mom: There’s a light out in the guest room. Would you mind?

We both know I’ll do it, but she’s sweet about not taking even small things for granted.

Me: No problem. 

Thirty minutes later, I’ve cleared the clog in her drain, changed the light bulb, and decided against leftovers. I’d rather head to the pub for wings and a beer. I’m about to send a few texts out to some guys to see if they want to join me when there’s a knock at the door. 

When I answer, I’m confronted with a woman who’s clearly not from around here. She’s wearing what look to be designer jeans and these little brown leather boots that cover her calves. It’s a good thing there’s no snow on the ground yet, though, since these boots have thin, little heels that are good for nothing, as far as I can tell. She’s wearing a lightweight, expensive-looking jacket I’m willing to bet she didn’t pick up at the local Wal-Mart. It’s late November, the Saturday before Thanksgiving, and the fall air has that bite in it that suggests winter’s just around the corner. Her bare hands are clasped together for warmth and I spot an engagement ring with a rock the size of Illinois. 

I’d assume she’s some sort of solicitor—for a politician maybe?—if it weren’t for the rental car at the curb and the expression on her face. It’s simultaneously suggesting she’s friendly, and putting me on edge.

“Yeah?” I answer.

“Um... are you Mason Reeves?”

I take her in again. The fact that she knows my name, especially at my mother’s house, only reinforces the idea that she’s some sort of salesperson. I moved out quite a while ago, but my mother still gets occasional mail for me here including, strangely, junk mail from lingerie companies. How I got on their list is a mystery to me. I’d worry about my mother wondering if I have some sort of creepy secret fetish, but aside from me being as far from a girly man as it gets, it’s obvious that nothing in those catalogues would fit my six foot one, 210-pound frame anyway. 

Of course, there is someone else who sends my mail here. Someone I didn’t bother giving my real address to. After all, I didn’t really expect or want a reply to my “fuck off” letter. 

But this woman probably has nothing to do with that. Right?

“Who wants to know?” 

She sticks out a hand, wanting to shake mine. “I’m Elizabeth Rivers.” My blood starts buzzing. Rivers? Fuck. “Lizzy.”

I glance at her hand, my heart beating so hard it feels like it’s trying to bust out of my chest. Elizabeth Rivers. She looks to be in her late twenties, around my age. Is she the daughter?

“What are you doing here?” I’m just barely keeping my cool. It’s a good thing she’s a woman or I’d be throwing her ass off the porch right now. My head is spinning. Did that lawyer send her? What the hell is that asshole after? I told him I didn’t want the fucking inheritance. Why should he care? Now this woman’s at my door? 

She has to be the daughter. The daughter of the man who...

She drops her hand, realizing I have no intention of shaking it. Her eyes are earnest. “I wanted to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you.” I start to close the door, but she puts her hand on it and shoves her little boot between the door and the jamb.

“Please wait,” she says, in a pleading tone that disarms me more than I want it to. “Please.”

I open the door before I crush her foot. “Are you serious, lady?”

“Please,” she says, with a desperate sort of urgency I can’t ignore. “I’m sorry, but...” 

I clench my jaw, trying to stave off the unexpected inclination I have to yield to her. The way she said please. The way she said sorry. As if she knows this will be hard, for both of us, but that it needs to be done. 

“I need to ask you a question.”

I keep my face neutral, but my mind is a jumble of thoughts. A question. She has a question for me? What could she possibly want to know? I’m the one with the fucking questions. 

She pulls her foot back and drops her hand from the door. Still, she’s wearing that damned guileless, sincere expression that’s getting to me. Who is this woman? 

Remembering the rental car at the curb, I wonder if she lives in California. She looks it. Or perhaps life took her elsewhere since that day so long ago, like it did us. “Do you live in California?” It’s a pointless question that skirts the real issue. But I’m stalling. Trying to figure out if I want anything more to do with her or not. 

She nods in answer, seemingly afraid to speak and spook me off. 

“You came here all the way from California to ask me a question?”

She nods again, her green eyes openly searching me. She’s so damned disarming. I want to kick her off the porch. Send her packing. It’s what Mom would have me do. And it makes sense. I mean, really. What does Elizabeth Rivers think she has to gain by coming here? 

But...

In the brief minute that we stand here assessing each other, I get the inexplicable feeling that she’s the solution to something. Part of me wants to talk to her. Part of me wants to let a lifetime of questions spill out one after the other in rapid succession. Even though I know she can’t answer any of them. 

“Maybe I don’t feel like answering your question,” I say, both a lie and not a lie. I have no idea what to do next. I don’t know whether to shut the door again, this time for real, or pull it all the way open and let her in. Strangely, I’m glad my mother isn’t here. Because then this conversation really would be over. 

“I understand,” she says softly, like she really does. “But... if you’re my brother, I have a right to know.”

I lose all ability to keep a neutral expression. My hand falls from the knob and I stare at her. Did she just say what I think she said? Each word dripping with incredulity, I say, “You think I’m your brother?”

Her expression changes, too. Gone the soft earnestness. Gone any sense of control. Shock colors her cheeks and she blinks at me wide-eyed. 

Holy fuck, she really thought I was her brother. I don’t have the wherewithal to figure out how she came to such a conclusion, or to speculate why she knew where to find me but doesn’t know something as basic as the fucking truth.

A truth I’ve had to live with for twenty-one years, and this little princess doesn’t know a thing about it. 

“No,” I say harshly. “I’m not your damn brother. Now go away.”

I slam the door, and it’s a good thing she didn’t think to shove her boot in my way again because I’m too pissed to have cared. I stand staring at the door, fuming, wishing I could slam it again and again. I want to stomp around and find things to hurl, but I’m too stunned to even do that. I can’t move. All I can do is listen to my heart beating in my ears. 

She doesn’t know what happened. Do any of them? What the fuck? 

I don’t know how long it is before I hear little leather-covered footfalls exiting the wooden porch. Still unable to move, I pinch my eyes shut, run both hands through my hair, grab it by big handfuls, and breathe out hard. 

She doesn’t know.

Why not? And why did she think I’m her brother? I hear her car door shut. She’s leaving. Just like I wanted her to. I still do. 

Don’t I?

I drop my hands, my eyes closed and my face tilted toward the ceiling. The whole thing plays through my mind again. I see Elizabeth Rivers’ open and earnest face. I hear the pleading in her voice, and something else. Was it tenderness? Not of the romantic sort, but almost like... well... like a sister might have for a long-lost brother. 

“God,” I mutter, rubbing my face with my hands. “How fucked up is that?”

Isn’t it? 

Questions that I’ve more or less learned how to keep quiet most of my life are swirling around in my head with renewed force. It all started with the letter I got from the lawyer in California two months ago informing me that I’d inherited my former childhood home, and no small amount of cash, from a certain Grant Rivers. 

Grant Rivers. A name my mother can only spit out like he was the devil incarnate. 

I’ve never blamed her for that. But... recently... I’ve had a few brief moments when I’ve wondered... before I pushed that traitorous wondering away.

Now Elizabeth Rivers shows up at my door and amidst all the other emotions I’m feeling, there’s that wondering again. Only I can’t push it away. I’m wondering loud and clear.

Is my mother right about the kind of man Grant Rivers was? I don’t know. I wish I did. 

No. More than a wish. I need to know.

I hear the car door shut... for the second time. I realize I never heard her drive away. Has she been sitting in her car, chewing things over, just like I’ve been standing here incapacitated, doing the same thing? 

Familiar footfalls come up the steps. Across the wooden planks. Then a pause. Then a knock. 

This isn’t over. 

And I’m stunned to discover, that I’m glad. 
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Chapter 2
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Corrine

Eight days.

It’s two days before Thanksgiving break, and it’s a pretty routine day, all things considered. My Social Psychology class just let out, which means my friend, Hailey, and I are sidling up to the counter at the Gizmo, Hartman College’s on-campus cafe that has way better food than the cafeteria. It’s pretty much our standard Thursday lunch locale. 

We’re eyeing the sandwiches on display, and make a joke about the stack of egg-salad sandwiches. We’ve never seen anyone buy one, and there are always exactly six, so we’ve determined these are the same six sandwiches they’ve had since the semester started.

The salami and olive tapenade sandwiches on the other hand...drool. There’s only one left, and it’s mine, baby. “I’ll take that one,” I say to the pimply freshman behind the counter, pointing to my sandwich of choice. 

I turn to Hailey. She’s a senior, like me, but I’m two years older than her. I’m two years older than pretty much all the seniors on campus. I feel like I’ve been going to Hartman for.ev.er. 

I wonder if I’ll ever freaking graduate. I have only three weeks left of this semester, then just one more semester to go. 

Please, let me finish it. 

“What are you getting this time?” I ask. Her routine is to vacillate between the pesto chicken Panini and the turkey sourdough for a few minutes before making her decision, which is usually the Panini. “You should get an egg one,” I tease. “Just to see how hard it is.” 

She gives me an evil grin. “That’s what she said.”

“Pervert,” I say grinning back.

It’s a routine day, but still a good one. I pick up one of the giant brownies wrapped in cellophane and it’s still warm. Oh my god, this day just got tons better.

“Oooh, a fresh one,” I breathe, putting its underside against my cheek and sighing dramatically. She giggles. “Mmmmm. I’m tempted to skip the sandwich and get two of these instead.”

I’m not kidding, either. After all, eight days.

The pimply kid puts my sandwich on the counter in front of me, to which I add the brownie and a bottle of water. 

“Anything else?” he asks.

I grab another brownie and plunk it down next to the other. I grin at my friend. “A girl can’t be expected to resist warm brownies, can she?” 
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Seven days.

I headed out of town immediately following my last class of the day, and I’m almost done with the hour and a half drive from Hartman College to Swan Pointe. My destination is a charming Central Californian coastal town that’s been home to me for more years than it hasn’t. I grew up here, but spent a few years in San Francisco following my parents’ divorce when I was in high school. 

Since my Freshman year at Hartman, Swan Pointe became home again when my Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon invited me to stay with them during school breaks. It was better than going back to Mom’s and dealing with the post-divorce drama, and they could give me temp work at their resort as a bonus. It worked out perfectly. 

They both drowned in a horrible boating accident a little over a year ago. Their children—Lizzy and her two brothers—inherited their parents’ famous Rivers Paradise Resort, an impressive chunk of investments and cash, and the house. I inherited money and an investment property as well. Lizzy bought out her brothers and kept their parents’ house, so I continued to stay there during breaks, just as I did when Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon were alive. 

Now that Lizzy’s engaged, however, her fiancé Brett and his adorable little boy Max have moved in with her so I’ll be staying at her old house, which she’s yet to sell for various reasons. She says I can stay there until I graduate and decide on more permanent plans. I haven’t bothered to think that far ahead. 

As I cross Swan Pointe proper, heading for the hills where Lizzy’s old house is, I have that song Live Like You Were Dying running through my head. 

Let me pause for a moment to say this. I like that song as well as anyone, I suppose, but you also have to be practical. I mean, yeah, you gotta make time to do things that count. Everyone does. And that song’s a nice reminder. At the same time, you can’t live every day like you were dying. I mean, sometimes life is just classes and homework and laundry and driving home. 

But, I do feel like I need a day that counts. Tomorrow is Saturday and I’m itching to do something fun. I don’t even care what. Well, I care a little. I want to go somewhere I haven’t gone before. Do something I’ve never done. I want to check something else off my seemingly never-ending bucket list. (I cross one thing off and add two more. Is it just me?)

The next time I stop at a light, I send a quick text to my cousin Connor. I need an adventure tomorrow. You game?

I don’t even need to wait for an answer. It’s practically a done deal. Aside from the fact that my adventurous cousin is the most spontaneous person I know and always down for fun, I sometimes suspect he has a countdown of his own ticking away on my behalf. But I don’t know. I’ve never asked him. 
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“I don’t know how you talked me into this,” Whitney says, leaning over the metal guardrail and looking at the base of the canyon, some 220 feet below us. 

She’s Connor’s fiancé, and the rest of us have fallen in love with her as well. Lizzy and I have had many a goofy girls’ night with this chick. When Connor decided our Saturday adventure should be bungee jumping in Nevada, I was happy Whitney decided to come along.

“You volunteered,” Connor reminds her.

“Did I?” She’s still staring at the bottom.

“Don’t look down,” I say, grinning as the jumpmaster tightens my harness. “Remember how much you wanted to do this.”

Connor owns a small Learjet, and on the flight over this morning, Whitney could not stop talking about how excited she was. That all changed the second we stepped foot on the bridge.

“It’s perfectly safe,” Rayce says. Rayce is Connor’s older brother, and agreed to come along only on the condition that we wouldn’t razz him about doing work on the plane. 

“They had us sign a waiver,” Whitney says.

“That’s just to cover their asses,” he says calmly. 

“In case we die.”

Rayce laughs, something that always has a magical effect on him. Even out here, miles away from the nearest suit, my oldest cousin exudes an executive-type vibe. But those of us in the inner circle get to see that almost childlike gleam in him from time to time. It always makes me smile. Not for the first time, I think my beloved cousin needs to get out of the office more often. 

“Come on,” he says, with his trademark confidence. “Do you think I’d let my kid brother and my baby cousin out here if it weren’t safe? I wouldn’t let you in harm’s way either.” He smiles and gives her elbow a gentle nudge.

This seems to calm her some. Whitney hasn’t been in the picture long, but it didn’t take her long to figure out Rayce is very protective of his family. That includes her. Thankfully, he did inherit some of the family thirst for high-adrenaline activities, just like Connor and I did.

Lizzy, on the other hand, not so much. In fact, Connor has a deal with Lizzy not to tell her about dangerous things like this until they’re over. He instructed me not to mention what we were doing this weekend, which was easy enough since I’m already keeping a secret about her from them. She is, at this very moment, clear over in Illinois tracking down a certain Mason Reeves. 

Mason Reeves.

Suspected love child of my beloved Uncle Grant. 

The idea of him cheating on Aunt Sharon is way more disturbing than my silent countdown, but Lizzy, being who she is, seems determined to bring this potentially long-lost family member into the Rivers’ family fold. I think she’s crazy, but I didn’t try too hard to dissuade her. I know how she gets when she sets her mind on something. Besides, that open heart of hers is one of the things I love about her. No sense trying to change it.

The jumpmaster gives me the go ahead and I step onto the platform. Whitney’s made the mistake of looking over the edge again. “How high up are we, again?” 

Rayce and I exchange grins and Connor puts a reassuring arm around her. “You’ll be fine.”

Besides, I think, even if the worst happens, it’s not a bad way to go. 

I run and leap off the platform, legs straight behind me, arms outstretched. My heart makes its own leap up into my throat. My body courses with the thrill of the moment as I soar through the air. 

Six days.

––––––––
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Mason

When I open the door again, Lizzy says nothing at first and neither do I. After a moment’s pause, I say as a statement, not a question, “You want to know why I received an inheritance.”

“Yes. Please.” She tucks her hands under her armpits, seeking warmth. I guess she didn’t think to wear gloves. I briefly consider letting her in, but my mother would not thank me for letting the daughter of Grant Rivers into her home.

I open my mouth to explain, pausing for a moment as I realize that somehow it has been left to me to tell this woman what it is that connects our two families. I feel the weight of that burden pushing on me, like it’s a tangible force. I spit the words out quickly so I can be done with it. “Your dad killed my father.”

Her hand flies up to her mouth. Her eyes widen and her skin flushes two shades paler. I probably could have said that a little differently, but I’m too off balance by this entire situation to care much. 

“They were both driving on Highway 1, on the north side of town, going in different directions.”

The horror on her face lessens slightly as she likely realizes I’m not talking about the cold-blooded murder that I may have made it sound like, but she still looks mortified. I’m glad. 

“Your dad came into oncoming traffic. When my dad tried to get out of the way, he got T-boned. He died in the hospital a few hours later where my mother was working as an ER nurse. Meanwhile, your dad walked out of the emergency room that very day.”

Her fingertips have been lingering on her lips, and her eyes have been on me this entire time, wide with shock and pain and... sympathy. I’m momentarily softened, then put up my guard again. 

She slowly drops her hand. “I’m so sorry. That’s terrible.”

Terrible for me, or you, I hear my mother’s voice in my head. It’s what my mother would say. It’s what I probably would have said several months ago. But I don’t say it. Lizzy’s pity doesn’t change anything, and she still doesn’t know the whole story yet. 

“It was reckless driving,” I say flatly. “Thanks to your dad’s lawyer friends and him being a big shot in that town, he got away with it. He wasn’t charged with anything. Not reckless manslaughter, not anything.”

“Wait... that can’t be right.”

“Oh, can’t it?”

“He tried to get out of it?”

“He did get out of it,” I say. “That’s why I don’t want his guilt money.”

That’s what my mother calls it. Guilt money. 

“Is that what it was?” she says to herself. “Is that why he left you the house?” she asks, looking at me now. “Was that the home you lived in when it happened?”

I feel myself wanting to relent in the face of her open vulnerability. It’s hard to be mad at her, though I want to be. Determined, I fold my arms and nod my head curtly in answer to her question. 

“How old were you?”

“Six.” 

“My God. I’m so sorry.”

The apparent genuineness of her emotion seeps into me against my will, but I say nothing in response. I try not to let my face betray me either, though it’s a struggle. I don’t like that I’m being moved by her. Why I should care that the daughter of my father’s killer is standing there feeling badly about it? She should feel bad. Anyway, showing kindness to her seems like a betrayal to my father’s memory, and to my mother, who is still very much alive. 

I’m still shook up by the night I told my mother about the letter I got from the lawyer, George Hollister, informing me of an inheritance. 

She almost never talks about the accident—or my dad, for that matter—but her anger at the man who took her husband and my father from us has never been a secret. For as long as I can remember, it’s oozed out of her as a silent testament to the unfairness of our loss. But I’ve never seen her the way she was that night those weeks ago. It was the closest I’ve ever seen anyone to having a breakdown. She was crying and raging in the dining room not thirty feet behind me, infuriated that even dead, Grant Rivers was still trying to buy us off. 

At the time, I wondered why he didn’t leave the house and the money to her instead of me, but I didn’t dare ask. She’s gone through enough. I waited a couple of days, then sent George Hollister a letter telling him I wanted nothing to do with Grant Rivers or his money.

Lizzy’s clearly still trying to take it all in. She’s holding her arms across her stomach, her back slightly hunched. She looks like she can’t quite comprehend it. “Was he drinking,” she asks quietly, “or... what happened?”

“What happened was he just didn’t give a shit about anybody else,” I say, echoing the words I’ve heard my mother say for years. 

She flinches, but doesn’t argue. 

The impression I’ve had of Grant Rivers and the kind of man he was, and the kind of entitled family he must have had, is such a contrast to this genuine woman standing on my front porch looking sorrowful on my behalf, I don’t quite know what to do with all of this. 

I still don’t know why I’m talking to her, or why she’s here. I don’t know what either one of us are going to get out of this conversation. And I certainly don’t owe her any more of an explanation. If her father didn’t see fit to tell her what he did, well then fuck it. 

Yet, here I am. There she is. Both of us shivering slightly, and not from the crisp fall air. I wish she could give me answers. I’ve given her answers, but she can’t tell me what I’ve spent my whole life wondering. How could her father do something like that? How could anyone? 

But how can anyone answer that question? Maybe some things just can’t be explained. Maybe some things are beyond reason. On the surface, I can understand that maybe he didn’t want to be in trouble, and didn’t want to risk losing his business and his family. But underneath all that, I still ask myself, How could he?

“Mason,” she says softly, as if we’re friends and not standing on opposite sides of the divide. “Thank you for talking to me. I’m sorry for bothering you.”

I don’t reply. She slowly turns away, and heads for the steps. I’m strangely disappointed. I don’t know what I expected. Talking to her wasn’t going to fix or change anything. I knew that going in, or should have. 

She puts one foot on the step below, then stops, turning back to me. “About your inheritance—”

“That inheritance is nothing but a confession of his guilt.” A knee-jerk response. Turning down the inheritance made more sense before, but saying it now... I feel less certain. “And it doesn’t make what happened right.” That, however, is a truth I feel in my bones. 

“No.” She shakes her head in regret. “No, it doesn’t.”

I blink, feeling in the grips of this strange exchange between us. I’m both mad at her, and not. Both wishing she’d never come, and somehow glad she did. Both feeling she’s a complete stranger, and feeling there’s a connection between us. Not romantically, but... something. 

“I think you should know...” she says softly, “if you turn it down, it’ll only get reabsorbed into the trust and divided between me and my brothers.” She lifts one shoulder, giving me an earnest, imploring expression. “That doesn’t seem right either.”

My arms slowly unfold as I consider the implications of her words. She actually stands to benefit from me turning down the inheritance, and yet she clearly doesn’t want me to. I wonder how this woman standing across from me can be the daughter of the man who so selfishly and callously ruined my family, never suffering any consequences himself. Making damn sure of it, in fact. 

She gives me a sorrowful, understanding smile. “Maybe you could think about it? It’s not too late to change your mind. You could let George know—”

I impatiently shift on my feet, putting one hand on the door jamb and looking away from her. “I’ll think about it,” I say sharply. 

“Okay.” She nods and looks down. “All right. Well...” 

My gaze returns to her. 

She glances back at me. “Thank you, Mason.” She offers a hesitant wave, then turns and descends the steps. 

As she goes down the walk, I get a funny feeling that I haven’t seen the last of her. In fact, I can see her showing up again, knocking on the door simply because she’s decided she has something else to say. 

“Lizzy.”

She turns, rubbing her hands together to try to warm them. I’m such an ass. I should have invited her in. “You shouldn’t come back here,” I say simply.

For a second, she looks struck. Hurt. Then she hides it under a mask of composure. 

“I mean,” I’m not sure why I’m trying to soften things. “This is my mother’s house. I don’t live here.”

“You don’t?”

I shake my head. “I was just here doing some things for her. My place is above Larry’s Auto Shop. I work there.”

“Oh.” 

“George Hollister had the wrong address. I assume that’s how you found me.”

She nods.

“So don’t come back here. My mother would not want to see you.”

She shakes her head. “I won’t. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

“You didn’t. I mean, you did, but...”

We look at one another. I don’t know how to finish my own sentence. Finally I shrug and say, a little more harshly than maybe I’d like, “Life goes on.”

“Yeah,” she says soberly. “Goodbye, Mason.” 

This time, I don’t watch her leave.
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Chapter 3
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Mason

It turns out it’s a good thing I gave Lizzy that warning, because who should show up at my apartment the next day but the walking antithesis of Minding Your Own Business herself. I can only assume she Googled Larry’s shop, and rightly assumed from there that the staircase along the side of the building led up to my place. The shop is closed on Sundays, so there’s nobody around but me. This time, she’s standing at the correct door—mine—and has gloves on. She’s carrying a manila folder. 

In the time since I saw her last, I’ve done almost nothing but think about our conversation, my father, my mother, Grant Rivers, and his stubborn but endearing daughter. I didn’t breathe a word of it to my mother. I didn’t want to upset her again. What’s the point? But also, strangely, I didn’t tell her because I didn’t want to hear her disparage Elizabeth Rivers. Maybe it’s okay that Lizzy came to see me, and maybe it’s not. I haven’t decided yet. But I’ve realized I’m not mad at her the way I am at Grant Rivers. After all, she wasn’t the one driving the car. 

“Back for more, huh?” My tone of voice is markedly different today than it was yesterday. She must find it encouraging, because she offers me a tentative smile. 

“I would have called,” she says apologetically, “but I didn’t have your number.” 

“I see you have something for me.” Did she bring the inheritance papers over herself? Is she going to blink at me like a lost puppy until I sign?

She glances at the folder, hugs it to her stomach, and shrugs. “I don’t know if I do or not.”

“Well, on that cryptic note, would you like to talk inside this time? It’ll get you out of the cold.”

She nods. “Yes, thank you.”

I step back and open the door wider. With another tentative smile in my direction, she gives a quick glance around as she steps in. My place is a roomy one-bedroom with the living area, dining area, and kitchen all in one space. The furniture isn’t fancy, but I bought it new when I moved in and it suits me fine. 

I could afford a bigger place to live, but I’ve never felt like I needed much in the way of space or things. I’d rather spend my money on car parts and road trips. In fact, I was about to head down into the shop and work on my personal project—restoring a ’65 Impala—when Lizzy showed up. 

“I won’t stay long,” she says as we head for the heavy, wooden dining table, which I’ve indicated is where we’ll sit. “I have to leave for the airport soon.”

As she settles into a chair, I clear off a few stacks of paper, since I pretty much use the table as a desk. The couch is a good enough dining table for me. Besides, I like to watch a game or something while I eat. The table sits beneath a wide window that faces the wooded lot behind the garage. It’s a peaceful view and I keep the shades open day and night. 

“Do you want something to drink? A beer or soda or some water or something?” I plop one pile of papers onto another. 

She’s placed the manila folder on the table in front of her. She’s rubbing her thumb over the corner, again and again. “Water is fine, thank you.” 

I get a glass from the cupboard and tilt it in her direction. “Ice?”

She nods. I grab a couple from the bin in the freezer, and fill her glass from the tap. We keep things simple around here, we do. I set it in front of her and grab a beer from the fridge. I pop the top on the counter, pitch it in the trash, and finally settle in across from her.

“So?” I take a swig of beer, watching her carefully over the bottle. She looks even more nervous than she did when she first showed up on my mother’s doorstep. I can only imagine what’s brought her here this time, so I’m a little nervous myself.

She takes a deep breath. “Well, after I talked to you yesterday, I had a lot of questions about the accident. But I didn’t want to pester you with them. And then, the inheritance seemed a little... strange. I mean, I wondered why he didn’t leave it to your mother. Or why not something for each of you?”

“I... had that same question. I wouldn’t know.” I take another sip of my beer, trying to settle the sense of foreboding I feel.

“Right. Well,” she thumbs the corner of the folder again, “after we spoke, I wanted to see if I could get any more information about what happened.”

I eye the manila folder. “I take it you found something.” I’ve never done any digging into my father’s death. My mother told me what happened. That’s always felt like enough, until this exact moment. Just what does Elizabeth Rivers have in that folder over there?

“I think so. I went into the online archives of the Swan Pointe Register. There were a few articles about the accident. I just, I don’t know. I wonder if you knew some of this.”

“Well, I don’t know what ‘this’ is. I’ve never read any articles, if that’s what you’re asking. Your father went into oncoming traffic, my father swerved to get out of the way, and he was T-boned. What more is there?”

She hesitates, biting her lip. “Well, a little bit.” She silently slides the folder across the table. 

I spend half a second looking at it like it’s going to bite me, then man up and open it. Inside are some articles she’s printed out. 

“There was a storm that night,” she says as I start reading, “and driving conditions were poor. According to one of those articles, the police report said both drivers were going under the speed limit.”

I’m scanning the article, and it’s like I’ve slipped into an alternate reality. Things look familiar, but are different. Different in ways that matter.

“Apparently there was water across the road,” she continues. “When my father hit it, his car hydroplaned and went out of control.”

“Yes, I see,” I say numbly, eyes still on the article. My father’s name is there. Grant Rivers’ name is there. The date of the accident is correct. But I didn’t know about a storm. I didn’t know about water on the road. 

She doesn’t say any more, but I keep reading. There’s another article underneath this one, from a different newspaper. I read it, too. Same story. 

“No-fault,” I murmur, saying the words aloud as I read them, for the second time. The police ruled it a no-fault accident. It was due to the water on the road. A tragic accident and a horrible loss... with no one to blame. 

For a moment, I find myself grasping for the reality I’ve always known. Maybe this was just a fake article to back up the story Grant Rivers came up with to get himself out of trouble. Maybe he had connections with the press. If he were pulling strings, like my mother said he did, couldn’t that have extended to the local newspapers? 

But the date and time stamp of a comment on the first article, tells me that it came out shortly after the accident occurred. In fact, according to the article, both men were still being treated for injuries, with my father listed in critical condition. He hadn’t even passed away yet. Grant Rivers hadn’t even been discharged yet. There was no death to try to cover up, no charges to try to get out of. 

It wasn’t reckless. It was water on the road. 

My mind is trying to wrap itself around this new information. This is not what I have been told. I have been told that he was at fault. At fault, with no remorse. There are more articles, dated later, and I flip through them, looking for the pieces that will confirm what my mother has told me. 

There’s a knot in my chest, heavy and hot. “She lied to me.” 

I don’t realize I said that aloud until Lizzy responds. “I don’t know that I would say that,” she says softly. “Sometimes when something tragic happens, it helps if we have someone to blame. I kind of did the same thing when...”

I glance up from the articles for the first time since she pushed them in front of me. 

She presses her lips together, and I can guess what she stopped herself from saying: when my dad died. Because accident or not, her dad still killed mine. And she doesn’t want to invite me to pity him or his children. 

With the same openness she’s had all along, she continues. “Anyway, my younger brother helped me see that sometimes bad things happen and there’s no one at fault. Maybe what your mother told you is how it seemed to her.”

The knot that’s been inside my chest loosens just a touch. I sigh and lean back in my chair, staring at my beer, but not really wanting it.

I think again about my mother crying in the dining room, coming unhinged in a way I haven’t seen from her before. My grandmother has told me that my father was the love of her life. The bond that they shared was uncommonly strong. Just how much did it destroy her to lose him? 

“After I spoke with you yesterday, I left a message for George Hollister. He called me back a couple hours ago. He said my father tried to offer financial help when the accident happened, but your mother turned it down.”

My eyes snap to hers.

“Later, when he found out she was losing the house and on the verge of filing bankruptcy, he bought it at auction and tried to give it to her then. She still said no.”

“She wouldn’t be bought off,” I say dully.

Lizzy nods slowly. “It seems that’s how it felt to her, yes.”

God, all the struggling my mother’s done over the years. After she lost the house, we moved out here to live with my grandmother, who was just barely getting by herself. My mom gets along okay now, but it was years before she got to that point. The financial hardship was one more thing she blamed on Grant Rivers. 

But he was trying to help her all along. Did she see it as guilt money then too? Was she so mad and hurt, that she couldn’t see it any other way? 

This new information is so jarring, I’m not sure I’m seeing things for what they are either. I don’t know what to make of all this. Was it guilt money? Or was he just trying to help?

“Well, I guess you feel better,” I say, a little more harshly than I meant to, “knowing it was an accident.” 

She blinks and presses her lips together. “I didn’t come here for myself. I just thought you might want to know. I’m sorry if I made a mistake.”

I look away, take a swig of my beer, and set it down. The soft thud of the bottle against the wood is quiet, but still feels too loud. I sigh and say softer, “You didn’t.”

We look at one another for a moment. I guess she’s no more to blame for this than I am. I quietly close the folder and slide it over. 

“You can keep it,” she says. “If you want.”

I hesitate, then draw it back to me.

“I’m sorry, Mason. It’s terrible either way.”

“It is,” I agree. “But... maybe slightly less terrible this way.”

She takes the first sip of her water, and we regard one another in silence. “I think you were right about something, though.” She lightly taps her finger on the outside of the glass. “My father felt guilty. That’s what George said. They were friends a long time, so he remembered when it happened. He said my dad always felt at fault. He felt like there was something he should have done differently to keep from losing control of the car. What if he’d turned the wheel the other way? Stuff like that. Even though it was ruled no fault, it haunted him to the point that he wouldn’t even tell us kids about it. He left instructions for George not to tell us. George didn’t think that was a good idea, but honored my father’s wishes. When we saw he left you something and didn’t know why, we... made some assumptions.”

“That I was his love child?” 

“Yeah,” she gives a slight, embarrassed smile. “Dumb, huh?”

“And you came all this way to welcome your bastard brother into the family?”

She frowns. “Blood is blood,” she says firmly. 

Something about this alleviates some of the tension I feel. This is a lot to take in, but any remaining doubts I had about Lizzy’s motives vanish. She’s loyal to family, this one. And that’s something I can respect. 

I finish off my beer. “You sure you don’t want something besides water?” I ask, wagging the bottle a little in invitation. 

“I’m sure. Thank you.” 

I get another bottle and sit back down, not sure where to go from here. 

“Have you given any thought to keeping your inheritance?”

I nod, but don’t answer. 

“No one would think that makes everything okay or that you’re forgiving him or anything. You’d just be taking what’s yours. That’s all.”

I run one hand through my hair. “Well,” I say, thinking of my half-restored Impala. “I can’t say it wouldn’t be helpful. Think of all the parts I could buy.” 
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It’s another fifteen minutes or so before Lizzy leaves for the airport. We end up talking about less consequential things. I tell her a bit about the car I’m restoring, and she tells me about her fiancé and his little boy, her eyes lighting up as she talks about them. They’re planning on a summer wedding. As I’m walking her to her car, she tells me she checked on the house I’ve inherited and assures me it’s been well looked after. 

“You could keep it as a rental property, no problem. If you decide to sell it, some updating could significantly raise the value. I know a bit about the market there, so I’d be happy to talk to you about it if you go that route. Or,” she says, turning toward me when she gets to the door, “of course, you could move in, if you wanted to.”

“Move in?” I’m oddly intrigued by the suggestion. I don’t know why. My entire life is here, obviously. 

She shrugs. “Well if you ever did, you would already have friends there.” She offers me a smile. I give her a slight smile back. “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me. Yesterday and today. I know you didn’t have to.”

“I’m glad we talked too. I guess. It’s just... hard.”

She nods. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It wasn’t your fault.”

She seems at a loss for a moment, then pulls her purse around in front of her and digs into an inner pocket. She extracts a business card and a pen, writes a number on the card, then hands it over.

“That’s my personal cell,” she says, as I take it. “If you make it back to Swan Pointe. Even if you don’t...”

I give her a questioning look. 

“I’d love it if we could stay in touch.” 

“Why?” I ask honestly. This can’t be easy on her either. Why would she want anything to do with me after this? 

She smiles. “Because you’re kind of family now.”

I raise one eyebrow. “We’ve been over this already.”

She laughs. “Yes, well. Blood isn’t the only thing that bonds people together. Is it?”

I smile. Apparently not.

She extends her hand. This time I take it, and she shakes my hand warmly, hanging on. “I mean it. If you’re ever in California, will you give me a call?”

“Maybe.” 

She gives my hand one final squeeze before letting go. “Please do.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Corrine

I’m at the beach with Lizzy’s dog, Montana, who I brought here just for fun. I’m not dog sitting—Lizzy’s been back a couple days and Brett can take care of Montana anyway. I just freaking love this dog. All dogs, actually. I can’t get enough of them. I’m throwing the stick into the shallows, watching the brown and white hound bound into the water, paddle out to get the stick, then trot back happily and drop it at my feet so we can do it again.

It’s a nice distraction. From countdowns. From family secrets. 

Lizzy’s trip to Illinois proved quite illuminating. The secret Uncle Grant had kept for so many years wasn’t what we thought at all. I can’t decide if the truth is better, or worse. 

I’m deeply relieved he didn’t cheat on my Aunt Sharon. It would’ve forever changed the way I thought about him, and their marriage. They’ve always been my idea of the ideal couple, especially since my own parents divorced. But I’m not at all happy that he was responsible for ending another person’s life, even if it was unintentional. 

The fact that he carried the guilt and shame of it for the rest of this life is both heartbreaking, and just. A waste, yet somehow fair. After all, he got to live while someone else didn’t. Then again, there’s something to be said for forgiveness, even if the person you need to forgive is yourself. Also, the fact that Mason Reeves and his mother were so deeply impacted that he was going to reject his inheritance is troubling. Really, the whole situation is pretty horrible and I’m left with the deep impression (not for the first time) that sometimes life just sucks.

Four days.

I throw the stick as hard as I can, and Montana runs after it like there’s no greater joy than the joy he has this moment. He’s got the right idea, I think.

––––––––
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Mason

It wasn’t my original plan to fly to California on Thanksgiving Day, but once I decided to accept the inheritance, I realized I need to take a look at the house myself before I decide what to do with it. Since we’ve been so busy at work, I wanted to take advantage of the few days off I had for the holiday. Both my mother and grandmother came down with the flu a couple days ago, so we had to cancel our Thanksgiving plans anyway. This was my best opportunity to travel for a while. It’s going to be a quick trip, though. It seems like I’ll be spending almost as much time in the air as I will on the ground. 

I’ve yet to confront my mother about her version of my father’s death, and why that’s what she’s been telling me all these years. I tend to think Lizzy is right about her reasons, but I’m not ready to have that conversation with her yet. Besides, I already feel like I’m making things worse for her by accepting the inheritance she so wanted me to reject. She didn’t fight me on it, to her credit, but it’s clear she finds the whole thing upsetting. I guess I can’t blame her for that. 

But I’m a little angry with her anyway. I’ve spent a lot of years hating the malicious acts of Grant Rivers. His carelessness only amplified a loss that was tragic enough on its own. It added a layer of hurt and anger I could’ve lived without.

I’m a little mad at myself, too. Why didn’t I ever think to look up more information about the accident? It had been easy enough for Lizzy to do, once she knew what to search for. 

Maybe it was because I grew up with the story, and had no reason to question it. Even if I had discovered as a child that the things my mother told me weren’t quite the truth, I don’t know that I would have been mature enough to understand the reasons why she might have done so. 

The one thing I find reassuring about the whole situation, strangely, is Elizabeth Rivers herself. Maybe because her kindness makes it easier to believe Grant Rivers was a kind man also, and was really trying to do what he could to make things better. It’s a version of the story I find a little more comforting. 

When we get on the tarmac and are pulling up to the gate, I think yet again about Lizzy’s genuine invitation to reach out to her. I pitched her card, but not before putting her number in my phone. Just in case.

I remind myself, for the millionth time, that I’ve decided not to tell her I’m here. As quick as this trip is going to be, and given the fact that this is Thanksgiving Day, I don’t need to bother her. I’m not exactly sure what makes me want to see her, anyway. However, as the seatbelt sign goes off and people start unbuckling seat belts and getting out of their chairs, I lose my inner battle.

My phone is already in my hand, since I just took it out of airplane mode, so it only takes a second of weak impulsivity to undo the hours of resolve that preceded it. The text I send Lizzy reads, You said to tell you when I’m in California.

Well, what the hell. She did, didn’t she?

The plane is slowly emptying. When the people a few rows up start filing out, I stand and pull my duffel bag from the overhead bin. 

My phone rings, and I’m startled to see it’s her. I figured she’d just text back. Trying not to feel nervous, I answer. “Hi, Lizzy.”

“Hi, Mason!” Her voice is enthusiastic and genuine. Maybe that shouldn’t surprise me, but it kind of does. I don’t understand why she wants to stay connected with me any better than I understand why I seem to want to stay connected with her. “I’m so glad to hear from you. How long have you been in town?”

“I just landed.”

“You flew in on Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah, I know. But this was my only chance to come for a while. I came to see the house.” The row in front of me is emptying into the aisle. The people around me are shuffling a bit, anticipating their turn.

“Are you selling it?”

“I don’t know yet.” The line stalls as a petite, older lady tugs on her overstuffed carry on, struggling to get it out of the overhead bin. “Mr. Hollister thinks I should keep it as a rental. Good cash flow, I guess. I don’t know. I’m meeting with him tomorrow.” 

“Well, are you hungry? Because in spite of having twenty-five people here for dinner, we still have way too much food.” Twenty-five? Geez, I don’t even think I know that many people, let alone that many I’d want at my house for Thanksgiving. “If you want to stop by, I’d love to feed you.”

“Um...” A tall, lanky teen gives the lady a hand with her bag and things get moving again.

“We also have plenty of alcohol. And pie. And don’t worry about crashing a family dinner or anything. We don’t have much family here in Swan Pointe, and since mom and dad aren’t here anymore, we decided to invite a bunch of friends so it wouldn’t feel so lonely. I hadn’t even met some of them until today because they aren’t all my friends. So you wouldn’t be the odd man out or anything. You’d blend right in. And did I mention there’s alcohol?”

I laugh. “Yeah, okay.”

I regret it the second the words are out of my mouth. Did I just agree to go over there? On Thanksgiving? How does this woman do the things she does? 

“Wonderful! I’ll text you the address. Will that work?”

I’m up next, so I slide out of the row and awkwardly work my way down the narrow aisle. These planes just were not built for a guy like me. “Sure. But I probably won’t stay long.” I’m already backpedaling. “It’s been a long day and I want to get to the hotel and get some sleep.”

“Stay as little or as much as you want. I’m so happy you called.”

“You called.”

She laughs. “Then I’m happy I called. And that you texted me. See you soon?”

I inwardly sigh. It’s too late now. “All right.”

I hang up and stick my phone in my back pocket, nodding to the flight attendant who’s just thanked me for flying with them. I exit the plane and head down the jet way, wondering what in the hell I just got myself into. 
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Chapter 4 
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Corrine

One day.

This is the weirdest Thanksgiving I’ve ever experienced. We’re all at Lizzy and Brett’s house, having the first real Thanksgiving since Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon passed away. My cousins didn’t deal too well with the holidays last year, because their parents had only passed away in October. For Thanksgiving, we didn’t even come here to Lizzy’s house (which used to be their parents’ house and was the source of too many memories, even for me). We hung out at Rayce’s man pad instead. He picked up an overpriced, poorly cooked Thanksgiving dinner from the grocery store deli and we ate it huddled together on the couches in his game room while binging on a Lord of the Rings marathon. The extended versions. 

That still doesn’t top the weirdness of this one. We’re at least at the “right” house this year, but rather than it being just us (which didn’t feel that special, since we have monthly cousins dinners anyway), Lizzy got the bright idea to invite a bunch of friends who maybe didn’t have family to hang with either. I figured four or five people tops. The guest list quickly got out of control. There’s something like twenty or twenty-five people here and even after three hours of eating and drinking with them, I still don’t have all their names down, or remember who they’re connected to. 

That’s not the weird part. It’s been kind of nice to do something different. It makes Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon’s absence less pronounced. And I liked the festive, party atmosphere at first. 

But Connor wins the prize for inviting the people who are the most obnoxious drunks here. Rayce is pretty irritated with them, I know, but I haven’t seen him in probably a good half hour. Whitney has been too distracted by her guests—a family she placed a refugee orphan with back when that’s what she did for work—and Lizzy’s too busy with her fiancé Brett and his son, Little Max, all while playing hostess to all these people, to get distracted by my problems. 

Last I checked, Connor’s in the basement playing pool with some of his other buddies, so there’s literally no one to rescue me from Soused Scott’s drunken rendition of the Twelve Days of Christmas. His pal, Bombed Bart, is acting out all the moves. Or trying to. I kid you not. When he gets to five golden rings, he inadvertently makes the universal fucking sign by sliding his first finger through the ring of his other thumb and forefinger. At least, I think he’s being inadvertent. Irritating or not, I do think he’s harmless.

I’m downing my glass of wine as fast as I can so I’ll have the excuse to leave and get more. Lizzy comes through the living room, apparently looking for someone. Her eyes land on me, and she heads straight over. I send her a silent plea with my eyes that says, Please for the love of all that’s holy get me out of here.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she says as Bart’s flapping his hands in apparent imitation of a partridge in a pear tree. “I need to borrow Corrine for a moment.”

It’s all I can do not to sing Hallelujah! 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I whisper as Lizzy hauls me away, but she seems too distracted to have saved me deliberately. 

“Were they bothering you?” she asks vaguely, leading me through the living room, and past the formal dining room and family room toward the kitchen. During my internment with the Tipsy Twins, I hadn’t noticed the crowds starting to thin out. Looks like the evening’s on the decline, which is okay with me. 

Rayce, Connor, and Whitney have congregated around the kitchen island. They’re all laughing about something, but notice Lizzy and I approaching.

“There you are,” Rayce says to Lizzy. “So what’s up?”

It looks like she’s gathered us here for some reason, but she’s not slowing in her hostess activities. She grabs a bottle of Zin from the little wine cooler and starts scanning the counter for something. 

“I just wanted to let you know we have one more person coming.” She locates the foil cutter and scoots closer to it.

“Coming,” I repeat. “This thing is almost over.”

“Who?” Connor asks.

She gets an uncomfortable look on her face, pitches the foil into the trash, and starts glancing around for, I assume, the corkscrew. I spot it behind a half-empty water pitcher and gesture toward it. Reaching for it, she smiles and says airily, “Mason.”

We all look around at each other to see if anyone besides Lizzy knows this particular guest, but everyone seems as stumped as I am. “Mason?” Rayce asks. “Who’s—” his voice catches and his eyes harden. 

Lizzy is screwing in the corkscrew, the handles slowly rising. She glances at her older brother nervously. 

“You aren’t talking about Mason Reeves,” he says.

“Yes.”

Mouths drop around our little group, save Rayce who’s clenching his jaw. 

Dropping her hands from the corkscrew, Lizzy says hurriedly, “He just got into town and I told him to look me up if he was ever out our way. We’ve got plenty of food, so I—” 

“Mason Reeves,” Rayce says flatly, in that tone of voice that makes me remember just what kind of man he is. Given that I knew him when he was a scrawny little kid, sometimes I forget. 

Whitney once confessed she often feels compelled to call him ‘sir’ and I’d bet fifty bucks this is one of those moments. Rayce can be a pretty intimidating presence sometimes. He has a good heart and isn’t doing it on purpose. He just has that strong demeanor people find themselves yielding to. Of course, this is family. And we’re different. 

Lizzy straightens. “Yes. Mason Reeves.” She pushes the handles down and the cork comes out with a soft pop. “He’ll be here as my guest, so be nice.”

“Nice is not my concern,” Rayce says in a low, careful tone, casting a quick glance at the guests gathered in the family room not far away. “Why would he agree to come here? What does he want?”

She narrows her eyes. “Either the pie or the alcohol. I’m not sure which.”

He gives her a wry look. “Come on, Lizzy, think about it. He’s hated our family for years, and now he’s showing up for Thanksgiving? I’m sure I’m not the only one who thinks something’s not right here.” He glances at the rest of us for confirmation.

There’s an awkward pause as Lizzy looks around the group, nervously assessing our faces. 

“It is a little weird,” Connor admits, “but no weirder than Lizzy inviting him in the first place.”

“Maybe he just didn’t want to be alone on Thanksgiving,” Whitney adds, ever the compassionate one. 

But this doesn’t seem to appease Rayce. In fact, he looks like he’s gearing up to say plenty more.

“Well whatever his reason, he’s coming,” Lizzy says firmly, looking directly at her older brother. “As my guest.” 

Rayce clenches his jaw but doesn’t say a word. He grabs his glass of whiskey and exits the kitchen in such a manner that I want to call out, “See you later, sir,” but I don’t think he’s in the mood to be teased. Anyway, I’m still taking it all in myself. Mason Reeves is coming. Here. Now. What in the hell are we supposed to say to this guy?

Looking flustered, Lizzy notices Brett coming down the stairs toward the living room—he’s had to put Little Max back to bed yet again—and hurries toward him, leaving both the kitchen and the bottle of wine. Connor and Whitney and I look around at one another. 

“Well, this isn’t going to be awkward at all.” I reach for the bottle and give my empty glass a generous pour. Like I said. Weirdest Thanksgiving ever.
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A full forty minutes goes by and the house slowly continues to empty, but that’s been no reprieve for me. The Tipsy Twins are still here and have cornered me again. I’ve no idea why they keep sniffing me out. I’m enduring their rendition of “Walking ’Round in Women’s Underwear” to the tune of “Walking in a Winter Wonderland,” when the doorbell chimes throughout the house. 

Lizzy and Brett have been visiting with some of the guests hanging out in the living room, yet again oblivious to Connor’s drunken friends, and they both hop up to answer the door. “We’ll get it,” she calls, a little too cheery and eager, even for her, betraying her own nerves. 

“I’d better see who that—” I begin, figuring this is my way out of this drunken conversation.

“Oh, you have to hear the next first,” Bombed Bart says, swaying and grinning and putting a hand on my shoulder. “I mean, first verse. I mean, next verse.”

Soused Scott laughs loudly. “Man, you’re so hammered.”

They both laugh and I determinedly duck under Bart’s arm, hurrying across the living room. Connor and Whitney come in from the dining room, drawn by the sound of the doorbell. We look at one another with dread. Is this really happening?

We hear the door open, Lizzy’s enthusiastic greeting, and the low male voice of our anticipated guest. Yeah. Weirdest Thanksgiving ever. It takes some kind of giant coconut balls to show up on Thanksgiving at the house of the person who killed your dad. What on earth would make him want to come here to start with? 

Rayce comes in from the kitchen and lingers at the edge of the room, a dark expression on his face. It’s clear he thinks Mason Reeves is here for no good reason. I wonder if he’s right. What if he’s here to make a big scene and tell us off or to get revenge or something?

A bit of hushed, drunken laughter draws my attention behind me. The Tipsy Twins have settled around the little game table and are leaning in toward one another, whispering and grinning like idiots. Thank god they’ve found a way to entertain one another instead of following me over here.

I turn in time to see Lizzy and Brett come in from the foyer, followed by a man who looks large enough to actually have giant coconut balls. Okay, maybe his balls aren’t really that large. He’s not freakishly huge. He’s just one of those guys who’s just... all guy. And like, a ton of it. He’s gotta be pushing six three, and has these wide shoulders, massive arms, and a chest that goes on into the next county. It all tapers off to a trim waist, and I kinda wish he’d turn around because I suspect his ass matches the fineness of the rest of him. 

I’m just saying, he’s not a bad-looking dude. 

Even with the stoic look he’s giving everyone. Well, okay, he’s not scowling, exactly. Just... leery maybe? Who can blame him, because this is a weird freaking situation and plus, I realize, we’re all kind of staring at him too. You’d think we had no manners at all.

Lizzy’s smiling like there’s nothing abnormal happening. “Everyone, this is Mason.” As she starts introducing him, we finally get sense enough to put polite smiles on our faces. Except Rayce, who’s drifting over slowly and has that look. That look he had in the kitchen. That look that says he’s the alpha in the room and he’s taking hard stock of the big ol’ freaking male who’s threatening his pack. 

I don’t usually think of my elegant cousin in such primitive terms, but the truth is, I don’t know if Mason’s here to threaten us either. I can’t say I mind Rayce’s protectiveness. Though... Mason’s not really striking me as someone here to settle a score. 

“This is my younger brother, Connor,” Lizzy says, “and his fiancé, Whitney.”

Mason shakes their hands in turn, giving a polite smile and nod in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Connor says, offering an awkward smile. Even Connor, who gets along with everybody, is having a hard time maintaining his composure. 

“We’re glad you could join us,” Whitney adds.

Are we? I mean, I’m glad she said it, because he’s a guest here so it needed to be said, but man. I can’t stop thinking about the One Big Thing. My uncle Grant killed this guy’s dad when he was just a little kid. He’s had to grow up without a dad, and accident or not my uncle Grant is the reason why. 

“And this is my older brother, Rayce,” Lizzy says. He manages to put on his host face and greet Mason properly, but his mistrust is not far under the surface. Based on Mason’s expression when the two shake hands, I have a feeling he can sense it, too. 

I’m still surprised Mason agreed to come, but as I watch him, I’m less nervous about his motives. He’s trying to be friendly and doesn’t look like he wants to cause any sort of scene. I’m not basing my assessment on the fact that he’s so easy on the eyes, either. I mean, that’s just a bonus.

Lizzy gives Rayce a brief but pointed look that means Be Nice, before turning toward me. “And this is our cousin, Corrine.”

Mason’s eyes come to me. With his full attention on me, his appearance is even more striking: the smooth angles of his cheekbones and jaw, the deep, chocolate brown of his eyes, which are framed by thick, black lashes. His soft, dark hair.

His massive hand swallows mine as we shake. A shock of electricity goes up my arm. Maybe that’s because his presence here is making me even more nervous than I realized. Not because he’s so handsome. Not because of that. But we linger like this for a tiny moment longer than the others, my hand in his and our eyes locked together. I feel a blush creep up to my cheeks. 

He releases me, and I look away. Lizzy continues with introductions to the guests who’ve been hanging out in the living room: Guido and his daughter, a few of the resort’s managers, and even the Tipsy Twins. I avoid looking at him again, trying to breathe normally. 

She and Brett lead Mason toward the dining room to show him where the food is. We don’t follow, but Rayce’s eye is sharp on them. When Mason’s broad frame disappears into the dining room, I feel physically released from the grips of something I didn’t realize had hold of me.

“Damn,” I whisper, exasperated at myself because I realize I was too startled to remember to check out his rear. I mean, there’s no harm in that, right?

“You said it,” Rayce says lowly, clearly thinking I’m on his side about how screwed up this situation is. 

Yeah, it is a little screwed up. But I don’t think it’s as potentially damaging as Rayce seems to think it is. 

“He seems nice,” Whitney offers.

Rayce looks at her, his expression unchanged. A warbling chorus about eye shadow and parades drifts over the living room, and he glances at the Tipsy Twins for the first time. “Call your drunken friends an Uber, will you?” he says to Connor, before taking a hefty swallow of whiskey and heading into the kitchen.
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Mason

I don’t know what I was thinking. I really don’t. By the time Lizzy’s loaded up my plate with generous helpings of everything at the table, almost all the other guests have gone home. That leaves me without a crowd to blend into and the reluctant center of everyone’s attention. 

It’s clear I’m not the only one feeling awkward. Lizzy, her fiancé Brett, and Connor’s fiancé Whitney are doing the most to carry the conversation, which they’ve steered in safe directions. The fact that I restore cars comes up, but we don’t discuss it much. Maybe the fact that I’m a lowly mechanic doesn’t live up to their standards, I don’t know. Meanwhile, the younger brother Connor is participating in the discussion, but keeps getting that uncomfortable expression on his face that tells me he’s all too aware of who I am. How could he forget? How could any of us? 

Her older brother Rayce has been keeping busy with cleaning up the kitchen and dining room—in spite of Lizzy’s comment that they can do that after all their guests leave—and pointedly not joining in on the discussion. He’s keeping his eye on me though, like he thinks I’m here to hurt them. It’s got my hackles up a bit. 

Then there’s the cousin, Corrine. She’s a lovely wisp of a thing. Like a little pixie I could smuggle home in my pocket. On first glance, she struck me as a delicate flower, but she speaks and moves with such energy and confidence that I’m cured of that notion. Though she has a slender frame, it’s all woman. Her soft curves suggest a femininity that, I admit, is making my blood run a little hot. Most of all, she has these round, compelling crystalline blue eyes I keep returning to, over and over again. I’m trying not to, since there’s nothing remotely convenient about being attracted to her, considering the situation. But if the circumstances were different, I wouldn’t bother talking to anyone else here. It’d be all her. 

Life isn’t always fair though, so beautiful sprite or not, I’m staying just long enough not to offend Lizzy, then I’m out of here. I still don’t know for sure why I wanted to come. I keep thinking of who these people are, and don’t know what I’m doing here. 

Maybe I’m just trying to settle the past somehow. Maybe seeing his children are like the other things I’m feeling eager to do—like seeing the house we lived in when my father died—and I only feel compelled to explore the circumstances of his death so I can finally put it behind me. I have no idea.

Lizzy finishes telling me about the Cottages she’s busy restoring for the resort, which is how she met Brett, who’s the historical contractor. Even Whitney’s in on the thing, helping with the interior design decisions. 

We fall into an awkward silence, yet again. I glance at Corrine, unable to help myself. She seems to be looking at me whenever I’m looking at her, and my blood thickens. My dick twitches, as if to encourage me to engage further with this intriguing woman, but I determinedly look away. 

She’s off limits, dude.

I try to subtly check the time on my phone, which is on my thigh. I haven’t even been here a half hour yet. Is it too soon to leave?

“So...” Lizzy says, smiling in my direction. “Are you checking out the house tomorrow?”

Rayce gives her a brief, exasperated look before returning his attention to the roasting pan he’s scrubbing. We haven’t discussed the reason for my trip here, and Rayce seems not to like that Lizzy brought it up. I don’t know that I blame him. There was a shift in the air when she said that. Even Corrine pressed her full lips together and dropped her eyes to her lap. She has pink lipstick on—not that it matters, mind you—and I get the sudden urge to wipe it off with my thumb. 

I look at Lizzy and nod. “That’s the plan.”

“Any idea what you’re going to do with it?” Brett asks.

“Mr. Hollister thinks I should keep it as a rental.” I think I heard a grunt of disapproval from Rayce. If I did, I’m ignoring it. “But I’ll probably sell.” 

Corrine’s eyes come up to mine, as if she doesn’t like that this is probably my one and only trip to California. 

“Selling makes the most sense,” Rayce says, grabbing a towel to dry the pan. As if he’d very much like this to be my one and only trip here.

“Why’s that?” My hackles rise every time he speaks, even though he’s yet to say anything for me to be offended about. It’s more his tone. His stance. Everything. 

“Multi-family is better for rental income, if that’s what you’re after.”

“I’m not after anything.” 

Rayce gives me a steady look, because I think we both know I’m not talking about the house.

“Um...” Lizzy glances between us uncomfortably. “Well, yes,” she says more cheerfully, clearly trying to ease the tension. “Usually units are better than single-family houses if you want an investment property.”

“I don’t know that I do.” Hell, I didn’t inherit the house because it’s an investment property. It was my fucking childhood home. I take a sip of my beer, suddenly irritated with Lizzy, too. Maybe I should just go. In the awkward silence that follows, I open my mouth to say as much when Corrine speaks up. 

“Want to play Gin?”

I give her a questioning look, trying to ignore the way my body reacts every time I pay her any attention. 

“Look out,” Whitney says with a smile. “Corrine’s a Gin hustler. She’s trying to add you to her list of conquests.”

“No,” Corrine says, shrugging one delicate shoulder and giving me a smile. “I just figured you missed most of the party earlier, so you might want to do something more fun than sitting around.”

Rayce comes part way around the island, leaning one hand on the counter and giving Corrine an appraising look. Is he worried she’s flirting with me? He honest to God looks like he wants to send her to her room.

It suddenly strikes me that he’s almost like the dad of this little group. I think of the way I took on the role of man of the house from such a young age, trying to fill my dad’s shoes, even though my mom never asked that of me. 

I should turn down the game and go, letting them—and myself—off the hook. But I find myself agreeing to Corrine’s invitation. This draws Rayce’s attention back to me. He looks suspicious as hell. I try to keep my expression neutral. 

At my acceptance of her invitation, Corrine smiles broadly. That gorgeous smile hits me with such unexpected force I resolve that very instant to play one game, and one game only, then leave. This has the potential to be dangerous as fuck. 

She hops up and says enthusiastically, “See you guys in a bit.”

“Go easy on him,” Lizzy says. 

I don’t bother defending myself against the implied assessment of my skills. I just follow Corrine into the living room, firmly repeating to myself, Only one game, then get the hell out of here.

She leads me to a little game table in the living room. Let it be noted, it’s the fanciest damned game table I’ve ever seen. The thick, cherry top and carved legs are a far cry from the folding card tables I’m familiar with. 

Corrine and I settle in across from each other. We’re alone, and I let my guard down a bit. Maybe because Rayce is clear in the other room. Maybe for some other reason. But either way, when she starts shuffling and our eyes meet, I forget to act like she’s not having such a strong effect on me. 

Just for a second.
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Chapter 5 
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Corrine

It only lasts for a moment, but it’s a moment that’s still vibrating through me as I focus on trying to shuffle the cards. The way he just looked at me. Holy god. Yeah, okay, we’ve been kind of checking each other out ever since he got here, but just now? It was like my own feelings and desires were reflected right back at me, simmering hot in his eyes just like I know they had to be simmering in mine. 

I’m sure it’s just biology. I don’t really know this guy. But I mean, look at him. I glance up from the cards mid-shuffle. Seriously, what hot-blooded female wouldn’t be affected by that? Even if just for a second. Immediately after, he cleared his throat and shifted his gaze to the table as if he hadn’t meant to look at me like that. 

Good thing, I guess, because that one second was quite enough. I’m so distracted, I slip on the bridge and the cards flop awkwardly on the table.

“Want me to do that?” he asks with a slight grin. 

The female part of my brain gets a little fluttery at the sight of that lovely smile, but there’s this teeny, weeny, itty, bitty competitive side of me that wins out. I straighten, split the deck, and execute a beautiful bridge. “No thanks.” 

His smile widens and I grin back. 

Okay, confession time. I love Gin. Like, crazy love it. I don’t even know why I love it so much, but I kinda can’t get enough of it. My cousins are good at humoring me, which is nice because for some reason my college friends refuse to play with me anymore. Connor says they might be more willing if I’d let them win from time to time. But hey, I can’t help it if I’m good.

“Oh.” I glance at the cards, remembering my manners. “Did you want to deal?”

He juts his chin forward a bit. “Go for it.”

“You know the rules?” I ask as I quickly deal out the cards. 

He gives one massive shoulder an easy shrug. “I know the game, yes.”

“All right then.” I place the remaining cards between us and flip the top one over.

We pick up our cards and spread them out in our hands, rearranging. I instantly spot my potential strategies, then peek through my lashes at him. He’s examining his cards, holding them in two hands and resting his forearms on the edge of the table. Not for the first time tonight, I allow myself to enjoy those eyes. They’re such a lovely, dark brown, and much softer than the rest of him. The rest of him is all hard muscles and strong angles. 

His eyes make me wonder who Mason Reeves really is... beyond being the son of the man my Uncle Grant killed so many years ago. 

“So are your cousins not into football, or something?” He takes a card from the draw pile. I make a mental note that he didn’t need the card that was showing. 

“We’ll watch sometimes. Why?” He lays down a king of spades and I pick it up.

“It’s Thanksgiving Day.”

“Oh, right. Was there a game you wanted to watch?” I put down my discard. 

“Not necessarily. We usually watch games today, but the Phins aren’t playing, so I think I’ll survive.” 

“The Phins?”

He pauses in his reach for a draw card. “The Dolphins,” he says, as if I’ve committed some sort of blasphemy against his team.

“Oh, sorry,” I tease him. “How could I not know?”

“I don’t know,” he teases back. “They’re the only team that counts.”

“Well, we used to watch on Thanksgiving day.” Before my Aunt and Uncle died, I think, but don’t say. “But today was an event, you know. Lizzy banned TV up front.”

We go through a few more rounds of draws, and I learn he used to play in high school. I’m not surprised. He’s practically an entire football team all by himself. I wonder what it would feel like if I ran my hand along his shoulder, down his arm, over his chest, around his—

“Gin.” I’m jarred out of my ruminations as he lays down his cards. As if he just won or something. 

My eyes sweep over his hand and sure enough. He won. “Huh...”

“Is that a ‘Gin’ I just heard?” Whitney asks, coming in from the kitchen. She’s grinning broadly. It didn’t take her long to learn the Rivers family tradition of rubbing it in my face any time I lose. 

“Well, I was distracted,” I say thoughtlessly. 

“By what?” Rayce asks, coming into the room too. He’s giving me a big brotherly, protective, accusatory sort of look.

Uh... I think, looking at Mason, slightly mortified. He’s grinning like he knows. “Nothing.”

Soon the whole group has migrated into the living room and is settling onto couches and chairs, making their little comments about my loss.

I ignore it. “Want to play again?” 

His grin falters a bit. His eyes flick to Rayce. I glance over my shoulder and, sure enough, Rayce is still looking at Mason like he thinks he’s got some devious plan up his sleeve. Yeah, he’s got the obligatory, polite smile, but his eyes give him away. 

I sigh, wishing he’d just relax over there, but knowing he probably won’t until Mason leaves. I’ve seen this side of Rayce before. He’s always had a sense of responsibility beyond his years, but that side of him became more pronounced since their parents died. To no one’s surprise, Rayce became the backbone of this family as automatically as we all kept breathing. He’s the one who, more than anyone, gave everyone strength to keep going. Like he always has. Even in my darkest moments, he’s always been my protector. 

One day. 

I ignore my internal countdown and turn back to Mason. “Just one more game.” I give him a winning smile that might be just this side of flirty. Not that I’m trying to use my feminine wiles to get him to agree. Nope, not me. “You have to give me a chance to redeem myself.”

“Quit while you’re ahead,” Connor advises. 

I’m happy Connor’s more relaxed than he was earlier. Maybe having a breather from Mason helped. I’m glad because I have to say, I’ve never seen such social awkwardness in this house before. Normally, my cousins excel at making people feel welcome. They grew up being expected to do it. Yet earlier we all endured a shocking number of uncomfortable silences. Even Lizzy seemed at a loss sometimes, in spite of us really only needing to maintain simple, polite conversation. 

But that’s the point. Our conversation was on the surface and inconsequential, which none of us are strangers to in social situations, but it felt different because there’s this Big Topic underneath it all that no one wants to bring up. Honestly, there have been so many missteps around Mason today, it’s a wonder he didn’t bolt ten minutes after arriving. 

But he didn’t, and now he’s at my game table, and I need to set the record straight. Not that I’m competitive or anything. Okay, that’s a lie, but you knew that already. “One more,” I nudge, handing him the deck. “Come on. Your deal.”

With one last glance at Rayce, he takes the cards. I smile and straighten in anticipation. As he deals out, everyone else settles into their own conversation, leaving us be. Okay. No more getting distracted by brown eyes and hard chests. It’s go time.

We begin the game with harmless chit chat about California weather versus Illinois weather. But mere minutes later, he’s laying down another winning hand. His declaration of “Gin” apparently startled everyone else as much as it did me, because their conversation halts and the room falls to silence. 

He looks at them in surprise, clearly not understanding that, pardon me, this was my hand to win. I look at his hand, confirming he has the necessary cards. I’m mentally running through the game, wondering what I missed. 

“Wow,” Lizzy says.

He’s still furrowing his brows at everyone, but I’m gathering the cards and shuffling. He may not know it, but he’s freaking playing another hand. No way is this how it’s going to go down. 

I do three hard bridges in a row, and now he’s giving me the same puzzled expression he was just giving everyone else. I don’t even ask. I just start dealing. 

Our eyes lock as I smoothly hand out the cards. There it is again. That simmering desire, mixed up now with something else. Understanding? Regret? Intrigue? I don’t know, but I’m dealing, and he’s letting me. 

There’s no conversation this time. Just the sound of cards flipping and snapping as a few people drift in closer to watch. Lizzy comes around and sits on the arm of the couch. Connor and Whitney float over and stand nearby, keeping a steady eye on things. 

This time I don’t even need to remind myself not to be distracted by Mr. Hot Stuff over there. I draw a four of clubs and mentally rejoice. Victory is close. I have three different ways I can win. It occurs to me, not for the first time, that my Gin-winning fetish might be a way of showing people they shouldn’t underestimate me. It’s a hot, brief thought, though, because he just picked up my discard, tossing out the three of diamonds in exchange. Fuck. I did not think he needed that.

No one else comes over. Brett’s on the couch with Rayce, who I assume is still glowering, but I’m not paying attention to that. I’m focused on the damned cards, because there are two things I’m known for in this family, and one of them is kicking ass at Gin. Consistently. Ruthlessly. Yeah, every now and then someone wins, but for the most part this game is mine. I’m trying to remember if I’ve ever lost twice in a row. Maybe. But I have never, and I mean never, been beat three times running. 

But it turns out there’s a first for everything. “Gin,” Mason says, laying out his cards.
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Mason

Mouth hanging open, she’s staring at the cards in utter disbelief. She’s not moving. She’s not even blinking. After I won the last hand, it became clear to me that this was about more than mere competitiveness. It means something more to her. 

It’s a little unsettling... this sense that I somehow understand her better than I did when we first sat down. Not just on a surface level either. I feel like I understand something important about her, and it morphed our obvious physical attraction to something different. 

I considered throwing the game just to have a little mercy, but I have a feeling she would’ve sniffed that out. It would’ve been even worse. I feel badly, but it doesn’t matter. 

This has all gone far enough. Too far. It’s time to go. 

––––––––
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Corrine

At last, Connor breaks the silence. “Well,” he says joyfully, patting me on the shoulder, “it had to happen eventually. I knew there was someone out there better than you. And now we know who he is.”

“Be glad you weren’t playing poker,” Rayce says from the sofa. “He clearly knows his way around a deck of cards.”

Something hard flashes in Mason’s eyes, and I sense he’s had enough of Rayce over there. I kind of have, too. Rayce has pretty sharp instincts, so it’s possible he sees something concerning in Mason I don’t, but I don’t think so. I understand why this situation has Rayce’s guard up, but I wish he’d back off a little.

“You’re not accusing me of being a hustler, are you?” Mason’s gathering up the cards, tapping the edges of the deck against the table to straighten them out.

“Of course not,” but Rayce’s tone indicates that’s exactly what he meant. “It’s just that Corrine isn’t easy to beat.”

Mason sets the deck to the side with a definitive thud. “Neither am I.”

Okay, shut up Rayce. Just let it go. Not that I’m able to let a certain thing go either. 

I start to reach for the cards. “Again?” I ask urgently as Mason’s massive frame rises from the chair. 

“No,” he says firmly, and I sit back, my hands dropping to my lap. Our eyes meet again and he says softer, but still firm. “Sorry. I need to go.”

My heart sinks. I can see he’s set on it. On not playing another hand. On leaving. 

I slowly get to my feet as he says it was nice to meet everyone

“Thanks for having me,” he says to Lizzy. “The food was amazing.”

“It was great having you. If you decide to sell the house, my offer still stands if you’d like any advice knowing what to upgrade to boost your price.”

“Lizzy,” Rayce says, “stop putting him in an awkward position.”

We all look at Rayce, taken aback by his lack of tact. 

“You’ve been kind to humor my sister,” he says to Mason, and Lizzy’s eyes narrow, “but you don’t need to feel obligated.”

“I’m sure you’d rather I didn’t,” Mason says.

Connor and I exchange glances. This is going downhill fast. Rayce isn’t even denying Mason’s implication that he just flat doesn’t want him here.

“Don’t be silly—” Lizzy starts, but the two have locked horns now and Mason cuts her off.

“You know if anyone should have a problem here, it’s me.”

“No one has a problem,” Lizzy says firmly.

“He does,” Mason answers, his eyes still on Rayce. “You know, it was your dad who killed mine, not the other way around.”

And there it is. In half a second, the bomb we’ve all been avoiding was dropped and detonated. No one speaks. No one moves. 

But Mason’s words only seem to strengthen Rayce’s resolve, as if this only confirms what he knew all along, that the connection between our families has not been forgiven. 

“That’s true,” Rayce says levelly. “So why did you come here?”

“Rayce, that’s enough,” Lizzy says. 

“Clearly I shouldn’t have.” Mason turns and heads toward the door.

Lizzy gives Rayce an exasperated look and hurries after Mason. I’m watching it all unfold, my mind spinning. I don’t know what to think. On the one hand, though I’m mortified by Rayce’s horrible rudeness, part of me is in his corner and always will be. Rayce has been there for me through some pretty hard shit. I know he feels we’re under threat, so he’s going to protect us, whether that means being rude or not. 

But I’m also on Mason’s side, because apart from the attraction, I recognize that it took serious guts to come here. And isn’t it clear by now that he’s not here to hurt us? 

As for why he did come, I don’t know. Maybe he’s searching for something. Maybe it’s answers. I don’t know. But it kills me that he worked up the courage to come here, only to have it end like this. 

Lizzy hurries after him. “Mason, please. I’m sorry.”

He stops, giving her a regretful expression. His eyes skip over her shoulder to me, and linger for a moment. I want to ask him to stay, and beg Rayce to give him a chance, but I say nothing. 

Mason doesn’t look at Rayce or anyone else. He returns his attention to Lizzy. “I think you all just need to get on with your lives, and I’ll get on with mine.” With that, he turns to leave.

Lizzy doesn’t try to stop him this time.

Instead she spins and marches back to Rayce, hands fisted at her sides. The second the door clicks shut, she spits out, “That was fucking uncalled for.”

“Lizzy,” he says firmly, his own anger still simmering, “I have no idea why you invited him to start with.”

“I like him, that’s why! I didn’t ask you to be best friends with him, but I did expect you to make him feel welcome in my home.”

“He has no good reason for being here.”

“Rayce—” Connor begins.

But with his eyes still on Lizzy, Rayce holds up a hand to silence him. “Why would he come here?” 

“I don’t know. For closure? For healing?”

“And you think he’s going to get that from us? Come on, Lizzy.”

She’s still scowling at him, but I see her falter. She crosses her arms. 

Rayce sighs, softening because his words clearly affected her. “Let him get on with his life,” he says, more gently. “Enough damage has been done.” 

“The only damage that was done tonight came from you,” she says, her voice a mix of hurt and anger. “Mom would have been so disappointed.”

Rayce blinks, like he’d been slapped. “Nice try, but she kept it a secret just like Dad did.” Lizzy looks away, arms still crossed, while I can only blink at the hurt in Rayce’s tone. It’s not an emotion we see often from him. “And it should have stayed that way.”

She’s fighting tears against his clear accusation. Brett silently goes to her and puts his arm around her, giving Rayce a look that says, You’d better fucking fix this. 

But Rayce adores his sister and was already on it, stepping closer and resting his hand on her arm. “I know you just did what you thought was best.” 

Still frowning, she looks up at him. 

“And I’m sorry I hurt you tonight.”  

Voice trembling slightly, she says, “But you’re not sorry you hurt him.”

“He’s already been hurt.” 

Tears spill over and she impatiently wipes them away. 

He rubs his hand on her arm, trying to soothe her. “We can’t fix that, Lizzy. Stop trying. It’s only going to make things worse. It’s better that he’s gone. Just leave it be.”

We all stand there, silent and sober. I’m holding my arms across my chest, hurting for everybody. Lizzy, Rayce, Uncle Grant, Mason, me. Everyone. 

Lizzy wipes away the rest of her tears, then looks Rayce in the eye with sad resolution. “He wasn’t after anything, Rayce. He has no reason to be.”

“He has every reason to be,” he says softly.

She shakes her head. “No. All he did was come over here and visit with us. He gave you no reason not to like him.”

Rayce’s eyes flit toward me, and I tighten my hold on my arms. What was that look about? 

“It was unfair.” Lizzy’s tears well up again but she continues firmly. “Have you considered that maybe you don’t like him just because he makes you feel guilty?”

I think maybe Lizzy hit on something, because Rayce straightens slightly and hesitates. But he answers with a tender, firm tone that is unchanged. “Maybe you’re reaching out to him for the same reason.”
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Chapter 6 
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Mason

Well, that was a disaster. I don’t care if I never see any of those people again. Except Corinne. I actually wish I could’ve grabbed her hand and brought her out to the car with me. I’d take her somewhere and get to know her better, try to make her feel better after beating her at her game, see if she’d let me kiss those soft, pink lips of hers. So, yeah, I regret that I won’t get to see her again.

And all right, I guess if I’m honest, I’ll regret not seeing Lizzy again, too. Though for different reasons. I mean, who wouldn’t want a sister like that? 

Okay, Brett was nice enough. And Connor and his fiancé, Whitney. Actually, I guess I liked everybody fine except Rayce. In fact, he’s exactly what I would’ve expected from a spoiled, snotty Rivers kid. But since he’s apparently head honcho of the Rivers family and part of the package deal, the whole thing’s off. 

It was crazy anyway. What in the hell compelled me to have Thanksgiving with the kids of Grant Rivers? My father must be turning over in his grave. 

Then I remember the thing I momentarily forgot. It was an honest accident. The kind of thing that could happen to anybody. What would my father think about all this? Would he have joined Mom in her determination to hate Grant Rivers, or would he have comforted her and encouraged her to move on?

I don’t know. And since he’s not here, I can’t ask him. 

I get in the rental and push the ignition button. I’m so turned around I don’t know what the fuck to think about anything anymore. But there’s one thing I’m not going to think about. Or one person. We all need to go our separate ways, and that includes her.

––––––––
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Corrine

Day zero.

I’m lying as still as possible while the clicks, hums, bangs, and buzzes of the MRI machine ricochet around me. These screenings are long and freaking loud. Even with the headphones. I have a trick to get through them, though. I mentally rehearse the screenplay of Lord of the Rings. I attempt to recall the dialogue word for word, giving it all the emotion the actors do. The boisterousness of Pippen. The subdued pain of Aragorn. The elegance of The Lady Galadriel. 

I usually skip over the parts without dialogue, which don’t distract me enough, so I can get through almost the entire extended version in the time it takes the MRI to scan my body, bit by bit, one thin layer at a time, seeking out any tiny strongholds of cancer.

I’m not as far along in the movie as I’d normally be at this point in the scan, however, because the movie I keep replaying in my head instead is the Thanksgiving Day Apocalypse. Lizzy told me she tried calling Mason this morning. He didn’t answer, so she left a message apologizing. She’s not sure he’ll respond, but said maybe it’s for the best anyway. Thanks to Rayce, she’s questioning her own motives for wanting Mason to be part of our lives. 

When I back up and think about things, I can see how it would be best to let all this go. Is everyone really supposed to get over who Mason is to us, and who we are to him? 

But then I think about him, just him, and I feel differently. 

Click, click, bang. BUZZ. BUZZ. BUZZ.

I startle a bit. Even with all my practice, I haven’t learned how to stay perfectly still when this stupid machine starts screaming at me. 

BUZZZZZZZZ. BUZZZZZZZZ.

I pinch my eyes shut, settling my nerves. It’s not easy, because on top of the Mason thing, I’m already jacked up this time around. I get an MRI every six months, but this is the one I’ve been dreading. 

It’s been two years since I was declared cancer free. That’s also how long it had been the time before, too. Two years after I thought I’d won my first battle with cancer, I came in for an MRI. Just like this. A week later, I was back in treatment. Again. It all starts to come back to me—the IVs, the nausea, the weakness, the hair loss, the weight loss, the fucking close call that it all was—and a little swoosh of panic causes my heart to flutter. There’d be no surviving it this time, I’m sure.

Click, click, hummmmm.

I realize I haven’t been to Italy yet. Why haven’t I done that? Wasn’t that a bigger bucket list item than bungee jumping? I haven’t gone swimming with dolphins, or ridden a motorcycle, or tried the famous fried cauliflower at this little hole-in-the-wall restaurant on the south side of Swan Pointe. 

Hey, that may not seem like a big deal, but I hear that stuff is like crack. I keep meaning to go get me some cauliflower crack, but I just haven’t gotten around to it yet. 

I can’t even think about my degree.

Then there’s the thing I very recently realized isn’t on the list at all. I’ve never been in love. I haven’t really thought about that much. I guess I’ve been too busy not dying and trying to finally get my freaking Bachelor’s Degree. 

Not that it matters. Falling in love still isn’t on the list. It’s in the same category as getting a dog. I mean, how would that be fair? But those few moments with Mason were so powerful. So thrilling. So intoxicating. I thought I was done checking that kind of stuff off my bucket list, but apparently not. I’ve sure as hell never experienced anything like that before. It made me want more moments like that. A lot more. I don’t think there’d be any harm in that. I don’t think that’s asking too much. 

Click, click, click, click. BEEP. BEEP. BEEEEEEP.

Stupid MRI. Why are they so damned noisy? What the hell’s going on inside of this equipment that it needs to make so much noise?

Okay, I breathe. It’s okay. I know how to handle this. I have a strategy. 

I force myself to think about where I left off. Oh, that’s right. Arwen on her white horse, racing the nearly-dead Frodo to the safety of the elves and her father’s healing. To calm my mind, I take a deep, steadying breath through my nose. I’m careful not to move, even though what I want to do is stretch like a fucking cat. I focus on Arwin’s horse galloping across the river, water spraying up, the Ringwraiths close behind. 

Click, bang.

Arwin reaches the shore, then turns her horse to face them and draws her sword. There’s fire in her eyes and power in her voice: 

If you want him, come and claim him! 

Even just imagining it, her words give me chills. 

––––––––
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Mason

The apology message Lizzy left this morning was nice to hear, but I’m not going to respond. I’m not letting myself think about any of them. Not Lizzy, not Rayce, and especially not Corrine. I’m here for my own reasons, and anyway, I’ll be on the red-eye back to Illinois before the day’s out. 

I’m in the rental, driving through downtown Swan Pointe. It’s like something out of a picture book. Charming storefronts, inviting sidewalks lined with sculpted iron lamp posts that are being enjoyed by actual pedestrians, and tantalizing glimpses of the ocean in between buildings. 

I can see why my parents chose to live here. I can’t get over the fresh scent of sea air and bright blue skies, even in November. I can’t help but wonder what my life would have been like if I’d grown up here instead of in Illinois. It’s hard to imagine. It seems so different from everything I’ve known. 

I spent some time on the beach this morning before heading to the lawyer’s office. I assume my parents took me there when I was little, but if they did, I don’t remember it. I’d always heard the ocean could be calming, but calming is not the word. I had no idea how amazing it would be. I could’ve stayed there all day, just watching the water and listening to the waves crash on shore. 

But this day was built for other things. I’ve just come from the lawyer’s office—I now have a manila envelope full of signed documents giving me ownership to the house I inherited, along with some cash and stocks—and am on my way to check out the house. It’ll be up to me to contact the property management company and let them know if I’m keeping it as a rental, or what. I remember what Rayce and Lizzy said about which kind of properties are better for investments, so probably not. Plus, I don’t know that I want to deal with property halfway across the country. It’s just too far, and too complicated, and too heavy with family history anyway. I really think I’ll just sell it. But I need to take a look first.

Though I need to get going, I’m really not in a hurry. I’m feeling both compelled to go, and not looking forward to it at all. In fact, as I make my way through the downtown area, I’m relieved to spot something that gives me an excuse to stop. I find a place to park on the street, just a couple buildings down from my destination: an antique car restoration shop.

As I open the glass door, a little bell tone sounds through the building. There’s a clean but simple counter in front, with an older gentleman sitting behind it. To one side, smooth leather chairs surround a flat coffee table piled with magazines. In a nearby corner is a water cooler and a counter with a coffee machine and a popcorn maker. The rest of the space is a shiny, black-and-white tiled showroom of sorts. On display? A ’59 Cadillac Eldorado and what looks to be, is that a 1957 Bonneville? 

Oh, man. This is an even better lift to my mood than the ocean was. 

“Afternoon,” the gentleman says. “What can I do for you?”

“I just came in to check the place out. I’m a mechanic myself.” I nod to the cars. “Mind if I take a closer look?”

“Go ahead.” He puts both hands on the arm of his chair and pushes himself up. 

I approach the Bonneville first. “Is this a ’57?” I ask, just to confirm.

“Yep.” He’s wandering over, too. 

“Man. They only made, what, 620 of these?”

“Close, 630. You know your Bonnevilles.”

I grin. “How can you not know the ’57? Did you restore this?”

“With my own two hands. This one’s my baby.”

“What kind of condition was she in when you got her?”

“Wrecked and towed.”

I’m salivating. “The best kind.”

He laughs. “You do restoration work?”

I nod. “Not as much as I’d like, but I’ve done some.” I lean over to inspect the Kenya Ivory paint job with the Bonneville red splashes, the shiny chrome that goes on for years. And that bumper. They don’t make bumpers like this anymore. I whistle in appreciation. “She’s a beaut.” 

“Thank you. Want to take a look under the hood?”

I try not to bounce on the balls of my feet like a little kid who’s just been offered a giant candy bar.

“Yeah,” I answer, pretty chill, if you ask me. “If you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” He gets first one hood propped open, then the other, and we spend some time talking about 347 V8 engines and hydro-matic transmissions. He explains that these two cars are from his personal collection. They’re here because he likes to show people what they can do. Showrooms aren’t really necessary, I know, because the best shops are known by reputation and don’t need props like this, but it’s a nice touch. He must be doing all right, too, if he can afford all this extra real estate in a prime location. 

As we continue to look over things first on the Bonneville, then on the Eldorado, he gets me talking about some of the work I’ve done as well. Before I know it, a little over an hour has gone by. 

“Wow, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you.” 

He puts up a hand, shakes his head. “Not at all. I wanted to ask you about the ’49 Coupe you said you restored.” 

This was for one of those rare clients we get in Galesburg from time to time. Another quick twenty minutes passes as I tell him about that job, and seem to really catch his attention and when I tell him about the show it placed in. 

He nods his head. “Not bad.”

“It was fun. I wish I could do more of it.”

“Well,” he says, scratching the scruff of his jaw and giving me an appraising look, “are you looking for work?”

I blink, surprised. “What?” Is he talking a job? Here? 

Fuck. Why can’t he be in Illinois? 

That’s one downside to being in Galesburg. There aren’t a lot of opportunities like this. There aren’t any opportunities like this actually.

“I’ve been keeping my eye out for someone who knows vintage cars. We’re always booked out a good year, so I keep toying with the idea of expanding. For the right person, I just might do it.”

I still can’t believe this turn in the conversation. I decide to come right out with it. “Are you offering me a job?”

He nods succinctly. “I think you’d be good for it.”

“Wow, um....” Damn. It. How many times have I dreamed about a job like this? I even consider it for a second. But I pretty quickly remember that my life isn’t here. It’s back in Illinois. My family’s there, and my mom’s been alone ever since my dad was taken from her. Grandma and I are all she’s got. 

I indulge in the fantasy a moment longer, then force myself to get back to reality. “Thank you. I wish I could accept, but I’m actually just visiting. I live in Illinois.”

“Ah, too bad.” He rubs his scruff with his hand. “That’s a shame. You sound like you know your stuff.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that. And thanks for letting me take up your time.” I offer him my hand.

“No, thank you.” He gives a nice, firm shake. “You gave me something interesting to do while I’m waiting for our front desk manager to return. She has a doctor’s appointment this afternoon. Manning the front desk isn’t exactly my favorite thing, but you’ve made it easier.”

I smile and we say our goodbyes. I return to the rental feeling buoyed. Yeah, I had to turn it down, but still. An offer like that is pretty validating. As a bonus, it gives my thoughts something else to dwell on as I finally make the drive to my former childhood home.
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Back home, when I first found out the value of the house I inherited, I was so shocked I practically swallowed my own tongue. Is it made of gold or something? I’d thought. I looked it up on Google Maps, but it’s just a regular old house. Apparently that price tag is for the privilege of plunking that regular old house down on prime California real estate. 

As I drive through some hilly residential areas past big, expensive looking houses still not as nice as the one that Lizzy lives in, I can’t imagine what all these houses must cost. I sympathize with what I’ve imagined my mother’s emotions to be at the time of the accident. She lost everything: her husband, her provider, her home. It’s easy to see how she could feel like Grant Rivers was flinging money in her direction like it’d been a mere afterthought. A painless way to settle the score. 

Following the directions on my GPS, I enter an older neighborhood of more modest houses. A few more turns, and here I am, pulling up to the curb of my childhood home. A place I barely remember. But as I look at it now, it does feel more familiar. An old memory I had forgotten comes back to me. It’s a brief snippet, just me kicking a ball across the yard, around the tree. That’s all. It feels like I must have been around five, so I guess my father would have still been alive. 

I kill the engine and sit in the car for a few minutes, looking at the house and the yard, and hoping for more memories. None come. I get out of the car and go up the walk to the front door. The lawyer told me he had the lockbox removed, and I see that’s right. 

The door itself feels familiar, another thing I didn’t know I remembered. It’s white with a sunburst window in the upper quarter. I unlock the door and step inside. Though I do remember the brick fireplace, the empty front room, with an apparently fresh coat of white paint on the walls, brings back no memories. This is only a shell of a place, with no furniture, nothing on the walls, nothing to indicate that my father once lived here. 

I go through an archway into the family room and kitchen area. Even though the kitchen has clearly been upgraded since we lived here, the layout is what I remember. I get a brief flash of sitting at the counter, eating a bowl of cereal. Mom is standing on the other side, washing dishes. The counters in front of me are a tasteful gray, but in my memory they are clearly green. Olive green Formica. 

Like the front room, the rear family room is just an empty space. No ghosts from the past call to me as I go through these rooms, my steps echoing off the wood floor. 

I head down the hallway and peek in the bedrooms. There are three, and nothing about them conjures up any memories either. 

I’m not sure what I expected to feel here, but I didn’t expect it to be so sterile. I don’t mean the house. I mean myself. Even with the brief memories I’ve had, I’m neither happy nor upset. I don’t know what I feel. Maybe I’m numb, but for the most part, this house just seems like a house. No more extraordinary than any house.

It isn’t until I step onto the back patio that a memory of my father surfaces. This one I had not forgotten. In this memory, I’m sitting under the big Valley Oak tree in the center of the yard over there, digging in the ground with a stick and watching a fat worm wiggle out of the muddy hole I just made. My father is crouching down in front of me, his elbows on his knees, his hands loosely clasped together. His handsome face looks down at the worm, then me, smiling. 

That’s a big one, sport, he says in my memory. But he says it in my own voice, because I don’t remember what his voice sounds like anymore. 

I slowly cross the grass and draw up under the tree. I put my hand on the rough bark, curling my forefinger and scratching it lightly with my fingertip. My gaze falls onto the blooming Bougainvillea along the back brick wall, which I have no memory of. Even though I’m right here, at this house, in this state, right where everything happened, it still feels so far away and so impossibly long ago. 

That familiar ache I sometimes get from missing my father swells in the base of my throat. I’m twenty-seven years old. It’s been twenty-one years since my father died. I still have moments like this. I think I always will. It can happen in the strangest places, too, so I don’t blame the house. 

Eventually, I lock things up and head to the airport feeling I’ve done what I came to do, and have no more reason to return. I’ll sell it. That’s all.

While I’m waiting at the gate, I get a text from Lizzy:


You don’t have to reply, but I said I’d give you some tips on which renovations would most increase the value of your house, if you decide to sell. I’d still be happy to do so, but if you’d rather speak with someone else, here’s a couple realtors who are trustworthy and know their stuff. Since you don’t know the town, I thought it might be helpful to have some referrals. Thank you for coming yesterday and... sorry again. 




I should at least have the courtesy to send her a thank you. But I really need to cut ties here. So I don’t.

Later, as the plane taxies down the runway, I have fleeting thoughts of long stretches of beach, and a fantasy job, and a fantasy girl with crystal-blue eyes and a competitive streak the size of California. But I let those thoughts slip away as silently as they came. My home is 2000 miles from here, and I need to go back.
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Chapter 7 
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Corrine

When I see my doctor’s name on the caller ID, it’s soon. Way too soon. The MRI was this morning and it’s just getting on dinner time. In the time since I came home, had lunch, and took a nap, he’s already looked the whole thing over? 

Even though I should’ve been prepared, it’s a rather jarring shock anyway. In the two seconds it takes to answer my phone, a million thoughts cross my brain. Rather than go into it, I’ll just say they can all be summed up into one general idea: he’s calling so soon because it’s bad news. 

But when I answer, he says in a light tone, “Hi, Corrine. I’m just calling to let you know I have the results to your test. Everything looks great.”

I blink. “Really?” 

“Don’t sound so surprised.” 

But, I think numbly, this is the two-year mark. I thought I was doing well the last time I had an MRI at the two-year mark, but no. It turned out, I wasn’t fine at all. Does it really shock him that I don’t necessarily trust his reassurances that I’m doing well? 

“I know you’ve been nervous,” he says, “and I understand. But everything is looking good. You’re doing better than you may think you are.”

“Okay.”

“Congratulations. I’ll see you again in six months.”

“Okay.”

We hang up. I cock my head at the phone. After a few seconds, the screen goes black. My cloud of stunned silence finally breaks, giving way to jubilation. Six more months! That means I can get my degree! 

“Halle-fucking-lujah!” I say aloud, my knees bending and arms shooting in the air. I clasp my fists together, press my phone to my chest and bounce around on the balls of my feet. 

Oh man, the biggest freaking thing on my bucket list is earning my bachelor’s degree. And I’m going to do it. I’m really going to finally do it! 

Why aren’t I at Lizzy and Brett’s house? Or Connor and Whitney’s? Or Rayce’s? I need someone to celebrate with. Hell, I’d even settle for Montana. I imagine him dancing around on all fours with me, wagging his tail and barking happily. A laugh escapes me. It’s giddy and wild and out-of-control, just like the happiness ricocheting around in my chest. 

I send a group text to my cousins before calling my mom, then my father, and telling them the news. By the time I’m done with that, Connor sends a text asking what I want to do to celebrate. 

Me: I’m going to get my degree! 

Connor: Lol. Of course! Did you think you wouldn’t? 

Ah Connor, ever the optimist. I love that about him though. 

Before I can reply, Rayce texts, asking if he can take us all out for a celebratory dinner. When I answer yes, he says he’ll be right over to pick me up, apparently intending to spoil me by acting as my chauffeur for the night. This is rapidly followed by a second text that’s nothing but a string of hearts. 

I grin. My big cousin may be a powerhouse and cautious about who he lets in, but maybe that’s why, for those of us who are close to him, his affections and caretaking are so treasured. And so deeply reassuring. At the end of the day, we know he’s there for us, and always will be. 

While I wait for him to arrive, I put up the obligatory Two-Year-Cancer-Free post on Facebook, already looking forward to the likes and comments I know I’ll receive. When Rayce shows up, he pulls me into a big hug. I’m giddy and laughing, reveling in the familiar breathing space of a six-month reprieve.
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By the time I’m back at Hartman College Sunday evening, I’ve become keenly aware of the fact that I can’t seem to get Mason Reeves out of my thoughts. 

I keep wondering what it was like for him to go back to his old house, if he decided to sell it or rent it, and how he’s doing now that he is, probably, back home in Illinois. I think about him eating with us, the fight with Rayce, the way he kept looking at me. Especially that. 

I try to think about other things, but as my mind keeps circling back to him, I decide I can’t really take responsibility for the trouble I’m having. We can’t control every random thought that pops into our heads, right? But my mind has entertained some pretty odd ones. Like the fantasy that he could move to California and live in his old house. Even a truly baffling thought that we could have him over for dinner again. As if it weren’t bad enough the first time. 

After I visit with my roommate for a while and retire to my room for the evening, my harmless thoughts escalate to action. Maybe, just maybe, I have to take responsibility for that.

I actually search “Mason Reeves” on Facebook, then scroll through the results looking for him. Does he even have a Facebook profile? In some ways, he doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy to give a crap about social media. What would he post about if he did? I don’t think it’s going to be pics of cute kitties or what he’s having for dinner. 

Soon enough, I’m pretty sure I found him. There’s a Mason Reeves, from Galesburg, Illinois, with the Dolphins logo as his profile picture. His page is set to private, so I can’t see anything else to know for sure that it’s him, but what are the odds? 

When I consider sending a friend request, I firmly tell myself to stop. I’m sure he doesn’t want to hear from me. He hasn’t responded to Lizzy’s message or text, so he probably never wants to see any of us ever again. I can’t blame him. 

I close my laptop and go through my bedtime routine. I remove my makeup and brush my teeth. I climb into bed, then scroll through my Instagram, not at all trying to avoid any temptation over there on Facebook. Because I’m not going to bother him. 

When I do go back to Facebook, it’s just to check my notifications. I swear that’s the only reason. And I only went back to his profile just to see if I missed some detail, among the very few details present, that would tell me for sure whether or not that’s even the right Mason Reeves. I’m only checking. 

But by the time I’m staring at the friend request button, really staring at it, my mind and body growing still, I realize things are getting real. I know it might upset him. I know I probably shouldn’t. But every time I think about the way he looked at me, my cheeks flush warm. Just from the memory of it. 

My thumb rubs along the edge of my phone. Even if I did send a friend request, and even if he did accept, what then? It’s not like anything would come of it. 

But something about him intrigues me, even beyond the drop-dead-gorgeous exterior. Maybe it’s worth sticking my neck out. 

I quickly tap the button with my thumb, a swoosh of anxiety rising in me the second I do it. 

Well, shit. 

Too late to change my mind now. 

The fact that it’s too late kind of makes me smile though. Even though I’m simultaneously hoping I don’t regret it. 

Or that I hurt him. 

My smile vanishes. God, why did I just do that? What if I do upset him?

Well, if he doesn’t respond, that’s his call. But I needed to reach out to him, and now that I’ve done it, I’m glad I did. 

I go to sleep that night, wondering if he’s going to accept my friend request, and hoping I’ll have my answer in the morning.
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It’s been so long, I figured I had my answer, but almost a week later, Mason accepts my friend request. I wonder if he finally accepted out of guilt or a sense of obligation or what. 

I should be getting in the shower to get ready for class. Instead, I go to his profile to check out his activity. Which isn’t much. It’s been a couple weeks since he’s posted anything. Scrolling down, I notice his posting is pretty sporadic in general, with long stretches in between. Maybe he wasn’t ignoring me at all. Maybe he just now saw it. 

His posts seem to fall into one of three categories: Miami Dolphins, old cars, and family. The most recent family post was last month, and is a pic of him and his mom. It reads, “Grateful for this lady. Happy birthday mom.” 

I linger on it. It’s a close up of the two of them, leaning together. The background looks like maybe they’re sitting at a table in a restaurant. I wonder if he took her out for dinner for her birthday? 

He’s still impossibly gorgeous. It’s only been two weeks since I saw him, and already I forgot just how hot he is. Even his picture affects me. 

I’m curious about his mom and take a closer look. Though sitting, she’s obviously shorter than he is. It’s hard to see the resemblance. While he has dark hair and dark eyes, she has lighter hair—a dirty blonde with a hint of auburn—and blue eyes. 

They’re both smiling, and I feel the contrast between this real image of her looking so happy and the mental image that I’ve had in my head of her perpetually grieving. Like she’d constantly be walking around depressed over her loss all those years ago. As if I don’t know better. Then there’s always the possibility that she’s not fine at all, but just knows how to put on a happy face. 

But still. The image of the two of them smiling is striking, and alleviates something heavy inside me. 

I keep scrolling, looking for more pictures. After a few posts either bemoaning a lost Dolphins game or cheering a victory, along with several more of shiny vintage cars, I find a photo of just his mother. She’s in running clothes with a big number ‘78’ pinned to her chest. The post reads: “Her first half marathon.” She’s sweaty and beaming. It looks like she just finished. 

“Wow,” I say aloud. “Impressive.” 

I’ve always wanted to do something like that. 

Well, no. Scratch that. I’ve always wanted to say I’ve done something like that. I don’t want to have to actually do it. Because of, you know, all the running. 

I scroll for longer than I should, gathering what clues I can about Mason from the little snippets he’s left here. But it’s unsatisfying. I want to know how he really is. Who he really is.

I think I should probably acknowledge that he accepted my friend request, but I’m not sure if I should like anything on his page. What if his mom sees and the name “Corrine Rivers” is an unpleasant reminder for her? 

Instead I hit the message button. 

I chew on the bottom of my lip, pondering what to say. “Thanks for accepting my friend request,” is, well, lame. I can’t just jump in with the things I really want to know about, because they’re too personal and none of my business anyway. So I stick with something safe.

Me: Howdie. You have quite the Dolphins fixation.

After I hit send, I worry he’ll think I’m being mean and snarky, instead of light and playful, the way I imagined it in my head. He doesn’t know me well enough to know how to take it. Plus there’s the little matter of the unpleasantness that happened Thanksgiving Day. Maybe he thinks I’m on Rayce’s side. Well, I am, but I don’t agree with him. 

For another ten minutes or so, I scroll deeper and deeper into his feed, hoping he’ll respond. Every time I stop to gawk at a rare photo of him, I feel like a true creeper. I give up waiting and hop in the shower. For all I know, it could be another two weeks before he replies, if he bothers to at all. 

I’m rubbing my wet hair with a towel, grateful it’s finally well past my shoulders and getting easier to deal with. I even let it go back to my normal coloring. For a while I played with bold, blonde highlights to give my way too short hair a little more personality. It was worth it, even though coloring is a little tough on post-chemo hair. But for all I know, I’m just going to lose it all again anyway, so I figured I’d enjoy it while I have it. I will say, now that it’s almost back to normal and looks more like me, it’d be that much more difficult to lose again. 

When my phone digs with a notification, I snatch my phone from the counter. It’s a message from Mason. I tap it, my heartbeat quickening. 

Mason: My dad was a Dolphins fan.

“Well, fuck,” I say aloud.

Sorry, I message back.

He replies immediately. For what?

Me: Just... I don’t know. Bringing up your dad.

Mason: You didn’t. I did. It’s okay. He grew up in Miami and stayed loyal to the Phins. Because, obviously.

I smile. Obviously. ... Okay, confession. I don’t watch much football, so I wouldn’t really know.

Mason: And here I thought we could be friends.

I straighten, smiling wider. He thought we could be friends? I turn and lean back against the counter, typing my reply. I don’t know if I can be friends with someone with so much car porn on his timeline.

Mason: What? I don’t have car porn.

Me: Yes, you do. All the antique cars. They’re all shiny and chrome-covered and, you know, porny.

Mason: Ha! I thought you meant cars with half-naked women all over them. But thanks for making cars even more exciting.

We didn’t talk much about what he does for a living on Thanksgiving, so I’m not too clear on it. Do you work on old cars like that or new ones?

By the time I’ve finished brushing my teeth, he sends a reply. Mostly I repair modern cars. I work in a shop. But I have a 65 Impala I’m restoring, and I’ve done some restoration work for other people. My first was an 86 Corvette Stingray for my mom. I’d like to do more, but there’s not a big market for that in Galesburg.

I smile. Who knew Mason Reeves could be so chatty? I like it. Is Galesburg a small town?

While I’m waiting for him to reply, I whip off the towel, hurriedly hang it on the rack, and hustle into my bedroom. I’m going to be late for class if I don’t get a move on. I’m running a little behind thanks to, you know, trolling his Facebook feed earlier. And now chatting with him. But it’s so worth it. 

I only have a bra and panties on when my phone dings. About 30K people. It feels like a smaller town though. There’s not much here aside from the mall and a hoity toity private college. But Uncle Billy’s Bakery makes it all worth it. Their spinach bread is like crack.

I laugh out loud, thinking of the cauliflower crack back in Swan Pointe I never did get around to. I swear, those negative scans make me get lazy about my bucket list. I’ve needed a dealer for spinach bread. Now I’ve got my guy.

I wonder if “my guy” sounded weird.

Mason: I’ll hook you up with their cheese sticks too. But I charge extra. We have to smuggle those over the border.

Wow. Chatty and playful? I like this side of Mason. Me: What’s a cheese stick? I’m imagining string cheese or something, which doesn’t exactly seem like a bakery item. But what do I know about what they eat in Illinois. 

Mason: It’s a long, twisty bread stick that has bits of cheddar cheese sprinkled in the dough, plus a little more shredded and melted on top when it bakes. It’s a diet killer for sure.

Me: That’s okay. I don’t start my diet until January.

Mason: You don’t need to diet.

I roll my eyes. Don’t tell me I need to gain weight cuz I’m sick of everyone telling me that.

I’ve always been thin-boned, but I’m a tad thinner than I was before chemo. A lot of people gain too much weight post chemo. I haven’t gained enough. My body’s never seemed to recover all the way, as far as that goes, and I have my suspicions as to why. But I do have my energy back and can still help Lizzy kick the boys’ asses in beach volleyball, so I’m not going to worry about my weight too much. My doctor can tell me to gain weight if he wants to, but everyone else needs to shut the hell up. 

Mason replies. I wasn’t going to. I think you look fantastic.

Wow. That compliment zings right through me. Even though he maybe said that just to appease me, I get warm and buzzy as I read his words again. Thanks.

I’m not sure where to take the conversation next. It’s bound to end eventually, but as I finish getting dressed, I try to think of what I can say to keep it going. 

My phone dings and I pick it up a little too eagerly. I’m disappointed by his first words. I have to go, but thanks for the chat about porn and drugs.

Me: That’s what I’m here for.

I figure that’s it for today, but his final message puts a smile on my face: And congratulations on your two year anniversary.

That was something like twenty posts ago. Looks like I’m not the only one who’s been trolling the other one’s feed. 
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Chapter 8 
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Mason

Corrine Rivers has persistently invaded my thoughts since Thanksgiving Day, in spite of my best efforts to exorcise her. I know I shouldn’t be talking to her. But I guess by the time I saw her friend request I was worn out from fighting it. I spent far more time than I meant to examining her Facebook feed before accepting, and the next thing I know we’re chatting each other up. 

I guess there’s no harm. She’s clear in California, her cousin Rayce isn’t breathing down my neck this way, and without her right in front of me—tempting me—it doesn’t feel as dangerous.

As long as I don’t repeat today’s mistake of checking out her many pictures, I should be fine. Yeah, she’s beautiful and sexy and intriguing and makes me want to put my hands all over her. But she’s out of reach—literally and otherwise—so what harm is a little chat really going to do? 
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The next day, our subscription to Hot Rod Magazine comes to the shop, with a spread of a gorgeous 1933 Ford Phaeton. I snap a picture and send it to her with the caption, Nice new shiny porn has arrived. 

Hey, it’s no big deal. I’m just being friendly. 

I head back to the shop and get ready to start on the Honda Odyssey that needs a new door lock actuator on the passenger side. As I’m grabbing the new part, I get a picture back. It’s a gooey-looking brownie on a little white plate. She says, My food porn is better than your car porn. 

Yes, I text back, I’ve noticed your food addiction. That girl posts about food every other day. They have facilities for that you know. 

Corrine: I can’t help that I have a sweet tooth. I was born with it. Blame my parents.

Me: The first step to recovery is admitting you have a problem. 

Corrine: Says the guy with a whole magazine full of car porn.
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That evening she sends me a picture of her winning hand of gin. 

Me: Who are you playing? Your eight-year-old friend? 

Corrine: Haha. My roommate, who happens to be very good at it. 

Me: Really? How many times has she beat you? 

Corrine: A few. 

Me: Well then how good can she be? Maybe you only think you’re good at Gin, but now that you’ve met the master... I hope I didn’t just go too far. I don’t know if her three-streak loss is still a sore spot.

Corrine: I still want a rematch. 

Me: That’s kind of hard to do over Messenger.

Corrine: You’re just afraid I’m going to beat you. 

Me: Hardly. Okay, how about Chess? We could do that online. Do you play? 

Corrine: Not very well. How about Scrabble? 

Me: That’s a no. I hate word games. 

Corrine: You’re just being difficult now. 

Me: I try. 

A few minutes later she sends me a link to online Reversi with friends. Do you play this much? 

Me: No. 

Corrine: Me either. So it’s fair game. 

Me: Was Gin not fair? I got the impression you’re the household expert. 

Corrine: Never mind that, smarty pants. You want to play or what?

The next several days we take to playing the game in between my work and her classes. We text more too. I learn she’s a senior in college even though she’s 24, because she lost some time when she was getting her cancer treatments. She’s had to fight it twice, something I hadn’t gone deep enough into her timeline to learn. I wonder about the likelihood of a recurrence—an idea that strangely gives me a hollow pit in my stomach—but I don’t ask about that. It seems too personal, and I’m trying to make sure we don’t go there. 

Besides, I’m afraid of the answer. 

She tells me she’s an unenthusiastic Psychology major and hasn’t decided what she wants to do after college yet. I admit I only have my Associates Degree. School’s never been my thing. I care less about writing college essays and more about the tranny on a Shelby, something I’m better able to learn about on the job, through YouTube videos, or in books. 

She said she was impressed that I’m largely self-taught in terms of restoration work, but it’s not like I had a choice. I don’t tell her about the job offer in Swan Pointe, or what I decided to do with the house. (I didn’t want to mess with renovations, even the simple ones the realtor said would make for a higher sale, so I just put it on the market as is.) We don’t talk about any of that. 

But we have talked about the merits of curly fries over straight, and regular wings over boneless. She did, however, nearly blow the whole thing out of the water when she claimed to be a Steelers fan, but then admitted she was only teasing me, so I let it slide.

––––––––
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Corrine

There’s a little white and brown terrier at my feet, wagging his tail and sniffing my hand for treats. I pet him with one hand and snap a picture with the other. He sniffs hard against my hand, letting me know his feelings about the lack of goodies. 

“Okay. Here you go.” I grab the little bag sitting on the bench next to me and toss him a treat.

I send the picture to Mason with the caption, Meet Alvin Von Shithead. 

I feed the little terrier a couple more treats before he wanders off with a haughty little trot. 

Mason: Is that your dog? 

Me: No. I’d love a dog, but if I did have one it wouldn’t be him. I’m at the dog park. 

Mason: Aren’t you supposed to be finishing an essay young lady? 

It’s finals week at Hartman. Only five days to go then I’ll be back in Swan Pointe for Christmas break. I’m putting off making corrections to the final draft of my Adolescent and Adult Development essay, so I walked down here instead. 

It’s one of my favorite haunts. There’s never any shortage of dogs wrestling with one another, and running around with happy faces and happy tails. It makes me happy just to watch them. I come here often enough that I know some of the regulars here. 

Me: Just taking a break. You know what those are don’t you? 

I’m teasing him because it seems whenever we chat he’s working on one car or another. I swear, it sounds like he’s spending his entire inheritance on an old Impala he’s restoring to its former glory. I know he doesn’t work all the time, but it’s fun to poke fun at him anyway. 

Mason: I’m ignoring that. If you’d love a dog, why don’t you get one? 

Me: The dorms don’t allow it. 

My stomach twists a little, as if I’ve just told him a lie. But I really couldn’t keep a dog in the dorms, anyway. 

Mason: Alvin Von Shithead looks small enough that you could sneak him in and out in your purse. 

Me: He’s too ornery. You should hear some of the stories his owner tells me. Why do you think he has the nickname he does? 

Mason: That’s not a nice thing to call someone else’s dog. 

Me: Dude, it’s the owner who gave him that nickname. 

Mason: LOL.

I smile. My favorites are a trio of Havanese dogs, Erin, Abby, and Opal. If I could have a dog, I would sneak one of those home in my purse. 

Mason: I want a picture. 

Me: I can’t. They’re not here today. 

A new arrival comes through the far gate, a big black lab with named Rocky, and his owner. 

Mason: Are there any non-purse sized dogs there? If I had a dog, it would be a German Shepherd or a Lab. Something manly.

Me: Or a retriever? 

Released from his leash, Rocky runs into the field, tags jangling. Approaching a little Cocker Spaniel mix, he and his new friend sniff each other’s rears in greeting, then run off to play together.

Mason: That’s big enough to be a real dog, so yes. But I guess you can’t send pictures of any dogs like that since you’re at the tiny dog park. Which makes sense, because you’re pretty tiny yourself. 

Me: I’m almost 5’5”. 

Mason: Really? You seemed smaller than that when I met you. 

Me: Maybe because that’s because you’re so tall. How tall are you? 

Mason: 6’2”

Me: Is that all? You seemed taller. 

Mason: That must have been your impression of me just because I was kicking your trash at Gin. 

Me: You’re never going to let that go are you? 

Mason: As if you wouldn’t be begging for a rematch if I were there right now. 

I smile, happy at the thought of him being here instead of all the way over there. I don’t beg. 

Mason: I bet I could make you beg. 

My cheeks flush, as my mind suddenly goes in a completely different direction. I’m not sure if that’s what he meant, but it’s sure as hell what I’m thinking. I really need to stop drooling over his pics on Facebook. This would be a lot easier if I could give myself a chance to forget how sexy he is. 

Mason: I meant for a rematch.

I cross my legs and sink a little deeper on the bench. Ha, sure you did. 

Mason: Really. Anyway, maybe you have a boyfriend. 

My smile grows wider and I bob my foot up and down, up and down. No, I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you have a girlfriend? 

Mason: No time for one. I’m always working remember? 

His answer really, really shouldn’t make me happy. But it does.
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Somehow, Mason Reeves has become somewhat of a fixture in my life, which I’m feeling a little awkward about now that I’m back in Swan Pointe and surrounded by my family all the time. It seems a little disloyal, and sneaky since I haven’t told anyone about it. Not even Lizzy. But all we really talk about is silly stuff, like bagels versus donuts and the ideal summer vacation and the proper way to eat a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup. (I’m right, by the way.)

I get a text from Mason: How goes inventory? 

As usual, I’m helping out with odd tasks at the resort while I’m home on break. Right now, I’m assisting the Fitness Manager, Elisa, with the equipment inventory Rayce wants done. We’re in the Fitness Center and I’m tagging alongside her with a clipboard full of inventory sheets, jotting down her notes about the condition of the equipment. Most of it looks in good shape, but we’ve identified one stationary bike with enough wear that Rayce might want to replace it. He’s pretty particular about making sure everything stays looking new and clean. Once we’re done with the inspection, I’ll type up her recommendations and send them over to Rayce.

I send Mason my reply: Almost done. Text you then?

Mason: Sure.

It seems like a long twenty minutes before Elisa and I wrap things up for the day. I set the clipboard on her desk as she pulls her hair into a pony tail. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” she asks. 

She discovered CrossFit over the summer and has been trying to get me to join up with her. 

“I’ll pass,” I say with a grin. I’ve heard all about the ropes she can climb now and the weights she’s lifting. It’s pretty impressive because she’s a much smaller woman than I am. Those weights are heavier than she is, I swear.

“It’s really not bad,” she says, hitching a gym bag over her shoulder. “It’s actually a lot of fun.”

“Yeah, that’s what you keep saying.”

“Maybe after you graduate. Then I can ease you into it.”

“Maybe,” I say, because I know she won’t take no for an answer. The truth is, I’m half considering it. If she can do it, maybe I can too. 

After saying goodbye to Elisa, and stopping by my cousin’s offices to tell them goodbye as well, I head down the hall toward the elevators. Pulling out my phone to text Mason, I get a twinge of guilt. Probably because I just saw Rayce. I tell myself for the hundredth time I’m not doing anything wrong. We’re just talking.

Mason beats me to the punch: Done yet?

I smile and push the button for the elevator. Just finished. We have one faulty treadmill and a stationary bike on its way out. Plus I got her recipe for Sin in a Pan. 

Mason: What’s Sin in a Pan? 

Me: The most sinful brownie you’ve ever heard of. The elevator doors open and I step inside, finishing my message as the car takes me down to underground parking. You take brownie mix and pour half of it into a 9 by 13 pan. Then you put three Hershey bars on top, then put the rest of the batter over that and bake it. 

Mason: I just went into a sugar coma. Sounds worse than my famous caramel chocolate fudge.

The doors open to reveal the underground parking garage. I head right, past the reserved spaces for my cousins and other management, and toward my little Prius. I text while I walk. You have a famous fudge recipe? You?

Mason: Why do you sound so surprised?

Me: No, I’m not surprised. *blink blink*

Mason: It’s the best, girl. I make it every Christmas. If I didn’t, my family would revolt. 

Me: That good? Maybe I should make it for Christmas dinner. I’ve arrived at my car, but linger next to it while I finish up. I’m supposed to bring the potatoes and a dessert. Lizzy would be so impressed.

I unlock the car and slide in. My phone dings before I start the engine, so I leave the keys dangling in the ignition and settle into the seat, figuring this is as good a place as any. 

Mason: Sorry, it’s a top secret recipe. 

Me: But I gave you Sin in a Pan.

Mason: Not a fair trade. It’s not a secret or she wouldn’t have given it to you.

Me: Yes, she would have. Besides, Elisa is special, so it’s a special recipe. Fair trade.

Mason: I’ll be the judge of that. What makes her so special?

Me: She’s the one who helped me start working out again after my second round of chemo. She gave me easy pool exercises to do until I was strong enough to do regular workouts. She really helped me out.

We’ve only skimmed the topic of the whole cancer thing, and maybe we should keep it that way. It’s not that I would mind talking to him about it. Or anything, really. But the fact that I’m parked right in the basement of my cousins’ resort just reinforces the reason why we stay light and playful and don’t get too close. Or why I do anyway. I quickly send a follow up to keep us on track: So do I get the recipe or what?

––––––––
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Mason

I don’t press Corrine about her cancer history. I hurt anytime I think of her going through that, and get uneasy any time I worry about her going through it again. Anyway, she seemed to steer the conversation away from the topic. It’s just as well. We need to be careful not to get too personal. 

I promise to send the recipe later, but have to end the conversation because I’m meeting my mother and grandmother for dinner. I haven’t mentioned Corrine to them. Or anyone. Not even my boss, Larry, who I know would keep quiet about it and not judge. There’s just... no reason to. We’re just exchanging the occasional friendly text.

Multiple times a day. 

But my mom still seems shaken by the whole inheritance situation, and I don’t want to do anything more to upset her. 

Especially since it’s nothing anyway. 

Really. 
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Chapter 9 
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Corrine

I’m in the kitchen of Lizzy’s old house, pulling the batch of fudge from the refrigerator. Mason’s fudge. Before I cut into it, I snap a couple pics, looking for the most appetizing angle. Which isn’t easy since it’s in a plain, glass dish. Still, I pick one out and send the winner over: Getting ready to try it.

I finish the horizontal cuts and am about to cut in the other direction when my phone starts to ring. I’m irritated by the interruption to my potential text chat with Mason, until I see who’s calling. 

My heart leaps into my throat, and I swipe to answer. “Hello?”

“Hi,” Mason says, his low voice reaching deep into my chest. “I hope it’s okay that I called.”

“Of course,” I say, my voice sounding kind of giddy and nervous. I pinch my eyes shut and take a deep, silent breath. 

“I wanted to be with you for the big moment. Besides, it seemed better to wish you a Merry Christmas over the phone instead of texting.”

“Christmas isn’t until tomorrow,” I say, my voice thankfully not sounding like a little schoolgirl anymore. My smile is coming through though, not that I mind.

“Then Merry Christmas Eve.”

“Merry Christmas Eve to you, too.”

“So did I miss it?”

“Miss what?”

“Did you try it yet?”

“Oh!” I’ve been standing here motionless, knife in hand. I jolt into motion. “No, I’m cutting it now.”

“Good. Get ready for ecstasy.”

I manage not to moan, and not over the fudge. His voice already sounds so sexy, but throw in the word ‘ecstasy’ and my mind goes to dirty places. 

“I’m cutting it into sixteen pieces,” I say, as I finish the vertical cuts. “Is that how you do it?”

“Yeah. It’s pretty rich, so twelve comes out a little large.”

Yep. My mind is still thinking dirty things. But how can I help it after a comment like that? Not for the first time, I wonder if his man part is as oversized as the rest of him. Not that I would get access to it anyway. I’m just curious. 

I start fumbling through the drawer, telling myself to pull it together. I’d like to have a conversation with him without being a little horn dog the whole time. It’s just that he sounds so good, it’s making me remember what it was like to exchange those heated glances with one another. 

“What are you doing?” he asks, probably in response to the noise I’m making digging around in the drawer. 

“Trying to find the little spatula. I know she has one here somewhere. I still can’t find things sometimes— oh, here it is!”

“Where are you?”

“Lizzy’s old house. I stay here during breaks.”

“Oh.”

“Okay.” I tuck the phone against my ear with my elbow, lifting a little piece of fudge out of the pan, and grabbing it with my free hand. “I’m eating it now.”

Then I let out the most sinful moan I’ve ever made. Because when I put that little piece of heaven on my tongue, oh my God. “Mmmm.”

“Yeah?” He sounds a little breathless.

“Mmmm,” I moan again, letting the smooth caramel and chocolaty texture caress my tongue. “Holy lord.”

He exhales. “Uh... you’re welcome.”

I laugh, cheeks burning, licking my lips. “That was fucking amazing.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” he says, sounding slightly more normal. God, did we just have food sex? Is that a thing? Because if it’s not, it should be.

I pull another piece out of the pan. 

“Are you having more?”

“You know it.”

He laughs. 

I carry the square of fudge to the table and sit down, tearing it in half. I set one half down, trying to pace myself, and put the other in my mouth. It takes a lot of willpower, but I’m silent as I eat this one. We’re not in a relationship. We shouldn’t be having food sex. 

He’s the one to break the silence. “I don’t know why I thought you were staying with your parents. I thought you grew up there.”

“Mm-hmm.” I lick my fingers again. “I did. But my parents moved to San Francisco for my dad’s job. They got divorced shortly after.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Eh, it’s better now. Mom’s in Seattle with her new husband. I actually started keeping Swan Pointe as my home base again when I started at Hartman. I stayed with Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon during breaks up until they passed—”

I stop abruptly, mortified, realizing who I’m talking to. Did it bother him to hear Uncle Grant’s name?

“So that’s why you stay with Lizzy now?” he asks, like it didn’t bother him at all. 

I relax a bit. “Yeah. Well, she took over their house so I kept staying there like I always had. Then Brett and Little Max moved in last month, so I now stay at her old house, which she only still had because Connor was living here. When they died, he came back to help at the resort, but didn’t know if that was permanent or what, so he was here temporarily. He and Whitney just barely got their own place. Lizzy says I can stay here till I graduate and decide where I want to live or whatever. I guess her place has kind of turned into the family halfway house.”

I feel like I’m rambling and making an idiot of myself, but he laughs and I relax again. “That was probably way more information than you wanted.”

“No, it was nice.” 

I smile, sinking further into my seat and tearing a corner off the second half of the fudge. 

“I like knowing more about you. Or your living arrangements, anyway.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” I didn’t mean to say that, and immediately regret it. He’s just so easy to talk to, stuff keeps popping out of my mouth. 

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“Actually, never mind.” I eat the little nibble of fudge. Holy hell, this stuff is amazing.

“Why? What were you going to say?”

“Oh, it’s...” I lick my fingers again, considering. “Well, it’s kind of on the depressing side and this is Christmas Eve. We should be talking about sleigh rides and reindeer or something.”

He laughs. “We can talk about that later. What were you going to say?”

I hesitate, then decide to go with it. “Well, sophomore year of college, after I was first diagnosed, I had to drop out for treatment, so I lived in Seattle with my mom and her husband. It was just outpatient treatments then, so I’d recover at their house. Then the second time, I was down at the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale for nine months.”

“You were in the hospital that whole time?”

“Yeah.”

There’s a heavy pause, then, “You must’ve been really sick.”

“Yeah. I, um... they didn’t think I’d make it.”

“Your family or the doctors?”

“Everyone. Well, not Connor.” I smile, remembering. “But he was just delusional, I think.”

Mason laughs a little. 

“I didn’t mind. He was one of the few people who didn’t look at me like I was dying.” Wow, okay. Way to be cheerful, Corrine. Geez, this will probably be the last time he places a call to me.

“But... you’re okay now?” His voice has that tone I recognize: hopefulness tinged with fear. 

“My last scan came clean.” What else can I really say? 

“Yeah. That’s good, right?”

“Mm-hmm,” I say noncommittally. We should probably change the subject. I doubt he wants to talk about this. “Gee, the first time we talk on the phone and I get all serious on you. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry” 

“Okay, but I feel like I’ve totally over shared.”

“I could tell you something serious. That way you won’t feel alone.” 

Maybe it’s something in his tone of voice, but I immediately think about his father, and my uncle. All that history suddenly seems like it’s filling the space between us, and is a hurdle we need to cross somehow. It hasn’t been a big deal for us not to talk about it before, since we’ve only been talking about safe subjects, but now, I get the feeling that if we let this opportunity slip by, it would change our relationship somehow. And not for the better. 

“Okay,” I say slowly, a little nervous. “You could tell me about your dad.”

There’s a long pause, and I wonder if I haven’t misread the situation. “Sorry. You don’t have to.”

“No,” he says. “It’s okay. I don’t really remember much about him. I was pretty young.” 

“Yeah.” I already knew the accident happened when he was just six. 

“I do have some memories though, and I have pictures. My mom put together a little photo album that I’ve had ever since he passed. It’s funny though, even though she did talk about him some when I was growing up, it was always...” he pauses. 

I wait, not wanting to interrupt his thoughts. 

“I guess, it was never just about him. It was always this tragic thing, because she’d end up talking about the accident too. So I grew up kind of...” He pauses again. “Not kind of. Really mad at Grant Rivers for taking my dad away and not caring that he did it. Because that’s how she talked about it. Like he did this thing to my dad and our family, but didn’t care.”

I press my lips together. Lizzy has told us all this, but it’s different hearing it from Mason. 

“But now,” he goes on, “she won’t talk about him at all. I think this whole inheritance thing just brought it all back for her. She’s not dealing with it very well, I don’t think.”

“She won’t talk to you about it?” 

“No.”

“Is she mad at you for taking your inheritance?” I know she originally hadn’t wanted him to. 

“No,” he says slowly. “I don’t think so. She told me she understands, but she flat refuses to let me share any of it with her. I think she’s really hurting. That’s why I haven’t talked to her about the accident.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the story I always heard is a lot different from what the newspapers had to say about it. Maybe I just got the idea I had about it because I was so young and misunderstood her, you know? But I don’t think so.”

I lean on my hand, taking in everything he’s just said. “How do you feel about that?”

“In some ways better, because it was just an accident. Just... one of those things that happens. But in other ways, it’s hard because I don’t understand—” He stops. “I’m not trying to talk badly about my mother.”

“No, no,” I say. “Of course not.”

“She’s done a good job raising me,” he says earnestly. “I don’t know what kind of impression you and Lizzy have of her, since all you know about her is this situation.” 

I ache at the hurt I hear in his voice. “Lizzy doesn’t think anything bad about her, and neither do I. The impression I got is just that your mom was really hurt by everything. And who could blame her? I don’t think she’s a bad person.”

“She’s not,” he says. “And she was hurt. And so was I, and we’ve had to live all these years without my dad.” His voice is getting more intense now, more animated. “For so many years, I hated Grant Rivers and everything to do with him. When I first found out about the inheritance, I was furious. I couldn’t understand why, after all these years.... What the hell was he trying to prove?” 

The intensity of his emotion floods across the line. I can’t even blink in the face of it.

“It just brought everything back. When I told my mom about it and watched what it did to her, it was even worse. My mom doesn’t deserve to suffer like that, and my dad didn’t deserve to die, and I didn’t deserve to have a childhood without my father.” 

I swallow past the lump in my throat, wishing I could do something to ease his pain. Wishing I didn’t feel part of it. 

“When Lizzy first showed up on my doorstep, I was pissed. I didn’t want anything to do with Grant Rivers or his family.”

I swallow hard. I’m part of that family, too. 

“But,” and here Mason laughs a little. “That cousin of yours is something else.”

I exhale and let out a nervous laugh, too. “She is.”

“I should hate her,” he says. “I should hate all of you.”

There’s a thick silence, and my heart is pounding painfully against my chest. 

“But I don’t,” he says quietly. 

“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. 

“No,” he says. “I didn’t say any of that to make you feel bad.”

“I know,” I say and I do. “But I feel bad anyway. I feel badly for you, and your mother. And I hate that my Uncle Grant did that to you.”

“Corrine,” he says, so gently. Like we’re friends that go back and back. “I was just... telling you my side of things. I was just sharing. I’m not blaming you. I don’t even know if I blame your uncle anymore.”

“Okay. Please don’t feel bad for sharing. I’m glad you told me.”

“Are you?” he asks skeptically.

“Yes. Because I can’t really know you without knowing that stuff, right?”

“Yes. That’s true.”

“It’s the One Big Thing.”

“The one big thing?”

“Yeah. There are certain things that are such a big part of who we are, that the people who don’t know about it don’t really know us. They only know this less important slice of us.”

He lets out a soft laugh. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

“Thanks for sharing that with me.”

“Well,” he says, lighter now, “I was just trying to make things even for you. I didn’t want you to feel bad for talking so much.”

I smile. “How gallant of you.”

“That’s me. Mr. Gallant.” He lets out a deep breath. “That’s the most I’ve talked to anyone about it since I found out about the inheritance.”

I smile. “Any time.”

“I wish I could talk to my mom about it.” 

“I’m sure you will,” I say. “She sounds like a good mom.”

“She is. The best.” 

God, this guy. 

I take the last bite of the fudge and sigh. “This fudge is so amazing. I’m going to have to make another batch if there’s going to be enough for tomorrow.” Because I’m totally having another piece.

“I told you.”

“You were right.” I lick my fingers, then sink down on my arm. “It’s too bad you can’t be here to enjoy it with me.”

There’s a pause. “Yeah,” Mason says, sounding as regretful as I feel.
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Chapter 10 
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Mason

Things are getting real now. I didn’t mean to dump all that on her, or open up about so much. It just sort of happened. Something about hearing her voice changed things for me. Maybe for her too. I’m not the only one who opened up a bit. Maybe I shouldn’t have called.

I wish I could say I regret it.

––––––––
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Corrine

On Christmas afternoon, Lizzy, Connor, Whitney, and I are gathered around the kitchen island at Lizzy’s house. We’re keeping things small and intimate this time, so it’ll just be us, plus Brett who’s on his way back from dropping Little Max off at his mother’s house, and Rayce who hasn’t arrived yet. 

The house is infused with the aroma of roasted turkey and Lizzy’s famous cornbread and sausage stuffing. I did, in fact, make another batch of Mason’s fudge, and we’re starting to bust into it. Pies have to wait until after dinner, but there are no such restrictions on bite-sized treats like this. 

After everyone moans in approval, Lizzy asks where I got the recipe. I was prepared for this question. I had an easy lie all ready to go. But I look around at the three of them and realize no one here is going to care that I’m talking with Mason, even if it does come as a surprise. 

“Actually, Mason Reeves.”

Lizzy’s eyebrows shoot up, and Connor just blinks at me. “What?”

“Okay, I found him on Facebook after Thanksgiving and we’ve been texting, but it’s not a big deal. He’s not mad at us like Rayce thinks. He’s actually a really great guy.”

Lizzy’s smiling now, clearly pleased, but Connor’s scrutinizing me. “How great?”

“Not like that. We’re just friends, obviously.”

Obviously.

“Well, I think that’s wonderful,” Whitney says.

“I agree!” Lizzy’s beaming. “I hated it ending like that.”

“Yeah, me too. But listen, let’s don’t tell Rayce, okay?”

“You know, Rayce doesn’t get to tell you who you can talk to,” Connor says, reaching for another piece of fudge.

“Of course not. It isn’t that. I just know it’ll probably upset him and I don’t want to risk it. Or argue, either. There’s no point. It’s really not a big deal anyway.”

Connor gives me a skeptical look.

“Really.”

We hear the garage door open. It’s too soon to be Brett, so it can only be Rayce. He’ll have parked on the side of the drive, but we all still have garage door openers to this house and tend to come in that way even though most of us don’t live here anymore. 

“Please,” I say urgently. 

“Of course,” Lizzy says, looking at the other two pointedly. They both nod in agreement. 

“Thank you.”

Rayce comes in carrying a shallow, cardboard box with a few bottles of wine and liquor inside. Since he’s not much of a cook, we let him provide the drinks. 

He gives us a broad smile. “Merry Christmas, everyone.”

We all say Merry Christmas back and he sets the box on the counter. He gives me a warm hug and kisses my cheek. When he pulls away, he bops the tip of my nose with his forefinger. It’s a fond gesture that goes back as far as I can remember, back when I was little enough to think of Rayce as my “big” cousin. 

I lightly slap his arm, pretending to be irritated, and he laughs, going to Lizzy to hug her next.

I feel a little guilty keeping a secret like this from him—even though it’s kind of his own fault—but that doesn’t explain the tight knot of sadness at the base of my throat. I guess it’s just that Rayce is important to me, and I don’t like the idea of he and Mason being on opposite sides of the fence from each other. 

He unloads the contents of the box onto the counter, then heads back to the garage with the empty box hanging from one hand. “I just need to get the gifts.”

“I’ll help,” I say, since I’m closest.

Together, we go back through the open garage and to his car. There’s a small stack of gifts in the backseat, so we don’t have any trouble getting it all between the two of us. 

This is another tradition that goes way back with my Rivers cousins. This family doesn’t lack for anything, so they don’t need anything. Rather than spend a lot of money on more stuff, they just exchange a simple, thoughtful gift or two, and write a hand-written letter expressing how they feel about each other. “Modest and Meaningful.” That’s the motto. 

Now that I have my own abundance, which sure wasn’t the case growing up, I get to be part of the Modest and Meaningful tradition, too. I got Rayce a Super Mario Brothers coffee mug I found at the mall a couple months ago, and filled it with his favorite chocolates from the resort’s Sweetbrew shop. I also gave him a nice pair of cufflinks to add to his collection, since he says a man can never have too many cufflinks. 

Which suddenly strikes me as funny, because I doubt Mason owns a single pair, and that guy is all man. 

I also wrote Rayce a two-page letter telling him how much he means to me, and thanking him for always being there for me. Looking at him now, I question whether I should just tell him. He’s not totally unreasonable. Maybe if I explain who Mason really is, he’ll realize he’s not out to hurt us and will relax. 

But I hold my tongue. And not just because I don’t want to run the risk of ruining another holiday. Rayce may not be unreasonable, but he’s not always predictable either. 

It’s not important anyway, I tell myself as we carry the gifts into the house. 

But even I don’t believe my own lie. 
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Mason and I had agreed not to text each other today, since we’d both be with our families, but ended up sneaking in a few messages anyway. 

When I finally collapse into bed, happily worn out from the day, I send him one more text. Good night. Merry Christmas.

He’s a couple hours ahead of me, and it’s late here to start with, so I suspect he’s long gone to bed. When my phone dings with a text from him, a slow smile spreads across my face.

Mason: I want to wish you a Merry Christmas face to face.

My heart starts to pound as I get the sudden, irrational idea that he’s here. Even though I know perfectly well that he’s not. But as quick as my thoughts can form, I entertain the fantasy that he’s flown half way across the country to surprise me. That he’s going to tell me to open my front door. 

I’ll walk over to it, befuddled by his strange instructions. When I swing the door open wide, he’s standing there. In my fantasy it’s raining—I don’t know why—so he’s drenched all over and his black shirt is clinging to his chest. Oh right, that’s why. Then he pulls me into those strong arms of his, tells me he couldn’t bear to be away from me another second, and gives me the kind of kiss I’ve only read about in books. 

I shift under the covers and clear my throat. It’s a little alarming how quickly that got away from me.

Me too, I answer. But this will have to do. Merry Christmas. 

Again. We’ve said it several times already. 

My screen lights up, but this time, it’s not a text. He’s starting a video chat. I stare at it in shock for half a second, then drop my phone, frantically fuss with my hair, and hurriedly pick it back up. By the time I swipe to answer, I’m lying ever so casually on one arm, smiling down at the image of Mason’s face.

“That’s more like it,” he says, smiling too. 

Damn, this man is handsome. How could I have forgotten how handsome he is? He looks like he’s sitting up, but I think that’s a headboard he’s leaning against. The fact that we’re both in bed is almost as tantalizing as food sex. 

I’m starting to realize just how much trouble I’m in. We’re just friends, we are, but it’s stopped feeling like that somewhere along the way. Oh hell, maybe it was since that first day when we were giving each other those heated looks. But I feel differently than I did even then. I can’t pretend, even to myself, that I wouldn’t mind more from Mason than he’s able to give. Like, really, really want it.

“Hi.” I sink lower on my arm. “It’s been so long I almost forgot what you look like.”

“Really?”

“No.”

He grins wider. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.” We both grin at each other for a second, then I start to get up and say, “Okay, well now that we’ve said it face to face, I guess we should go.”

“Don’t you dare.”

We both start laughing and I sink back down. “I’m surprised you’re still up.”

I mean awake, I think, my mind being dirty again.

“There’s a lot on my mind.” He looks happy though.

“Oh?”

“I talked to my mom.”

I pull up a little bit. “You did? Today?”

He nods. “It went really well.”

“What happened?”

For the next twenty minutes, he tells me all about it. He tells me how hard it was for his mom to talk about it at first, but how things changed once he told her what he knew about the accident, and why he was glad to know the truth. He actually pulled up the article on his phone, because she was arguing with him about how things happened. 

“It was like she’d remembered it a certain way for so long, she couldn’t believe anything else,” he says. “But once she started reading through the articles, she got this dawning look on her face.”

“Like she was remembering?” I’ve rolled onto my stomach, propping the phone in front of me, and am resting my chin on my forearms, which are flat on the bed.

He nods. “Yes. She forgot there weren’t any charges filed. She forgot it was ruled no-fault even before my father died. In her mind, he was being charged with manslaughter and pulled strings to get out of it.”

“Why do you think she remembered it that way?”

He shakes his head. He’s readjusted in bed too, lying on his side and propping his head on one arm. The screen cuts off half way through his bulging bicep. “She’s not sure herself. She was... kind of upset and embarrassed about it at first. But we talked about it and think she was just so distraught at the time. Plus, it really did upset her to see your uncle after the fact. Grandma was there for that and remembers it too. She was in California for the funeral. He came by the next day.”

“That probably wasn’t the best timing.”

“Probably not. Grandma said Mom just was not doing well then.”

“So did your Grandma remember things correctly?”

“She always kind of thought Mom was pretty emotional about it, but she didn’t know how bad it was because she never read any articles either. Her focus was on trying to get Mom put back together, trying to help her save the house. It was a really interesting conversation.”

I’m slowly kicking my feet up behind me, and they’re making a soft swooshing sound as they rub against the covers. “So... what does your mom think about all this now?”

“I think it’s had the effect on her that it did on me. What really happened is a lot easier to take than what we’d been believing, you know?”

I nod. “Does she know about Thanksgiving?” Or us, I think. Even though there’s not, technically, any ‘us’ to know about. 

“Yeah. Once I started laying it on the line, I didn’t want to hold anything back and feel like I had a secret to tell later.”

“You told her about Rayce?”

He nods. “You know, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

“Okay,” I say, getting a little nervous at the tone of his voice.

“Yesterday, you said something I think I should’ve addressed.”

“Okay,” I say, even more warily.

“You said you know I don’t like Rayce, but it isn’t that I don’t like him. I mean, I don’t necessarily like him, but I don’t... okay, I was pretty irritated with him at first.”

“He was acting like an ass.”

Mason gives one nod, then a shrug. “Yes, and no. He’s just trying to protect you guys. He doesn’t know me. I get it.”

“No one else felt the need to protect us from you.” I’m not sure why I’m arguing against my cousin. Maybe I’m more frustrated with his past behavior than I’ve let myself realize.

“Yeah, but does anyone else feel responsible for the entire family the way he does?”

I pull up on my elbows, cross my forearms, and tilt my head at him. “How could you know that about Rayce?” Have they been having secret conversations too?

“Just a good guess. I recognize it because I’m the same way about my family. I know what it’s like to feel like you have to fill your dad’s shoes.”

“Hmmm.” I settle back down and give him a soft smile. “You’re a good guy.” He smiles. “Are you as stubborn as my cousin, too?”

He nods, grinning. “Sometimes.”

“Did you tell your mom we’ve been talking?”

His smile slowly fades. He nods.

“And?” I ask, my heart beating uncomfortably against the mattress.

“She wasn’t crazy about that part. She said we need to just go on with our separate lives and leave the past in the past.”

“You said that, too,” I say. “At Thanksgiving.”

He nods. 

“But you’re talking to me anyway.”

He sighs, and I get the feeling I’ve been some sort of temptation he hasn’t been able to avoid, but maybe has wanted to. Maybe I should feel the same way. But I don’t. Whatever path Mason and I are on, I want to keep going. 

“Does your family know we’re talking?” he asks seriously.

“Um... I told Lizzy and Connor and Whitney today.”

“Not Rayce?”

I shake my head no. “I could, though...”

“It’s okay,” he stops me. “You don’t have to.”

“But you’ve told everyone, so—”

“Corrine,” he says gently. “You know that we... can’t. Right?”

He didn’t come right out and say what he means, but I know. I bite my bottom lip, a sinking sensation dropping through me. Okay, logically I know he’s right. Aside from the distance, there is so much history between our families, and not the good kind. 

Really, really awful history, as a matter of fact. 

This... us... trying to turn into more. It would only hurt people. Maybe it would hurt us, too. And for what? But damn, I wish things were different. “Right,” I say at last.

We just look at one another for a minute. I can see he regrets it, but how much? Is he hurting the way I am right now, or is it not as hard for him? Because I’m officially hating this.

“We should probably go,” he says quietly.

I only nod. 

“Merry Christmas, Corrine.”

Tell me you care about me, I think, because I just want to hear it. But it’s a line we can’t cross. We can’t go any further than we already have, because that’ll only make things worse. We should just back up. Back off.

“You too. Goodnight, Mason.”

“Night.”

I quickly hit disconnect, not wanting him to be the one who hangs up on me. I hit the button on the side of my phone, causing the screen to go dark, and roll over onto my back. I stay that way for a long time, holding the phone to my chest. Eventually, I set it on the nightstand, face down, and try to go to sleep. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 11 
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Corrine

The next day, I think about texting Mason about a thousand times, but never do. I’m impressed with my own willpower, actually. Because it’s kind of killing me. 

I know he hasn’t done anything wrong and we aren’t any more than friends anyway, but I can’t bring myself to reach out to him first. I just can’t do it. If what he really wants is to pull away, I’m going to let him. 

But if this is going to start up again, it’s his move. 

––––––––
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Mason

I am absolutely not missing Corrine. 

That would be stupid. I’ve only ever seen her once. We’ve known each other for only a month. How could I miss someone who’s never been here, anyway? So I’m not. I’m not missing her, and I’m not thinking about her every second, and I’m definitely not going to text her anymore. I’m going to get while the getting’s good. 

––––––––
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Corrine

Even though I’m in the middle of texting Whitney about possible locations for our next bungee jumping trip—that girl’s hooked now—when I hear my phone ding with a notification, I know without even looking that it’s him. 

I don’t go right to it. I pour myself another cup of coffee. I load the breakfast dishes. I hear more dings, probably Whitney now. I stand at the sink, my back to my phone. It occurs to me, very clearly, that if I had any sense at all, I’d walk away now. 

Instead, I start counting the hours. 

Thirty-one. 

It’s been thirty-one hours since we talked. That’s fucking long enough. I walk to my phone, and pull up his text. It’s a picture of a hand-written recipe card for something called Aunt Junietta’s Snowy Candy, with the message: This one’s even better. 

––––––––
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Mason

I’m a weak-willed man, apparently, but it’s hard to chastise myself too much about it when I’m having such a good time chatting with Corrine again. No phone calls. Definitely no video chats. It’s all through text, like it was when we first started. A safe distance. 

It’s been a couple days since I sent her the recipe for Aunt Junietta’s Snowy Candy, and Corrine’s accused me of trying to fatten her up since she’s already eaten an entire batch by herself. Which is no small feat, by the way, so I’m kind of impressed. 

I’m in the break room at Larry’s Garage, sitting in the hard plastic, orange chair, my legs stretched out in front of me, crossed at the ankles. One elbow is resting on the table next to me, but both hands are on my phone as we text back and forth. I’m not sure how this got started, but we’re taking turns asking each other random questions. 

It’s Corrine’s turn: Have you ever stolen anything? 

Me: Yes. A pack of gum in third grade. Have you ever ditched school? 

Corrine: Yes, but not until I got to college. Is that crazy? 

Me: Missing class because of chemotherapy doesn’t count. 

Corrine: No, not because of that. I once ditched because I was having an unstoppable craving for Krispy Kreme donuts. 

I laugh. I couldn’t even count the number of times I ditched school. You only did it once? Man, you’re a good girl. 

Corrine: Why? How many times did you ditch? 

Me: Nope. My turn to ask a question. 

Corrine: Fine. Spoil sport. 

Me: Have you ever done drugs? 

Corrine: Uh...

I laugh, then say aloud. “No way.” Me: Seriously? You have? 

Corrine: Have you? 

Me: Hell no. But since you’re avoiding the question, I think your answer is yes. 

Corrine: I smoked pot a few times in high school. I had my drinking phase back then, too. I mellowed out by the time I hit college. 

Me: I take it back. You’re not a good girl.

Corrine: Sure I am. Mostly. 

Me: Nope. You’re naughty. My dick twitches at the thought of her being naughty in other ways, but I tell it to hush. She’d probably be mortified to know how dirty my thoughts sometimes get when we’re supposed to be just talking. 

Corrine: Stop stalling. It’s my turn. How old were you when you lost your virginity? 

My eyebrows raise and my dick is gleefully resisting my commands to stand down. I swivel in my seat so my legs—and other appendages—are under the table. I lean my forearms against the edge of the table as I type. How do you know I’m not still a virgin?

Corrine: Oh, believe me, I can tell.

Me: Oh yeah? How? I’m enjoying teasing her way too much. 

Corrine: Hey, it’s my turn. You have to answer my question.

Me: 16. Vanessa Phillips. I thought we were going to get married and have lots of babies. 

Corrine: LOL. That’s such a chick thing to say. 

I start to laugh. Hey! It is not. 

Corrine: How long did you go out? 

Me: An entire semester my junior year. The first love of my life. 

Corrine: Real love or puppy love? 

I grin. No, sorry, it’s my turn for questions. How old were you when you lost your virginity? 

Corrine: You can’t ask the same question. 

Me: Yes, I can. There’s no rule. 

Corrine: Well, I’m making one.

I laugh. “You don’t get off that easy, girl.” Me: Nope, sorry. You started it. 

I wait for her answer. And wait. Suddenly it occurs to me...I send another text: Um... are you still a virgin? 

My phone rings immediately. “Sorry,” I say when I pick it up. “You don’t have to answer that.”

“No,” she says. “It’s okay, I just realized I don’t want a record of this on my phone.” She gives a nervous laugh. 

“There’s nothing wrong with being a virgin.”

“Well, thank you, but I’m not.”

I press my lips together, realizing I was more than fine with the idea of her being a virgin. The idea of some guy’s hands all over her. His dick inside her. I take a deep breath through my nose, telling myself to calm down. Corrine isn’t mine, and even if she were, she’s allowed to have a past. 

“I was 23.”

I’m doing the math. Which isn’t hard. “Last year?”

“Yeah. I did have a sort of serious boyfriend in high school, but we never got that far. Then my parents got divorced and we moved anyway. I didn’t really get serious enough with anyone when I first started college, and then I was out for treatment. When I came back the first time, I was pretty focused on my schooling and just trying to recover anyway, you know?” 

“Mm hmm.” 

“It just never happened. But when I was in treatment the second time, one of the things I kept thinking was, I can’t believe I’m going to die a virgin.” She gives another nervous laugh. It goes straight to my chest. Not to be sappy, but her laugh, I swear. It’s like sunlight mixed with honey. 

Now I remember why I wanted to stick with texting. 

“When I came back the second time, I was determined to get it over with. I’ve seen girls pick up guys before, so I had an idea of how it was done, but I’d never really tried to do that for sex before. It turns out it’s shockingly easy.” 

I laugh, feeling a little nervous myself. I’m not sure if it’s better, or worse, that her first time was with someone who didn’t really matter much. “Yeah. Guys are cads.”

She laughs. “I think it’s just easier for a woman to seduce a man than the other way around.”

Oh, I’m sure I could seduce the fuck out of you, if I had a mind. Then I remind myself there will be no seducing or anything like it. 

“So you successfully seduced someone, huh?”

“Yeah, his name was Tony. I met him at a party my roommate invited me to. He was like, three years younger than me. But he had the necessary equipment, so I didn’t care.”

“Uh huh.” I officially hate Tony. In case you were wondering. 

“I didn’t tell him I was a virgin, but I think he may have figured it out. I’m not sure I did it right.”

“I’m sure you did fine.”

“I think I got better as we went though.”

Okay, maybe I don’t really want to know all this. But I still ask, “There was more with him?”

“Yeah, a few more. But, I didn’t really like him that much. I just wanted to be able to have sex, you know?”

“Yeah, I get it.” And I do, even though I don’t like it. 

“So we kind of stopped and that was that.”

I’m nodding my head, wondering just how badly I want to know if there’s been anyone else. Someone who mattered to her.

“Wow,” she says. “My cheeks are totally burning up over here. I can’t believe I just told you all that.”

“You started it.”

“Yeah, I think we need to be done now,” she says laughing. 

“But I have one more.”

“It’s not your turn.”

“Have you been with anyone since then?”

There’s a heavy pause, then, “No.”

I’m holding the phone to my ear, my other hand tapping the table in an agitated way. 

“My turn,” she says. 

“I thought we were done.”

“Yeah, well, I still can’t believe I told you all that. I need to know something juicy about you now.”

“Do you want me to tell you about my many sexual conquests? That would make things even.”

“God, no. Thanks, anyway. Well... maybe. Have you been with many girls?”

“A fair few. Never ask someone their number.”

“I wasn’t going to. Anybody special?”

“A couple have lasted a little while, I guess, but nothing’s ever been that serious. Not that I would’ve minded. I guess I just haven’t found the right girl yet.”

“Hmmm,” she says, and it sounds like a smile. “So no girlfriend. No Mrs. Right. What about a fuck buddy?”

I straighten and pull the phone away to gape at it. I put it back to my ear. “Say what?”

“I make no judgments about people with fuck buddies. Do you have one?”

“Not like that. No.”

“What does that mean?”

I give her an exaggerated sigh. “You. Are. Naughty.”

She laughs, seemingly delighted. “Come on. We’re friends. You can tell me.”

I groan, rubbing my fingers on my forehead. “I have a sort of friend I’ve been with a few times, but it just kind of happened. We don’t give each other booty calls or anything.”

There’s another pause. In fact, this pause is so long, it makes me nervous. Why are we even having this kind of conversation? “Did we cross a line?” I ask, seriously.

“Oh, no, sorry,” she says. “I was just thinking of the guys I know and wondering which ones could be a fuck buddy.”

My eyes widen and my heart starts pounding. The thought of her getting a fuck buddy... in the here and now... not in the past... it’s even worse. Calm down, asshole. She’s not your girlfriend. Who she sleeps with is her business. 

That. Did not. Help. 

My head slowly drops, my hand running along the back of my head. I grab a handful of hair and squeeze. “Are you trying to torment me?”

“Why would this be tormenting you?” she asks, too innocently. 

Oh, she’s so fucking naughty. “It doesn’t. Did you identify any potential candidates?”

“Maybe. How does one go about coordinating a fuck buddy?”

“Yeah, I am so not helping you with that.” My boss calls for me from the garage and I straighten. “Listen, I gotta get back to work. My fifteen minute break’s lasted something like five hours thanks to you.”

“Okay.”

“This was the worst game ever.”

She laughs. “Now we’re even.”
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Chapter 12
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Corrine

Do you know what I hate about New Year’s Eve? The midnight kiss. 

You know the one. There’s the big countdown, and then everybody gets to kiss the person they’re with. It’s one of those moments that will make you feel weird about not having someone to kiss even if you don’t care the other 364 days of the year. This year it’s even worse. I’m already dreading that stupid kissing tradition and it’s only 10 o’clock. 

Maybe it’s worse because I’m watching Connor and Whitney over there, dancing so slow and sexy it’s like watching them make love right there on the dance floor. Or maybe it’s because Lizzy and Brett can’t stop making googly eyes at one another. 

Even Rayce is making me jealous, despite the fact that his date is just some stuck up woman he’s not even that into. I don’t know if she’s here to be his trophy date, or if he’s here to be hers. She’s definitely a “climbing the social ladder” kind of woman, and as much as I hate to admit it Rayce cares enough about image to pay attention to the kind of person he’s bringing to these events, too.

I’m kind of ashamed of myself for my attitude. This is the resort’s big New Year’s Eve bash that’s been a Swan Pointe institution for the last decade. They didn’t do one last year, because it was too soon after Aunt Sharon and Uncle Grant died. The fact that there was no ball was so noteworthy it made the papers. I’m not talking about the stupid little gossip column either. I’m talking about serious news. 

This year, my cousins got the genius idea to make it a masquerade ball. They wanted to carry on with the tradition, but do it differently. Since this is an event that’s meant to be a way for the resort to give back to the city—it’s free and open to the public—they turned one small conference room into a masquerade mask shop, where people who didn’t bring their own can pick one out for free. 

The entire west wing of the second floor has been transformed into a Mardi Gras wonderland, from the grand ballroom, to the hallways, to the four other smaller ballrooms that have been put into use. Every wall was first covered with sheer, draped fabric, behind which are purple twinkle lights. That allowed the overhead lights to be turned off throughout, except for the lights behind the arched, stained glass ceiling in the Grand Ballroom, which are dimmed low to delicately illuminate the beautiful feature. The ceilings in the other ballrooms have been draped with fabric and lights, which peak at the center. 

There’s a wooden dance floor in the center of each room, and the edges are dotted with food tables, champagne fountains, mini wet bars, and tables for socializing. On the tables, tall, thin glass vases explode at the top with flowers, massive feathers, and mini masquerade masks. For food, there’s everything from bacon-wrapped dates and prime rib crostini, to New Orleans-inspired dishes like creole crab cakes and duck gumbo. There’s no shortage of sweets either, from classic beignets to delicate mini tarts to the cupcake trees with little masquerade masks piped on top of each one. And those are just to tide us over until the actual cakes are cut, according to the post-midnight tradition. Each ballroom has a massive tiered cake decorated with traditional Mardi Gras colors and diamond harlequin checks. 

In short. It’s a stunning affair. There’s food everywhere, alcohol everywhere, people everywhere, and it is, I have to say, the best New Year’s Ball this town has ever seen. 

I’ve told Mason all about it, of course. As a result, he’s requested pictures. Lots of them. Including one with me in my gown. It’s a gorgeous purple and black dress with wild embellishments on the bodice, and a lavish layered skirt that’s short in the front and full-length in the back. I’ve completed the look with a matching Venetian feathered mask. The entire ensemble is incredible and, without question, the most extravagant purchase I’ve made since receiving my inheritance. 

Several minutes ago I had Lizzy take a picture of me in the Grand Ballroom. I sent it off to Mason, who replied with a, Wow, Gorgeous. 

That made me happy, I’m not gonna lie. But other than our virginity slash fuck buddy conversation, we haven’t said or done anything that’s felt remotely like flirting. Or crossing any lines. Which is all well and good and blah, blah, blah, but I’m so not freaking happy about it. I’m miserable. Because I’m tired of him being there when I want him to be here. 

And I’m tired of feeling like I’m sneaking around when I don’t even get the good part of sneaking around. Do I get little secret kisses out of the deal? No, I do not. In fact, I’ll probably never get to kiss that guy. Because there’s no us... there’s just... I don’t even know what we are. 

I’m wishing now I had brought a date. Then at least I would have had somebody to kiss at midnight. I could add ‘Kiss at midnight on New Year’s Eve’ to my bucket list and then scratch it right back off again. 

But the thought of kissing somebody besides Mason makes my stomach turn. This whole thing sucks. I can’t have him, but I don’t want anyone else either. How did this even happen? 

Near my right hip, there’s a clever little pocket stitched under the skirt layers that’s just big enough for my phone. It vibrates, so I pull it out to see that I have a text from Mason: Where are my other pictures? 

He wants shots of me in each one of the ballrooms, but I wasn’t going to drag Lizzy around to every room when she should be off enjoying herself and her fiancé. From my position near the champagne fountain, I can see them dancing now, her arms snug around his waist, smiling up at him so radiantly, him looking at her so lovingly. 

It’s not that I’m jealous, but I’m so damned jealous. Maybe I’m not able to do the long-term relationship thing, but can’t I at least have moments like that?

I drain my champagne flute and set it down. 

Me: Lizzy’s busy. I’m telling you, there really are three other ballrooms. 

Mason: No, I’m not sure I believe you. Plus you said you would deliver proof. You said I would get a picture of you in your dress in every ballroom. And I’m waiting. 

I smile, letting him lift my spirits. 

Me: So demanding.

Maybe I just need to go find a quiet corner somewhere so I can call him. Maybe hearing his voice will help me feel better, then I can get on with the party like a normal person instead of a pouty, little child. 

Mason: You can just take a selfie, you know. You don’t need Lizzy. 

Me: Fine. Have it your way. 

I start to make my way through the crowd, and head for one of the exits. 

Mason: Which one are you going to first? The starburst one? 

Starlight, I correct him, even though I know he’s been repeatedly mixing up the names on purpose. 

Mason: Right, of course. Maybe the Meth Rose one. 

Me: Crystal Rose. Stop being so ornery or you won’t get your pictures. 

Mason: Sorry. I’ll behave. 

The hall is less crowded, but there are still people mingling around or hanging out in the sitting areas. The Starlight Room is, in fact, closest, so I go through the double doors, which have been propped open and are hidden by festive displays that look like they could have come off a Mardi Gras float.

This is one of the smaller ballrooms, but is still good sized and just as packed as the Grand Ballroom was. I glance around, looking for a spot that would give me a pretty backdrop and maybe some decent lighting in the otherwise darkened room. 

Something in the middle of the dance floor catches my eye. My heart stops. 

It’s a man wearing a fine black suit and a swirling golden mask. He has broad shoulders, a broad chest, and he’s looking right at me. He’s too far away for me to know for sure, but I’d bet my entire inheritance that this man has deep, chocolate brown eyes. 

My lips part, and I take a few steps in his direction. Then I’m certain. I’m so stunned, I actually stop. My arms are hanging loosely at my side and my mouth is hanging open, all while he’s walking toward me with a devious grin on his face.

“You’re here,” I breathe, as he comes up to me. Good lord, my memory did not do justice to Mason’s good looks.

He takes my hand, puts his other on my waist, and starts to dance. My whole body starts to hum. I’m still gaping at him. “I couldn’t miss a party like this.”

I slowly smile. “You’re here,” I say again.

He smiles too and taps his mask with one finger. “Yeah, but you weren’t supposed to recognize me.”

My insides start to dance with the realization that he’s here. “You’re kidding right? Who else in this room looks like Adonis?”

My forearm is resting against his chest, so when Mason laughs, it vibrates in my arm and reverberates through my entire body. 

I forgot what it’s like to be in his presence. I’m struck by it, just as I was on Thanksgiving Day. But it’s even worse now, because now I know him. Now I’m comfortable with him. It would be so easy to close the tiny gap between us, press myself against him, rest my head on his chest, and let him wrap his strong arms around me. 

It’s all I can do not to do it. Can’t I, though? If I’m going to have moments with anyone, why can’t they be with Mason?

I suddenly remember where we are and glance over my shoulder toward the door. 

“You said you guys always hang out in the main ballroom, right?”

I look back at him and smile. “That’s true.”

“Anyway, I’m in disguise.” He smiles and tightens his hold on me until we’re just touching. Damn, this guy is hard everywhere. Well, I don’t know if he’s hard everywhere, cuz I’m not exactly grinding myself against him, not that I don’t want to. But his chest and his arms and shoulders are so firm, I have to stop myself from running my hands all over him. 

“I’m glad you’re here.” I say, smiling. 

“Me too.”

“I’m not sure what I’m going to tell my date, though.”

His face falls. “What?”

I laugh, giving him a shrewd look. “Kidding.”

“You. Are. Naughty,” he says, those brown eyes drawing me in.

I could be, I think.
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I would’ve been happy just getting out of here with him so we can talk without any worries about getting caught, but Mason said he didn’t want to take me away from the biggest party of the year. Over the course of the next hour, we hop from room to room, dancing, eating, drinking, talking, and laughing. And the time flies. 

I keep a careful eye on it too, because I’m sure to go back into the Grand Ballroom periodically to touch base with my cousins, just so they don’t miss me and decide to come looking for me. I don’t tell anyone Mason’s here, not even Lizzy. I don’t want to take any chances. Rayce definitely doesn’t need to know about this, not yet. Maybe not at all. I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening or where this is going, I’m just so happy he’s here. 

He tells me he had to come back to check on the house anyway, and figured he may as well come when he could see the famous party for himself. I don’t know if he doesn’t want me to make too much of it or what, but in spite of what he says, I’m not blind. I see the way he’s looking at me. 

Thirty minutes to midnight, I come back from the latest touch base with my cousins, and meet Mason on the grand balcony. It’s massive enough to seat 200 for events, plus another 400 in the room it’s connected to. For tonight’s event, the balcony has been given a lighter touch in the decorating department than the ballrooms. A few purple twinkle lights in the potted trees, and a modest arrangement of tables and seating groups to allow for good flow of people. It’s such a pretty space, it’s all that was needed. 

It’s a touch chilly out here, being the end of December and late at night, so there aren’t a lot of people out here anyway. I didn’t plan on being outside, so my dress doesn’t have a wrap and my coat’s in the coat room. I won’t want to stay long, but I wanted Mason to see the view.

He’s been waiting for me at the center of the railing, and watches as I approach. As much as I’ve enjoyed the elegance of seeing him in his mask, and being in mine, I’m ready to see his whole face. Just him. “Everything good in there?” he asks.

“Yes. What do you think?” I nod in the direction of the ocean.

“Lovely.” He keeps his eyes on me until I come next to him. I smile, feeling the heat rush to my cheeks. I put my elbows on the thick, stone railing, and together we look out at the broad ocean laid out before us. The resort is up on a ridge, right on the coast. It’s a clear night, so the blue light of the nearly-full moon glitters on the water, far out in the distance. 

“I’d never seen the ocean until I came here last month. Well, I probably did as a kid, but I don’t remember it.”

“Really? Did you get any beach time?”

“A little. It was too cold to go in.”

“Yeah. Even in the summer, the water’s a little nippy.” I cup my hands around my upper arms, starting to feel the chill in the air. The front of my skirt only goes half-way down my thighs, so my legs are getting chilly too. At least my heels don’t have open toes. 

“I think I could live on the beach and just stare at the water all day.” There’s a wistful tone in his voice that draws my eyes to him. 

Just live here then, I think. What I say is, “Maybe you can get some more beach time while you’re here.” I know he’s here for a couple of days before he has to get back to work, but we haven’t talked about what that means. I’m assuming, hoping, that I’ll get to spend time with him, but he hasn’t said.

“Would you like that?” he asks, looking at me too now. I slowly grin, and his eyes linger on my lips a moment. “Or maybe you can show me around.”

“That’d be fun.” I scoot an inch closer so my upper arm is pressed against his. Partly for warmth, partly because obviously. 

“Are you cold?”

I nod in answer, but he’s already shrugging out of his suit coat, drawing my eyes to his broad shoulders and thick biceps. I want to reach up and squeeze them right through his white shirt. He holds out his coat and I slide my arms inside the warm sleeves. I exhale slightly, not realizing how cold I was until I got some relief. “Aren’t you cold, too?”

“There was snow on the ground when I left Galesburg. This is nothing.”

He settles the heavy coat on my shoulders, then gives my upper arms a gentle squeeze. I’m absolutely swimming in it. As he takes me in, he gets a grin on his face. “You’re so tiny.”

“Too tiny, I know.”

“No,” he says, putting one arm around me and pulling me close, rubbing his hand on my arm to warm me up. “You’re perfect.”

I lean into him, under the guise of needing to warm up. Being this close with his arm around me, it’s happening pretty damn quick.

As he slowly rubs my arm, I look up to him. He’s right here. So close I can smell him, a heady, masculine scent that makes me want to bury my nose in the crook of his neck. Our eyes lock and my heart starts to race. 

His hand stills on my arm, and he slowly tucks me tighter against him. I bring my hand up to the middle of his firm back, the tips of my fingers just barely clearing the cuff of his jacket sleeve. His eyes scan my face, sweep over the embroidered surface of my mask, and settle on my lips. 

Heart pounding against my chest, I can barely breathe. His free hand comes up. Slowly, gently, his fingertips brush the outer edge of the mask’s feathers. Then down to my temple, feather light, then to the outside of my cheek. I’m tingling everywhere.

I tilt my mouth up toward his. He comes to me too, so slowly. His lips part, then he freezes.

My breath catches.

“We would regret it,” he says thickly, giving me a heated look. But even as he speaks, his fingertips are running down the line of my jaw toward my lips.

“Don’t tell me we can’t,” I whisper. “Not after you came here to see me.” 

His eyes drop to my lips, then he does a quick scan of the balcony, apparently to make sure we’re not being watched. As if we haven’t been watching half-drunk partiers kissing all night long. 

Come on, I think. It’s our turn. Kiss me.
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Chapter 13
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Corrine

His eyes flit to my lips again before he does a double-take to something on the balcony. His gaze sharpens, like he’s trying to verify whatever it is he’s seeing. 

With a sense of foreboding, I look over my shoulder.

“Is that your cousin?” 

And it is. Rayce and his date are wearing smaller masks that make them easy to recognize, and have come onto the balcony. They’re talking with some people at a table not far from the entrance. 

I instantly realize my error. While my cousins and I usually spent the duration of the New Year’s balls in the Grand Ballroom, my Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon would make the rounds through each room, thanking people for coming. Now that they’re gone, of course my cousins would take it upon themselves to do the same thing. 

“Shit,” I whisper, turning back to Mason and hurrying out of his jacket. “Meet me in the hall. I’ll distract him.” 

I quick step toward Rayce, trying to calm my pounding heart. Maybe eventually he’ll need to know I’ve been talking to Mason, but now is not the time or place.

I approach the group from the opposite side, trying to make sure that when I get Rayce’s attention, Mason will be able to pass behind him unnoticed. 

When I’m nearly there, he spots me and smiles. “Ah, Corrine,” he says, gesturing me closer. “Have you met the Suttons yet? This is our cousin, Corrine Rivers.”

As Rayce introduces me to the group, I see Mason pass by out of the corner of my eye, but don’t dare look at him. In seconds, he’s gone. I begin to tremble slightly out of delayed nerves. I use the cold as a reason to excuse myself and exit through the room as calmly as I can.

Mason is at the opposite end of the hall. When I get to him, we exchange sober glances but I don’t stop, leading him to the elevators. Once we’re alone in the descending car, he says. “I don’t know what I was thinking. This was such a bad idea.”

“Don’t say that.” I’m rubbing my arms again, inexplicably still feeling chilled. “We just should’ve left.” I step a little closer, just shy of touching him. I wish he would put his arm around me, or something. Anything. 

Instead he just looks at me, a mixture of heated desire and firm restraint. “We shouldn’t,” he says tightly. “You know we shouldn’t. Things would get so damned complicated.”

I exhale, step away, and cross my arms, looking up at the number above the door. “Gee, and things have been so simple up to now.” 

“Corrine—” he starts, but the doors open to reveal a few people in masks, waiting to go up. 

I don’t want him to finish, anyway. His tone alone is enough to put me in agony. We exit the car and I go left, not even sure where I’m taking him, just going in whichever direction takes us away from people. 

Since the lobby is packed, that ends up being right back outside. At first, I think there’s no one out here, but I spot a couple in the dark on the far side of the pool area, sitting close to each other. I bet they’ll get a New Year’s kiss. 

I turn left again, my heels click, click, clicking on the path that eventually leads around the building. We’re still in our fancy clothes and fancy masks, but nothing feels festive anymore.

Once we’re alone again, I say, “Look. I didn’t want a scene tonight, but I’m past caring whether Rayce would be okay with this. I’m sorry if it hurts him, but it’s not for him to say.”

“He’s not the person I’m most worried about.”

This takes some of the steam out of me. I exhale hard, my steps slowing. “Does she know you’re here?”

He doesn’t answer right away. We circle the corner of the west wing. The darkened ocean comes into view on our right. Up ahead, the large second-floor balcony where we had just been is gently lit, a few people lingering at the railing. The base of the music thrums through the air. 

Finally he answers. “She thinks I’m here to check on the house.”

“That’s what you told me, too.”

“Yeah.”

“But that’s not the reason, is it?”

He doesn’t answer.

Forget your mother, I want to say, but how can I? I’m the niece of the man who killed her husband. I get that she probably wouldn’t want me getting involved with her son. I get that he’s always felt overly responsible for things because he’s trying to fill his dad’s shoes and he’s worried about what all this is doing to add to his mother’s loss. But he came to see me, didn’t he? Why did he do that if not to encourage things?

I exhale in frustration, rubbing my arms again. 

“Here,” he says, gently catching me by the elbow. I reluctantly stop and look up at him. 

God, even now I can see how much he wants me, but he’s fighting it. He starts to take off his jacket—presumably to put it on me—but I narrow my eyes at him. He’s the one who started this. He’s the one who came here. Nothing about the complexity of our situation was unknown to him when he walked into this resort looking for me. 

Why come all this way and look at me the way he’s been looking at me, just to take it all back?

I turn away, hands still on my arms because I’m fucking cold, and head for the area under the balcony. It’s nothing but vacant tables and softly-lit planters. I stop next to a table, my back to him. My heart is pounding, and I’m panting slightly. I hear him come up behind me and drape his jacket over a chair.

“It’s not fair,” I say, feeling like a little kid and not giving a shit, either.

“Corrine...” he says thickly, that damned heated desire for me practically dripping from his voice. I ignore him.

I tug the ribbon at the back of my head, removing the mask and slapping it on the table. 

I’m only just standing here, but I’m breathing hard and shallow. His breaths are coming hard too, but still he doesn’t move. He crossed half the country to get to me, but he won’t close the final one-foot gap. 

I want to say that I wish he’d never come, but it’d be a big, fat lie. Even though it would’ve been so much easier, even though I’m hurt and angry about the situation we’re in now—which I know isn’t even his fault—my heart still clings to every second I’ve had with him, wishing so hard for more. 

I hear his mask drop on the table next to me. 

“Why did you even bother coming?” I spin to face him. And there he is. All him. No mask. No hiding. Only Mason. Just looking at him consumes me. 

He doesn’t answer. His eyes grip me and his breath comes out in hard, little puffs. The intensity of his stare halts my own breath. God, he looks like he’s going to attack.

Then he does. He rushes me, cupping my face and backing me against the wall. I let out a gasp. 

“I know this is a bad fucking idea,” he says heatedly, “but I’m so tired of fighting it. The whole flight over, I kept asking myself what the hell I’m doing, but I have no idea. I only know I can’t take this any longer.” 

Having this much testosterone aimed in my direction is making my ovaries pop. He’s so fucking male. I’m pinned, the wall behind me and nothing but Mason in front. He dominates everything I see. All I know is his hard body against mine, his hot breath on my lips, his gaze seizing me. I can’t look away. I can hardly breathe. 

“I can’t resist you. I have to have you.” His eyes lock on my mouth. “I have to taste you.”

Stripped of the ability to speak, I can only part my lips in invitation. Begging him to give in at last. 

He wipes my lipstick off with one firm swipe of his thumb and his lips crash on mine. I let out a whimper. His tongue demands entrance, and when I give it to him, I whimper again. I’ve never made such wanton noises. Kissing him back, I cling to him, feeling his firm muscles underneath the material of his white shirt as his hard chest presses against the softness of mine. 

His hands move until I’m wrapped up inside him, his arm tight around me, his hand on the back of my head. And we kiss like we’re drowning. We break long enough to make eye contact, just long enough for each to say, Yes, I want this. Then we dive back in and I whimper again. 

Holy god, this is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. 

My body takes over any rational thought. I angle my hips out and press myself against him, sucking in breath when I feel his hardness against my pelvic bone. My hands have a mind of their own: frantically exploring his back, his ass, then around to his front.

Good lord, his cock just goes on and on. I’ve discovered the base and it seems like an eternity before I get up to the tip. And it’s so thick too. A fucking hearty handful. I can’t stop groping him. 

He’s been working me up too, sending thrills of pleasure everywhere he touches me: my ass, my breasts, my mound. My clit throbs against his fingers, and I angle closer, wanting more, feeling like he could make me come just like this. Right here. 

He’s sucking and kissing my jaw, my neck, my collar bone, and I can’t get my hands off his massive hardness. It’s shameless, the way I’m rubbing and squeezing, gasping and whimpering.

His mouth comes off my neck and he growls low in my ear, “Corrine, I swear to God, you keep that up and you’re going to get more than you bargained for.”

A thrill drops through me. I’m astonished to realize that if he wanted to take me right here, right now, I wouldn’t do a thing to stop him. Scratch that. I would help. Climb on board, mister.

I had no idea I had such a brazen hussy inside of me. I fucking love her.

I squeeze him firmly in the center of his shaft, then come up to the head and desperately squeeze again. My hand is saying, Please, pleeease. 

His hold on my body tightens and a sound escapes him that’s somewhere between a moan and a growl. Before I have a chance to wonder what else I can do to encourage him, he lifts me up, spins us around, and plants me on the edge of the table. 

My legs automatically circle his waist, and a cry escapes me as his hard cock presses directly against my swollen bud. 

He shushes me and I bite my lip, breathing hard as he thrusts against me again. 

The front of my skirt is short enough that I’m fully exposed to him, the thick material of his pants right on the thin fabric of my panties. His rock hard cock is rubbing against me from clit to opening.

Oh, yes. Why the fuck wasn’t this on the bucket list?

Taking the back of my head in his hand, he kisses me so deep and fierce I almost can’t breathe. When we come up for air, I throw my head back, gasping. He angles us back slightly, supporting me as he grinds against me.

“I don’t want to stop,” he says lowly. “I don’t think I can.”

“Don’t,” I gasp. “Please.”

Then it’s all fumbling with buttons and zippers, panties and skirts. He whips a condom out so quick, it’s practically on by the time his wallet and the wrapper hit the ground. Then his massive cock is sliding in and out of me and I’m so wet I can hear it. 

I curl around him as he thrusts me. Everything about him is so big and overpowering I’m dizzy with it. Somewhere overhead is the steady beat of the crowd counting down to midnight. He thrusts me harder and every time he hits bottom, intense pleasure deep inside me pulses outward. I tuck my forehead against his neck, clinging to his chest, my nails digging into his shoulder as I climb hard and fast toward orgasm.

A swell of sound roars above us as the clock strikes midnight. With one arm braced on the table, and the other holding all my weight tight against him, Mason takes me again and again. I give him everything. I’m gasping over and over, opening fully, my center yearning and reaching for him. I’m closer, closer, closer, then frozen by my impending orgasm. Breath halted. Heartbeat rushing. Then I careen over the edge and I’m nothing but movement.

Stars dance at the edge of my vision as I contract violently around him. He groans and thrusts erratically, coming with me. It goes on and on, my heart beating so hard I think it’s going to burst. As the powerful grips of my orgasm start to loosen, my head drops back and I pant loudly, riding out the rest with my mouth gaping open. 

At last the waves recede, and our grips on each other soften slightly. Weakened, I try to hang on to him. He still has a firm hold on me. Panting, we slowly straighten. He pulls out and I collapse against him, resting my check on his shoulder. 

“Come home with me,” I whisper, still panting. 

He buries his mouth into my hair. “Yes.”
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Chapter 14 
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Corrine

The crowd in the Grand Ballroom has thinned out some, but not much. This party will go on until at least three in the morning. There have been a few years that ran even longer. 

They’ve cut the cake and are still in the middle of handing out generous portions. I spot Lizzy and Brett not far from the cake. Rayce and his date are on the other side of the room, talking and laughing with some people I don’t know. His tie is slightly loosened, which he almost never does on property, party or no. I wonder how much he’s had to drink tonight. 

I hurry over to Lizzy. When she sees me approaching she says, “There you are. Where have you been?”

With an apologetic glance to Brett, I grab her by the arm and pull her aside where we can talk privately. 

“Mason’s here.”

Her eyes widen as she leans in conspiratorially. “What?”

“He came to see me. He’s on his way to my place now.” 

She blinks in shock, straightens, and gives her head a shake. “What?”

“I know. But please don’t tell anybody.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” She starts to grin and leans in again. “I thought you said this was nothing.”

“I totally lied.”

“So what’s really going on?”

“He’s so amazing,” I say, hanging on her arm and leaning forward. I’m gushing, but I don’t care. 

She laughs, then gives me a shrewd look. “You guys weren’t making out were you?”

“Sure, let’s call it that.”

Her eyebrows raise. “More than that? Did you get a room or something?”

“There wasn’t really time.”

“What?” She leans in delightedly. “Where?”

“Never mind.”

“Are you serious? Oh my God. How was it?”

“Mind-blowing.”

We grin at one another a second, then as if on cue, we both look in Rayce’s direction.

“What are you going to do about him?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll worry about that later. Right now, I’m going. If anyone asks, just tell them I was tired and went home.”

“Okay.” She gives me a firm hug. “Call me later.”

I go through the rest in a sort of intoxicating trance. On the drive over, my body is still invigorated from being with him. My mind is both processing what just happened and eagerly anticipating whatever comes next. When I pull into the drive and see him leaning against his parked rental car, thick arms crossed over his chest, eyeing me with a half-smile, my heart starts to thump. He’s put his jacket back on, but I want it off again. 

I pull into the garage, and he meets me at my car door just as I’m getting out. Without saying a word, he slowly and deliberately cups my cheeks. He comes in unhurriedly, holding me fast just with the look in his eyes. When his lips press warm and soft against mine, my heart flutters against my chest. It’s a lingering, simmering kiss. When he pulls back, I actually sway a bit. I didn’t know kisses could really do that. 

“Hi again,” he says softly.

I exhale slowly. Oh, man. Of all the moments I’ve collected in the extra time I’ve been given, the ones with Mason have to be the best.

––––––––
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Mason

I’m done thinking about this. I can’t think straight around her anyway. I’ve spent the last several hours in agony, torn between my sense of family duty and the woman standing right in front of me. Hell, I’ve been torn for days. Weeks. 

If she were just another woman, it’d be different. But I can’t seem to walk away from this one. Corrine is special. I have to find out why.

I’m chastising myself for taking her the way I did: hard, fast, and right out in the open. I did it even though I know she doesn’t have a lot of experience. She deserves more consideration than that. But damn it was hot. 

She was intoxicating. Delirium inducing. And so fucking good. 

Just thinking about it gets me hard as steel. I could take her again right now, and judging by the heat simmering in her eyes, she’d let me. But I’m determined to show her the difference between being with a college boy and being with a man. Between a meaningless screw and the kind of thing that counts.

I pull her to me again, my fingers slipping between the soft hair at the back of her neck. I kiss her deeply, the hold on my own restraint slipping as her arms tighten around me and she presses her soft curves against me from shoulders to knees. 

My embrace grows more demanding, my kiss more insistent, and she’s right there with me, wanting me too. She kisses like a pro. 

We break, staying close, breaths coming thick and deep. She looks up at me with those beautiful, wide blue eyes. So open. So trusting. 

Why her? 

It’s a small voice, at the back of my head, and is the only thing keeping me from free-falling right into her. 

Why did this have to happen with her?

I’ve asked myself that question a million times, but I’m not going to torture myself with questions right now. She’s here, in my arms, which is the one thing I’ve wanted most, for weeks.

Let’s just see where this goes.

“Where’s your suitcase?” she whispers, eyes molten on my lips.

“In the trunk.”

“Get it.”

––––––––
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Corrine

We’re not even all the way into the living room when he drops his suitcase on the floor and we fold into each other’s arms again. Unlike the frenzied passion that overtook us on the resort grounds, we’re kissing and caressing in a slow, deliberate burn, but it’s so intense it’s making me dizzy. The scent of our kisses. The gentle rustling of my skirt. The blazing trail of his hand running down the curve of my neck. Everywhere he touches me stirs me up more than I think I can stand, but still I want more. 

I slide his jacket off his broad shoulders, reveling in the feel of him through the thin fabric of his shirt, but still needing more. As we kiss eagerly, I fumble with one button on his shirt, then another. With no patience for the rest, I hurriedly slip my hand into the small opening I’ve created and moan when I feel his bare skin at last. 

I hastily tug at his shirt, wanting it off, then return to the cursed buttons. He moves to help, and we break our kisses, panting as we tackle his shirt together. When he pulls the fabric apart, revealing himself at last, I’m momentarily frozen. Breath halted. Eyes on him. 

His muscles flex as he shrugs out of his shirt. My hands are drawn to his hot skin like magnets. He’s perfectly formed, and I run my hands hungrily over the ridges of his abs and across the broad mounds of his pecs. His left pec is covered with a bold, black tattoo. It looks to be tribal, upon first glance, but then I see the name carved into the design. His father’s name. 

The sight of this does nothing to cool me. It opens my heart to him even more, and makes me want him even more strongly. It’s appropriate and right that the man I know would have a tattoo like this, and seeing it only brings me more fully into him. 

I rub my hands over his chest again—the artfully designed skin under one hand, bare skin under another—then over his small, tight nipples and down the ridges and valleys of his stomach.

“You’re beautiful,” I breathe.

“Men aren’t beautiful,” he manages to tease, his voice thick with desire.

“But you are,” I say truthfully.

He takes my face in his hands, and I look up at him, still stunned. He truly is Adonis. I go up on tiptoe, wrapping my arms around his chest and kissing him urgently. I press myself against him, needing to feel every inch that I can. His chest, his full hard length. I need it all. 

The bodice of my skirt gives way, and I realize he’s lowering the zipper. I pull away enough to slip my arms out of the sleeves, kicking my heels to the side at the same time. My loosened dress slips off my body, and I step out of it, now only in a bra and panties. I’ve been aching for him this whole time, but exposing myself to him and watching his heated gaze skip over my body sends a fresh surge of wetness between my legs. 

His trousers are tented in front, stretched by his massive erection. I kick my dress aside and reach for his belt buckle, but he takes over and his pants are off in seconds. His briefs too. I’m still in my bra and panties, but he’s in front of me in all his glory. 

Feeling it was one thing. Seeing it is something else. I can’t believe that fit inside me, but as I remember what he felt like, I ache even stronger for him. 

He pulls me into a firm embrace and a molten kiss. I go weak with the feel of our bare bodies pressed together. He lowers his mouth and starts to suck on the tender skin below my jaw. “Mason,” I whisper. 

He’s slowly walking me back toward the couch, his hands staking their claim on every inch of my bare skin. He moves from my face, to the curve of my lower back. He dips his hand underneath the band of my panties to squeeze my bare ass, skillfully slips under my bra to cup my bare breasts, then goes back to caressing my face. 

I’m drunk with all of it: the taste of him, the feel of his hard body against me, the way my own wandering hands seem to have a mind of their own. I’m claiming him like he’s mine, like there’s nothing else I could do but say, This back is mine, and these shoulders are mine, and this chest is mine, and every inch of this cock belongs to me. 

The times I’d been with that boy last year, it was nothing like this. It was almost like playing pretend. Like we were kids acting at being adults. 

But this. 

This is something on a whole new level. I’ve never known desire like this. I’ve never experienced my body taking over everything and demanding to claim what I want. My body’s never responded so instinctively to another person. 

It’s like God created me with Mason in mind.

The couch brushes lightly against the back of my calves, and the elastic gives on my bra as he releases the clasp. He slides my bra off, and I keep a slight distance so he can see me fully. 

“My turn to admire you,” he says thickly. I watch him, my skin tingling everywhere his eyes take me in. Something about his open admiration, and my allowing it, makes me feel more like a woman than I ever have. 

I lower myself to the couch, slip my damp panties down my legs, and lie back. Looking up at him towering over me, I let my knees go soft. His bulging cock twitches and he exhales hotly, eyes lingering on me. His gaze locks hard on mine, and he comes down to me, his body hovering just above me. I arch my back slightly, brushing the tips of my breasts against his hard chest. I wrap my arms around him, pulling hard, wanting his weight on me. But he doesn’t budge. 

“I want you to take me.”

He nuzzles against the crook of my neck, my hold on him softening as I tilt my head back. “Not until I taste you,” he whispers. A thrill runs through me, from my spine to my core. Does he mean what I think he means? I’ve only had that once, and it ranged from slightly pleasurable to slightly painful and wasn’t anything I necessarily wanted to repeat. But the thought of Mason’s tongue on me...

He sucks on the tender skin at the base of my neck and I let out a soft moan. His hand draws up my bare stomach to the underside of my breast. I angle myself again, wanting him to cup me fully. My hands and arms travel up and down his hard back. He lowers his mouth to my collar bone, then lower still, almost to the top of my breast. 

I whimper, wanting him to hurry. I’m aching in anticipation. His thumb rubs firmly along the underside of my breast, just missing the tip. I whimper again. 

His mouth goes lower, down the top of my breast. I draw my knees up slowly, his hard sides brushing against the tender skin of my inner thigh. He’s holding himself slightly above me. I’m spread and bare beneath him, throbbing against nothing but air. 

His wet mouth goes lower, sucking just above my nipple. I encircle my arms around his shoulders, one hand snaking into the soft hair on the back of his head, pushing slightly and it doing no good. Slowly, deliberately, he lifts his mouth slightly, hovering just over me. His hot breath caresses one nipple, his thumb finally sweeps over the other, and his wet mouth lowers and sucks on me at last.

I exhale with relief, momentarily satisfied until the peak of pleasure grows and spikes, wanting more and more. He’s sucking and licking and flicking, and my entire body is squirming beneath him. My hand is gripping his hair and my head is falling back, then coming forward, the falling back again. 

“Oh my god. Yes, yes.”

His free hand rubs down the length of my stomach, over my pelvic bone, then around to cup my full ass. If he was trying to remind me where he’s going next, it worked. My hips are rolling, seeking him. I’m spread and aching, finding no relief. But he’s working my breasts so well, I don’t want him to leave off of those either. 

“Fuck me,” I say, thinking I’ve found the solution. Fuck me and suck me and I’ll be fine.

“I have to taste you,” he says, looking up at me and planting his open mouth firmly around my breast. 

I angle my hips up impatiently. “Touch me. Please.” 

A fresh fire ignites in his eyes, and he comes to my mouth, holding the back of my head, and kissing me into delirium. Then he’s traveling down my body again: neck, collar bone, nipples, stomach, hip, then finally, finally hovering over me there. 

“Yes, please.”

I’m gripping at his biceps desperately, watching him in agony, but still he’s lingering, looking at my folds like he’s never seen anything so beautiful. 

Put your tongue on me.

“You’re glistening, babe.”

I can only give him a whimper-plea. He lowers himself and the aching in me spikes to an almost unbearable amount as I watch him, until at last his tongue is on me and I’m undone. I fall back, eyes closed and mouth gaping open as his wet tongue just barely penetrates me before swiping all the way up to my bud.

“Oh my god. Fuck.”

He does it again, then lingers at that core of hot nerves. He’s flicking his tongue back and forth, then rubbing smoothly with the flat side, then doing I don’t even know what as my body becomes ruler once again.

I’m gripping the back of his head and spreading myself wider and rotating my hips and making the most wanton sounds. “Fuck. Oh my god. Fuck.” 

I’m gasping and panting and struggling to breathe as he draws the most intense pleasure out of me, like it’s what he was born to do. 

“I’m gonna come.” 

He grips my thighs harder in his hands, licks me more firmly, and sends me racing up and over the edge in an orgasm that violently seizes my entire body. I’m thrashing and crying out loudly, too in the grips of such previously-unknown pleasure to be self-conscious about my sounds. Pleasure explodes from my center again and again and still he keeps going, like he’s in full command and demands that my body gives more and more. 

It goes on and on, my heart pounding hard against my chest, which is flushed hot. The blood is rushing in my ears. My climax pulses through me so hard and so long, I think it’s never going to end. Eventually, it comes down in powerful, crashing waves. The grip on my heart and lungs lessen, and I gasp with slightly more ease as the pleasure continues to wash through me in gentler swells. 

When I’m spent and panting, he comes up on one elbow, grinning at me and wiping his chin. 

I’m too weak to move or talk or do anything but try to catch my breath. He climbs off the couch, reaches for his pants, extracts his wallet, then stands up, giving me a clear view of his raging erection. Still too weak to move, my eyes lock on it hungrily, and I feel a surge of wetness between my still-pulsing folds. 

“Come ’ere, baby.” He scoops me off the couch and I rest heavily in his arms, my cheek against his shoulder. As he carries me up the stairs, I take in his intoxicating smell: a mixture of his masculine sweat, sex, and my own sweet scent.

“Straight ahead,” I say, though he could probably guess which bedroom is the master since it’s the only one with double doors. We go into the mostly dark room, softly lit from the open curtains and nearly-full moon.

He lays me gently on the bed, and I adjust slightly, sinking in, watching him. He takes a condom from his wallet and watches me as he rolls it on, and on, and on.

“You ready?” His voice is thick and hot. For me.

“So ready.”

He climbs on, and I open to him, exhaling deeply and closing my arms around his wide chest as he slowly sinks into me. “You feel so good,” he whispers, his hot breath on my ear.

I can only whimper in response, overwhelmed with the sensation of his thick cock sliding deeper and deeper into me. The sensations are heightened in a post-orgasmic glow, and every ridge of his cock is an intense pulse of pleasure. He rocks back, then sinks into me again, harder and deeper. 

He groans like he’s in pain. Then suddenly gives me a hard, deep thrust that sends such a strong spike of pleasure through me I cry out, sounding in pain myself.

“Did I hurt you?” he asks urgently.

I shake my head desperately, wanting more. “It’s so good.” I gasp when he thrusts me hard again. “God, yes.”

He props up on one elbow, tucks one hand under my ass to change our angle, then kisses me deeply as he thrusts me again. This time, he’s hitting bottom and I’m drowning in pleasure, moaning in his mouth. A new sort of orgasm is building, from a different place in my body as his tip hits an apex of pleasure I didn’t know I had.

Our mouths break apart and I’m gasping, my hands clawing at his back. 

“You feel so good, Corrine.”

He comes at me faster and harder, and I slowly arch back like a puppet on a string, my fingernails dragging slowly up his back. 

I curl my arms around his shoulders, pressing my forehead against him as he pounds me. “Sweet Corrine,” he whispers, his breath hot on my neck. “So beautiful. So amazing.”

The combination of those tender words and his body’s desperate claiming of mine is almost more than I can bear. The pressure inside me builds, the pleasure so intense I can’t believe I haven’t come, but I’m still climbing higher.

“You’re so tight,” he says thickly. “So fucking wet.”

I want to talk dirty to him too, tell him how fucking hard he’s getting inside me, tell him how I can feel his orgasm building as his entire body stiffens, but all I can say is, “Oh my god, oh fuck, oh my god.”

We burst into climax together. He groans in my ear, pushing hard into me as he empties out. Thrashing, I think my orgasm is going to tear me into bits. I’m crying out and contracting around him, utterly helpless and loving every second of it. 

God yes.

When it’s over, he comes out of me and collapses on the mattress next to me. 

We pant in silence for a moment, then he says he’ll be right back and disappears into the bathroom. I lay there with my eyes closed, my blood thumping, my body heavy and buzzing. 

I take in a slow, deep breath, then exhale slowly, overcome with a satisfaction I didn’t know I needed. It’s like something inside me has been tense and wanting ever since he walked out that door Thanksgiving Day, and I’m only just now gratified. 

He emerges from the bathroom, and the sight of him knocks against my heart. Watching him, I roll onto my side, tucking my hands under my cheek and smiling at him. 

He smiles too and lies down next to me, propped up on one arm. He gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Hopefully that was better. Sorry our first time was so...”

He lets his words trail off and I furrow my brows at his hesitation. What in the hell is he apologizing for? Because our first time was simply amazing.

He rests his hand warmly on my shoulder. “I was kind of an animal,” he finishes simply.

“Yeah,” I breathe, remembering, a broad smile spreading on my lips. 

He laughs softly. “Okay. Maybe I don’t need to be sorry.”

“Uh uh.” I shake my head and come up onto one arm too. His hand slides down my arm and rests on the crook of my hip. “It was bucket list worthy, baby. I got more than a New Year’s Eve kiss. You fucked me from one year right into the next.”

He laughs, and my chest lightens at the sound of it.

“Plus it was in a scandalous location,” I continue. “I mean, what woman doesn’t want to do it in a scandalous location? So two bucket list items.”

“Well, I’m glad I could help you out.” He lies back and pulls me into his broad arms. I sink into his embrace, momentarily overcome by the sensation of it. I blink, stunned, my breathing halted. Then I give in and allow myself to fall into it. 

I’m so... protected. It’s like there’s not a single thing on this earth that could hurt me. I peek up at him, marveling. It’s been years and years since I’ve felt this safe. 

He looks down at me, smiles, puts a kiss on my forehead, and drops his head back onto the pillow. Eyes closed, he lets out a contented sigh, oblivious to the little miracle he gave me when he tucked me into his arms. 

I snuggle in deeper, closing my eyes and smiling, allowing myself to pretend this sense of safety is real, and not at all an illusion. 
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Chapter 15 
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Mason

We wake with her little body tucked against mine, her back to me, my arm over her slender waist. It’s morning, or as late in the day as it can possibly be and still be considered morning. Is ten to noon still morning? 

We stayed up until almost five, talking and messing around and in general having the most perfect night any guy could hope for. In spite of snacking on hot dogs and pretzels at four in the morning, we’re both pretty hungry, but neither one of us are willing to get up. Or put clothes on. 

Her tummy grumbles quietly. Neither one of us move. “Too bad we didn’t go to my hotel,” I say, my nose still nuzzled into her amazing-smelling hair. “They have room service there.”

“If I really wanted to be a brat, I could make someone at the resort drive room service over here.”

I lift up a bit, looking down at her profile. “Really?”

“Alice would do literally anything for any of us. She’s the Banquet Manager and thinks the Rivers family is freaking royalty. No matter how much they try to train her to believe otherwise. So yeah, I probably could. But... I’m not a brat, so I guess we’ll just have to make do with what I have here.”

“What else do you have?”

“Almost nothing. I go back to school in three days. At this point in the break, I’m either eating with family or picking up stuff.”

“It’s late enough, we could order pizza. Then we won’t have to get out of bed except to answer the door.”

“Oooh, Guido’s!” She reaches for her phone on the nightstand. We retrieved our stuff from downstairs somewhere between two and three in the morning. “Best pizza in Swan Pointe. You actually met the owner on Thanksgiving.”

“I did?”

She nods. “Him and his daughter. They’re family friends. Rayce keeps them in business all by himself, probably.”

She’s pulled up an online menu and shows me her phone. I take it from her. “He doesn’t strike me as a pizza sort of guy.”

“Rayce is an interesting person. He’s this big, fancy executive and seriously knows his shit. He’s super responsible. But it’s also like there’s still this little kid in him somewhere that just won’t let go.”

“Because he likes pizza?” I scroll through the menu and start eyeing the hot buffalo wings. Bone-in, thank you. 

“Pizza and video games and—”

“Video games?”

“Almost no one knows that, though,” she says, grinning, “so don’t say anything.”

Somehow I don’t think knowing this little piece about her cousin is going to help me understand him any better. 

“Or there’s a Chinese place down the hill that’ll deliver. Or we could get subs.”

“Let’s go with this. I don’t care what kind of pizza you want as long as we get the hot wings.”

“They’re bone-in.” She winks, looking impossibly beautiful. Her hair’s all mussed from me having my way with her all night, and her cheeks have a gorgeous, natural blush. 

“I noticed.” I grin and give her a kiss. “And I approve.”

I figure out what she wants and place the order myself, not wanting her to pay. 

“It’s my house,” she protests when I put the phone down. “I should be feeding you.”

“You’re feeding me plenty.” I tuck my arm around her waist, pulling her closer and tickling her side a bit. 

She giggles, her naked body squirming in my arms as she tries in vain to push away. I’ve got her though, no problem. “No fair,” she protests, laughing. “You’re too strong.”

“Why?” I ease off the tickling, and let her catch her breath. “Do you want to get away?”

“Maybe.” But she snuggles into my arms instead. Do I have to turn in my man card if I admit that I love snuggling with her almost as much as I enjoy fucking her? It’s a different kind of enjoyment, but still. I don’t think I could ever get tired of either one. 

“Oh!” she says suddenly, sitting up. She scrambles out of bed and hustles her pretty, little naked ass over to the dresser. “Oh, oh, oh!”

“What?” I ask, amused. And fully taking in the view.

She starts shimmying on a pair of lacy, purple panties. 

“Hey, hey. No one said you could put panties on.”

She grabs a tank and throws that on too. 

“Whoa, and a shirt. Not cool.”

She hurries out of the room, on some sort of mission. I grin, wondering what finally motivated her to get out of bed when her grumbling tummy hadn’t been enough before. 

When she comes back into the room wearing a determined expression and carrying a deck of cards, I bust out laughing. 

“Get ready, buddy.” She crawls onto the edge of the bed and sits cross-legged on top of the covers. 

I sit up, the sheets falling to my waist, but enjoying the peep show across from me. She’s already shuffling. “You can’t expect me to concentrate when I’m looking at that pretty, little pussy of yours.”

Her hands freeze on the cards, then she looks down at herself. She eyes me, still not moving her hands. “I could put some pants on.”

“Never mind. I can play.”

“That’s what I thought.”

It takes a while, and I have to stop myself from making bad plays just to throw the game her way, but she finally tosses her cards down. “Gin!”

“Nice.” I put my cards on the bed face down.

She gives my cards a suspicious glare and snatches them up. I watch her examining my hand, fanning out the discard pile slightly, seemingly running plays through her head. Smart, determined, sweet, and sexy. She’s practically perfect. The competitive thing doesn’t even bother me.

“I didn’t let you win,” I reassure her.

She gives me a sharp look, then apparently decides she won fair and square, because she tosses up the cards and flops onto her back, exhaling loudly. “Fiiinally!”

I laugh. “Good thing you’re not competitive or anything.”

“I am never playing that game with you again.”

“Oh, now, don’t be like that.” I crawl over the cards and tickle her side again. She starts squirming and giggling. “Besides, I’m still two up on you.”

“I don’t care!” She’s batting at my hand and trying to get away. 

“You have to even the score. You—hey!” She’s stopped trying to get away and started going after me herself. She found my tickle spot pretty damned fast, too. I flinch away and she gets an evil glint in her eye.

“Ticklish, are we?”

“No.” I hop off the bed and head for the bathroom, but her delighted laughter follows me. I’m grinning the whole way. 
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Corrine

After pizza and wings, we cleaned up for the day and I got to cross “shower sex” off my bucket list. Okay, it was never on the list, but it should’ve been. Because damn.

What has been on my bucket list is cauliflower crack at that little seafood place across town. I’m thinking of suggesting it for dinner because it’s not far from the beach at Crab Cove, which Mason wants to see, and we’re unlikely to run into my cousins there. 

First though, I’ve come with him to check on his childhood home. He took me through the property and told me about the upgrades his realtor suggested. We’ve gone through all the bedrooms and are back in the kitchen. 

“I wasn’t going to mess with renovations,” he says, leaning back against the counter near me and crossing those thick arms in front of his chest, “but I still don’t have any offers, so maybe I should. What do you think?”

I rest one hand on the counter and glance around, running through what Mason’s told me. I try to imagine what Rayce would say about “return on investment” and crap like that. 

“I don’t know. I’m not as good with stuff like this as my cousins. I don’t know much about what to do with properties. Although, actually. I inherited a property, too.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. One of his investment properties. All the other ones went to his kids, but the one he gave me is this building that’s part of an apartment complex. Six units. Most of his properties were things like that, or offices. But I haven’t had to do much with it yet. It’s all still in the trust because I’m under twenty-five. There’s a property management company that runs things anyway.”

“Did you get cash assets too, like I did?”

Normally I’d be put off by that kind of question, but I guess we’re comfortable enough with each other that usual social barriers don’t apply. It doesn’t feel intrusive or awkward at all. I nod. “Yeah.”

“So will you be able to get yourself set up somewhere after graduation? Somewhere besides Lizzy’s, I mean.”

I shrug. I’ve got the cash, yes. But I’m saving it. Treatment is crazy expensive, and Uncle Grant and Aunt Sharon already kicked in a lot when they were alive. Twice. If I spent too much now and needed it for treatment later, I know my cousins would insist on helping. How unfair would that be, if I could’ve taken care of it myself? No, I’m going to hang on to it. 

The post-graduation living situation isn’t really on my radar yet anyway. Post-graduation anything isn’t on my radar. One MRI at a time. The next one’s in May sometime, and I graduate in May. No matter what that stupid MRI says, I’m not going anywhere for treatment until I walk that fucking stage. I can tell you that, right now. 

But it’s too early for the countdown, so I get myself back into the moment. That’s always the rule. Live in the moment. 

“I would think some of the smaller renovations wouldn’t hurt. But Rayce has said this is a buyer’s market, so maybe you just need to give it more time. But, you know, we could ask Lizzy to come over and give her take on it.” 

Normally, I’d suggest Rayce, but I’m not ready to let him in on what’s going on with me and Mason. Lizzy knows this stuff too, though. Not that I necessarily want to see her either. Mason and I have so little time together. Selfishly, I’d rather keep it just us. Plus, once we start involving family, who knows what will happen next. 

But this is important for Mason, so I set my own desires aside. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind,” I say, because he looks hesitant about contacting Lizzy.

“Maybe not.” He takes my hand and pulls me close to him. I bring my arms around his waist and look up at him. He rests his hands on my lower back. “But I don’t want to share you right now.”

I smile, sinking deeper against his strong chest.

He smiles too, and gives me a kiss. Then his expression grows more serious. “And...” He gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I don’t know that I’m ready to bring everyone into this yet.”

I nod. He was right that this is going to be complicated. Ultimately, some people will just have to deal with it. But I realize the situation is worse for him than it is for me. 

Still, I don’t want to think about anyone else yet either. Not my cousins. Not his mother. I just want to enjoy this time we have together now. We can worry later about how we want to handle everyone else. 

I don’t even want to think about the fact that this is inevitably temporary. All I care about is how right it feels to be in his arms, and hope the fact that he couldn’t stay away from me means this is right for him, too. 

He sighs, brings his fingertips softly to my jaw, then rests his forehead on mine. “I don’t know what we’re doing.” He cups my face, his fingers curling around the back of my neck, his thumbs caressing my jaw. 

My heart swirls around in my chest in the most delicious way. “We’re having moments.” God, the moments we’re having. 

“Moments?” He lifts his head slightly and brings his arms around me again. 

I nod. “Yeah. Life is all just moments, right? But some are sooo much better than others.” I curl against him again, squeezing his waist, and he gives me a soft laugh. “We’re making moments, and I want more with you, Mason. I want the texting moments and the phone call moments and... maybe weekend visit moments?”

He grins and squeezes me tighter. “I think we can do that.” 

“And, you know... the sexy as hell moments.” I tilt my head and give him a suggestive, teasing grin.

He laughs, and the warm vibration of it rolls through me, making my insides giddy. 

“Whatever we can get,” I say seriously, my hands flattening against his hard back. “That’s what I want.”

His eyes darken with desire and he tightens his grip on me, his hands slowly drifting downward. “What a coincidence. That’s what I want, too.”

He lowers his lips to mine, pressing warmly as his hands slide over my ass, then down between my legs. A swell of pleasure blooms under his touch. I inhale as my entire body lights up. 

I reach my arms around his neck, holding him tighter as we open to one another, our tongues searching. His hands trace up my back, bringing me into an urgent embrace. One arm squeezes me tight against his chest, and the other hand comes to the back of my head to hold me more firmly to him. I run my fingers into his hair, lifting up on tiptoe and lengthening my body, pressing myself against him. 

Our kiss becomes deeper, more insistent. He’s already hard, and I instinctively angle into him. He grabs my rear and brings me harder against him, his length digging into me. I make a sound of approval. 

My skin is heating up, trembling under his hands as he rubs them along my sides, down my ass, over my breasts. My hands are all over him, too. I can’t get enough of his chest, which goes on for days, and eagerly switch between groping his hard pecs and wrapping my arms around his strong back. 

He brings my bottom lip into his mouth and sucks slightly. He tastes it with the tip of his tongue, then dives into me again. My core is molten and I curl one leg around his. 

He breaks our kiss, grips my hair close to my scalp, and pulls my head back. I gasp, then shudder as his mouth goes to the tender skin between my ear and my jaw. He sucks on my neck eagerly, working down to the crook and coming back up the other side. I’m limp in his arms. Mouth slack, my pants are little gasps. He tastes me everywhere, even bringing my earlobe between his teeth and sucking. 

Oh my god, bucket list. Bucket list!

His massive hands are just as insistent as his mouth. He’s slipping inside my shirt to massage my breasts, tucking under my jeans to squeeze my ass, and claiming every inch in between. 

Suddenly he stops, pulling back to look at me. I whimper, confused. I’m still tucked inside a strong embrace, his hand on the back of my head. He’s panting hard, and so am I. 

But he looks torn. Again. His eyes flit over the room, off into the living area, then back to me. 

Oh. Right.

“We don’t have to do this here,” I say.

He doesn’t move. His eyes are locked on mine. Our punctuated breaths echo through the empty kitchen.

“There’s no bed anyway.” Though I’ve actually given zero thought to a bed. I’m just trying to give him an out. 

But he eyes my mouth hungrily. “Since when does that stop us?”

––––––––
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Mason

I claim her mouth again, my doubts vanishing almost as quickly as they appeared. 

This isn’t wrong. It’s not. She’s not. Not when every minute with her has been so right. Not when she fits inside my arms so perfectly. Not when the taste of her skin is so intoxicating. Not when she awakens every cell in my body, driving me with need.

The way she reacts to me is just as energizing. Her little gasps and moans. How she presses her soft curves against me. The way she tilts her head back, exposing the tender skin of her neck. The silk of her hair. Her sweet smell.

I pull away from the counter and back her up against the refrigerator, lifting her thighs. She wraps her legs around my waist, and my cock automatically goes for her sweet spot. “Yes,” she breathes, pushing back hard against me. “Yes. Fuck, yes.”

A thrill runs through me at her words. I love it when she starts to lose control. She’s gripping my ass eagerly, pulling me harder against her. 

“Tell me what you want, baby.” Talk to me.

“You.”

I squeeze her full breasts, pinching the tip gently. “Not good enough.” 

“I want...” 

She hesitates, and I dig my fingers into her soft hair, gripping firmly. She drops her head back and I dive into her neck, sucking her skin, tasting her hungrily. 

She softens in my arms. “Uuuh...” 

“Tell me.”

“I want your cock inside me. So bad. Please. I want you to fuck me hard with it.”

I exhale hotly, then taste that dirty, little mouth of hers, thrusting against her. 

“I’m so wet,” she gasps, frantically kissing and nibbling my shoulder. “I’m dripping.”

That’s it. This woman is mine.

I set her down, lifting the hem of her shirt. She quickly raises her arms and I take it all the way off. Her round breasts are cupped in the black, lacey material of her bra. As I tear off my own shirt, tossing it aside, she reaches behind for the clasp.

“So fucking beautiful,” I breathe when she exposes herself, her bra dropping to the floor. Eager, we attack our pants together, stripping down until we’re both nude. 

The sight of the soft triangle of hair, trimmed just above her soft folds, makes my dick surge so much it hurts. I quickly roll on a condom, her hands tracing impatiently over my shoulders and arms and chest, her body hovering right next to mine. 

The task done, I bring her soft, naked body into my arms again. She wraps her legs around me and I back her against the refrigerator. She moans and tightens her hold on me when I dive deep inside her. Lord, she is dripping.

I’m taking her in a fit of passion, and she’s giving it right back to me, meeting my every thrust, clawing at my back. We’re a swirl of motion and grunts and hot kisses. It’s not long before I’m at the edge of coming, and feel she is too. She curls her forehead hard against my neck, her body seizing and going still. 

That’s it, baby. 

As she tightens and blooms around me, my body starts to stiffen too. She’s so close. I feel her. And I’m hanging on the edge, the pressure building, waiting for her to release.

She suddenly throws her head back, panting and thrashing against me as she contracts and releases in rhythm. My release inside her is so powerful I get light-headed and my knees soften slightly.

It’s sheer determination that keeps us both upright. When we’re both weakened and spent, I lean heavily on one elbow, forehead against the refrigerator, breathing hard next to her ear. 

“Mason,” she whispers, panting. “Keep this up and you’re going to own the fucking bucket list.”
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Chapter 16 
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Mason

The rest of my stay flies by in a hurry. Since the first was on a Sunday, the shop back home is closed today and Monday, as well, so I don’t fly back until tonight. Thank god. It’s all gone by too fast as it is. 

I did end up taking advantage of Lizzy’s expertise while I’m in town. She met us at the house this morning and agreed with most of what the realtor told me, with a couple exceptions. I decided on a few renovations, and Lizzy gave me the names of a couple companies I can trust to work here with minimal supervision. 

She was warm and welcoming, as she’s always been, and kept smiling at me and Corrine, though we kept our physical interactions with one another pretty subdued. Lizzy’s fiancé Brett, and his son Little Max came along, too. Something about seeing that little boy running through the house with his dad not far away did me good. It made the house a place where good can still happen. 

It was a short meeting, though, and Corrine and I have spent the rest of our time exploring downtown Swan Pointe a bit and hanging out at the beach. Aside from her bed, that’s the place we’ve been most. I can’t get enough of that ocean. I wish I could pack it in my suitcase and take it home with me. 

Along with a certain little sprite I happen to know.

I’m an hour away from needing to leave for the airport, and Corrine and I are having dinner at the Salty Snapper for the second time in two days. It’s a couple blocks away from Crab Cove, but it’s on a rise so we still have a pretty good view of the ocean. I keep looking out the window, wishing I had time to go back. Then I’ll look at Corrine, wishing I had more time with her, too. One of the things we agreed to do tonight, though, is figure out when we can see each other again. That helps. 

When the waiter delivers our appetizer, what Corrine calls cauliflower crack, she straightens, eyeing it eagerly. I was skeptical about this dish at first. I mean, it has cauliflower and Brussels sprouts in it. How good could it be? But this is cauliflower and Brussels sprouts, lightly pan fried with some sort of oil, then tossed with bacon bits and Blue cheese crumbles, and served with a creamy dill dip. It’s shockingly addictive. When we were looking over the menu today, we gave a cursory glance at the other appetizers here. But really, it was no contest. 

We dive in, scarfing it down shamelessly. “I still can’t believe I waited so long to try this.” She licks a stray bacon bit off her delicate finger before going back for more. 

“Mmmm,” I nod, finishing my bite. “I can’t believe I have to leave it behind.”

“’Tis a pity.” She winks at me.

We each work on another bite, and I look out at the ocean again. “I’m leaving too much behind. The beach. This crazy warm winter weather.” I look back at her and sweep my arm over our nearly-empty appetizer dish. “Cauliflower crack.”

She licks her lips then gives me a knowing smile.

I cross my forearms and settle both elbows on the table, looking directly at her. “And you.”

She grins. “You didn’t even get to play at the resort. Then you’d really be sad.” She’s told me all about the activities they have there, from the zip line to the lazy river. It did sound fun, but we weren’t going to risk going back to the resort. She needs to get things settled with Rayce first. She plans on talking to him soon.

I still don’t know what I’m going to do about my mom. The last thing I want to do is hurt her, especially about this. 

Part of me wants to wait and see how things go with Corrine first. Sometimes relationships fizzle out. If this is going to be one of them, why put my mom through all that? But this doesn’t feel like the kind of thing that’s going to burn out quickly, and if I had to tell Mom down the line that I’ve been hiding this from her, it would only be worse. 

We finish the last of the cauliflower and sit back in our seats. Corrine’s giving the empty plate a forlorn expression. “It’s gone again.”

I laugh. 

She grins at me. Then our gazes hold, and our expressions grow more serious. “I’m pretending you’re not leaving so soon.”  

I reach across the table for her hand, and squeeze. “Let’s pick the date.”

“Okay.”

We pull out our phones and start going through the calendar. After a bit of discussion we decide on a weekend three weeks from now. It seems a long time, but it’s better than nothing. Given the distance between us, it’s not too long to wait, I guess. Either way, it’ll have to do.

“All right,” she says sighing and putting down her phone. “Three more weeks until I get to be your fuck buddy again.”

I laugh. “Is that all I am to you?”

She gives me a playful smile. “Yes, it’s all very base.”

We both lean back as the waiter brings our food: mango shrimp tacos for her and the crab stuffed mushrooms for me. “So,” she says hesitantly, eyeing me as she picks up a taco. “Who’s going where?”

I’m bringing my fork to my mouth, but drop it back down. I assumed I’d be coming here.

“Maybe I could go out there.” 

I imagine her in Galesburg, and it’s both appealing and not. My mother’s there.

Her face falls a bit as she watches me chewing on the idea. “But I don’t have to.”

“It’s not that I wouldn’t love to have you.” I reach over and rub her elbow in reassurance, unable to take her hand since she’s currently using both to keep her taco together. “Let me just... see how things go with my mom first, okay?”

“Okay. But I’ll feel guilty if you have to come here again. You’ve done so much flying already.”

I’m not crazy about the idea of another long flight, I admit. But if I have to... “Don’t worry about it. You’re worth it.” And she is.

She smiles, looking reassured.

“Besides, there’s no ocean in Galesburg. Just land as far as the eye can see.”

“You do love that ocean.” 

I nod, taking a bite at last and chewing. After I swallow, I say, “The last time I came, I actually thought about moving here.”

Now it’s her turn to freeze on the way to taking a bite. “Really?”

“Well, yeah. It’s great here. What’s not to like? Besides, there’s more opportunity here.” I haven’t told her about the restoration shop I visited last time, and we didn’t go by it this time either. “But I can’t. My whole life’s in Galesburg. My mom and grandmother are there. I do a lot for them both, which is fine. I don’t mind helping out. Plus, how would my mom feel if I left there for here? This is where all the bad stuff happened.”

“I can understand that.” She looks a little disappointed. It’s disappointing to me too, if I’m honest about it. 

Ever since my first trip, I’ve been trying not to think too much about how much I loved being here. I loved it in spite of the difficult reason for my visit. Even in spite of the confrontation at Thanksgiving. Underneath all that was this soothing presence that was, I think, the place itself. 

As I said, I’ve tried to keep it out of my mind. I didn’t come back here for the city, or the house. It was for her. 

But being here again, the city and the ocean and the air... it’s all been sinking down into me all weekend. It’s kind of a strange sensation, and I’m not sure what words to use to describe it to her. Or even if I should. Since regardless of what I’d call this feeling I have, moving here isn’t realistically something I could do, anyway. No sense getting anybody’s hopes up.

Leaving my food be, I look out at the water. I’ll be flying away from all that gorgeous water and going to a place where it’s just land, land, land. Sitting here with Corrine, watching the waves, the word for what I’ve been feeling finally comes to me.

Home.

I look back to Corrine. She’s put down her taco, and is watching me carefully. “I do love it here,” I say quietly. 

She chews her lip thoughtfully. “At the risk of sounding like I have ulterior motives, don’t you get to decide where you live?”

I nod. “I do.”

I put my fork down, not sure if I want to say what I’m thinking aloud, but going with it anyway. 

“They really depend on me. The man of the house and all that.” She bites her bottom lip as I continue. “It’s been that way for a long time, and I don’t mind. It’s nice to be needed.”

She puts down her taco and wipes her hands with her napkin. “But?”

“Not really a ‘but.’ I don’t mind helping out.” I look at her with chagrin and say, “But.”

She smiles.

“When I’m out here and think about what it would be like to live here, my obligations back home feel a bit more like...” I hesitate.

When I don’t finish, she says, “A burden?”

“Maybe a little.” I rub my thumb over the end of my fork. “It would be nice to live here.”

Then, as I think it through to its logical conclusion, I come to the decision I’ve made before. The one I know I’ll always have to stick with. I pick up my fork and decisively spear a bite of my stuffed mushroom. 

“It’s just not an option.”

“Kids grow up and leave,” she says gently. “It’s what they do. She doesn’t expect you not to live your life, right?”

“No, but it’s different. My mom’s lost enough. She doesn’t need to lose her son, too. Anyway, it’s not like I don’t like living there, too.”

Corrine seems to know not to argue, because she doesn’t push. I tell myself to man up and let go of the fantasy of moving here. Part of being a man is taking care of others and not thinking too much about yourself. Right? 

But as I look into the eyes of the woman sitting across the table from me, I know she’s going to make my decision even more difficult to swallow. 

––––––––
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Corrine

I don’t have to be back to Hartman for classes until Wednesday, so I spend Tuesday distracting myself from already missing Mason by finally telling people about us. First I call my mother, who is supportive, and only comments that it’s strange how we meet people sometimes. I think about calling my dad next, but decide to save him for last. He is, after all, Uncle Grant’s brother. Plus Dad tends to not be a fan of guys I date under the best of circumstances. Rayce isn’t the only one who’s protective of me. 

I tell Connor next. I hunt him down in his office. He was on his way to the resort’s golf course for something, so I ride with him in the cart and tell him there. 

“I guess I can’t say I’m surprised,” he says. “You two were throwing sparks at each other even at Thanksgiving.”

“Do you think Rayce noticed?”

He nods. “It probably didn’t help matters.”

“But now that I can tell him what a good guy Mason is...” I let my sentence trail off as Connor gives me an uncharacteristically serious look. 

“It will probably cross Rayce’s mind,” Connor says as he steers us over a rise in the path, “that you’re just being taken in by Mason’s good looks.” I open my mouth to protest, but before I can say anything, he says, “The thought has crossed my mind, too.” 

My jaw drops. 

“So tell me what makes him such a good guy and not someone out to seduce my cousin and cause discord in our family.”

I bristle, unprepared for this from Connor, of all people. “He’s not!” 

He presses his hand on my knee. “I believe you. But tell me why I should.” He pulls the cart to the side of the little road and brings it to a stop. He turns to me with one arm on the back of the seat, an open, listening expression on his face. 

This is enough to soften me. I realize there’s been nothing in his tone to suggest he actually believes Mason is out to get us. He just wants to know more and I guess that’s fair. 

I start with the easy stuff, Mason’s interest and hobbies and the things we have in common. The way he makes me laugh, and the way I feel I can tell him anything. 

Then I get to the heart of the matter. Without betraying Mason’s confidence, I tell Connor why I know he’s not holding a grudge against our family, even though he’s still hurt by the loss, and even though he’s worried about how his mother might take this. 

When I’m done, Connor nudges my shoulder and says with a grin, “Then I give you my blessing.”

Relieved, I smile back. “I didn’t know I needed your blessing.”

“Oh, you do.” He starts up the cart again. “You’re my baby cousin.” 

I roll my eyes. We’ve been having this argument for as long as I can remember. “You’re only a year older than me.”

“A year and four months.”

“That hardly counts.”

“It absolutely counts.”

“We’re practically the same age. We freaking had baths together when we were little.”

“Nope, nope. I’m your big cousin.”

Rayce is my big cousin, I think, with a sinking sensation in my stomach. 

And he’s next.
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Rather than wait for Connor to do whatever it is he needs to do at the golf course, I walk back to the resort’s main building, using the time to gather my thoughts. And my courage. 

I know Rayce has no authority over me. I know it shouldn’t matter what he thinks. And to some degree, it doesn’t. I’m going forward with this whether Rayce is okay with it or not. But I want him to be okay with it, or at the very least, not upset. 

When I get to his office, there are several papers spread near his keyboard, and he’s looking at his computer screen with intense concentration. He always looks so much older than he is in this setting. Often I forget to be impressed with what he knows how to do, running a massive operation like this, but sometimes I remember. This is one of those times. 

His is the main, executive office, with Lizzy and Connor’s on either side. The corner windows behind him showcase the beautifully landscaped grounds on the front side of the west wing. He’s wearing a fine dark suit, red silk tie, and, I notice with a twinge, the cufflinks I gave him for Christmas.

He glances at me, his fingers pausing on the keyboard. He raises his eyebrows to say, Yes? 

“Oh, I’m sorry. You’re busy.” I’m both relieved and disappointed. 

“Did you need something?”

“I just wanted to talk to you, but it can wait.”

He keeps his eyes on me, narrowing them just slightly. “Everything okay?”

Sometimes I think Rayce is able to sniff out people’s emotions better than we give him credit for.

“Yes. I just need to talk to you, but if you’re busy—” 

“Nope.” He gathers the papers into a stack and sets them aside. “What’s up?”

I bite my lip and shut the door. Here I go. I head to one of the chairs opposite his desk. Rather than staying where he is, he comes around and sits in the other one next to me. 

“Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure how to tell you this.”

He straightens, a look of distress darkening his features. “Wait, are you all right?”

I instantly know what he’s talking about. “Yes, yes. I’m okay. It isn’t that.”

He sits back again, relieved. 

“I’m just going to spit it out. But I want you to hear me out, okay?”

He tilts his head slightly. “What’s going on?”

“Um... well...” I take a deep breath and force myself to start talking. “Since Thanksgiving, Mason Reeves and I have been keeping in touch.”

His eyes sharpen and his jaw clenches.

I rush to say the rest. “We’ve actually been talking a lot, and we really like each other. He came to see me and—”

Rayce springs to a stand, and I stand too. “He came here?”

“Just listen.” I put my hand out. “It’s okay, I promise it is. He’s a really great guy....”

“Corrine—”

“And he’s not trying to hurt us—”

“Of course you don’t think so. Fuck, Corrine. When did he come here?”

“He... came to the ball.”

He gets that look that makes Whitney want to call him ‘sir’. But he doesn’t scare me. “Am I the only one who didn’t know about this?”

“No one knew. He came to surprise me, and please stop looking so damned suspicious.”

“He sneaks in here without any of your family knowing and I’m not supposed to be suspicious?”

“Well, maybe we didn’t want to tell anyone because of the way you’ve been acting.”

“Uh, uh. I know what this guy is doing.” 

I remember what Connor said. “No,” I say earnestly, “I reached out to him, not the other way around.”

But he’s not listening. “No, Corrine. I’m not letting you get caught in the middle of this.”

I’ve seen this side of Rayce before. I’m practically having flashbacks. I’m trying to keep my cool, but sometimes the only way to keep him from feeling personally responsible for all the bad that happens to the ones he loves is to get firm with him. “There’s no this for me to be caught in the middle of. It’s not like that.”

“We don’t know anything about this guy.”

“You don’t know anything about him.”

“I’m not going to let him hurt you.”

“He’s not going to hurt me! Rayce, you can’t protect me from everything!”

He flinches and stops cold, eyes locked on mine. This isn’t the first time I’ve said these words to him. Because whether he likes it or not, some things are inevitable. Doctor Lansky was pretty understanding when Rayce started taking things out on him, insisting there must be better treatments elsewhere and that he’d damn well find them. But it wasn’t the doctor’s fault. Or Rayce’s either. As I had to remind him.

He remembers, too. I see it on his face. 

I step closer and put my hands on his arms. “Rayce, please. Please. Just give him a chance. That’s all I’m asking.”

Brows drawn down, he exhales and looks away. 

“He really is a good guy,” I say, softer. 

He looks back to me, still concerned, I can see, but relenting. “Doesn’t it make you feel bad? Don’t you think about it when you talk to him?”

Rayce is not one for showing emotion, but his pain over what his father did—and the fact that it was hidden from them—has been pretty clear all along. Rayce doesn’t do well with emotions like that, so put that together with his strong protective instincts and that equals the unreasonable behavior we’ve seen from him about this. I shake my head. “I used to, but not anymore. Now it’s just Mason.”

His face softens, and his gaze drifts to the window. I watch him, wishing this wasn’t so hard on him. I sigh. “I wish someone I love so much didn’t have to hurt over something that’s so good in my life.”

His eyes leap to mine and I give him an understanding smile. He exhales slowly. “I’m sorry. I just want you to be safe and happy.”

“I know. And I am. You don’t have to be friends with him, just... will you please give him a chance? Doesn’t the fact that he’s willing to overlook things and interact with our family show what strength of character he has?”

He shakes his in defeat, then holds my head and puts a firm kiss on my forehead. “I suppose.” 

I smile. “So you’ll give him a chance?”

He sighs, bringing me in against his chest and resting his chin on the top of my head. “Yes.” He hugs me and I hug him back, relieved. “You remember our deal right?” 

“I remember.”

“You promised me.” He pulls back and looks me in the eye, holding me at arm’s length. “If he does anything to hurt you, or anything seems off at all, you’ll go to someone for help. Me or your dad or Connor or Lizzy or somebody. Right?”

I smile. Rayce has been saying this to me since the first time I went on a date in high school. He’s always been the big brother I wished I had. “I love you, cousin.”

His face softens. He releases me, but brushes his finger on the tip of my nose, teasing me. 

I smile. “You still think of me as a little kid.” 

“That’s okay. You still think of me as your big cousin.”

“That’s true.”

“All right, get out of here,” he says. “Let me get back to work and worry about you in peace.”

“Okay. Thanks for talking to me, and... well, just thanks.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “And he’s treating you right?”

I nod, smiling. He’s treating me more than right. He’s fucking knocking me off my feet. “He is.”

“Alright, then.” He goes around to his chair. “I’ll try to be happy for you.”

“So the next time you see him, you’ll be okay?”

“Lord.” He sits down. “One thing at a time.”

“Okay, sorry.” But I smile. 

He checks his watch. “Is it too early for a drink?”

I laugh. “By about six hours.”
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Chapter 17 
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Mason

It’s been four days since I saw Corrine. Fourteen to go. I haven’t talked to my mom yet, and Corrine’s been good about letting me take my time. I keep chewing over how I should go about it. In the meantime, Corrine and I are talking and texting even more than we were before, which I didn’t know was possible until we started doing it. 

I come into the break room after washing the grease from a 2003 Ford Acura off my hands. I grab a couple frozen burritos from the freezer and throw them in the microwave. I’m ready for a break. It’s not that I don’t know how to handle the water pump I’m replacing, it’s just... not what I really want to spend my time doing. The Impala I’m restoring is in the last car bay, covered in cloth and waiting for the small amount of time I have to actually work on it. 

Now that’s exciting. That’s something I could do all day long and not care about breaks. I keep thinking about that job offer in California, as if it’s still there waiting for me. Two months later. Not that it matters. I need to just put it out of my head. 

I send Corrine a text while I’m waiting: On break.

By the time I’m sitting down to eat, she calls. 

“Hey beautiful,” I answer.

“Hey,” she says, sounding like sunshine. God, I miss her. “Perfect timing. I just got out of the interview.”

One of the local magazines there in Rosebrook, the town where her college is located, is doing a story about cancer survivors, and some administrator at the school gave the reporter Corrine’s name. “Tell me about it while I eat. Sorry if I chew in your ear.”

“It’s fine. It was so cool. After she interviewed me, I kind of interviewed her. I wanted to know how she got to be a magazine reporter, you know, and she let me ask all these questions. I felt kind of bad for taking up her time, but she said it was okay. And it was so interesting!” 

Chewing my burrito, I smile at her enthusiasm. 

“She doesn’t work for the magazine. She freelances and writes articles for people all over the country. She sends these query letters out with ideas for articles. Sometimes they’re rejected, but enough are accepted that she makes a good living at it. But some editors know her and will sometimes write her asking for her to do an article for them. Isn’t that cool?”

“Mm-hmm,” I say, not having a chance to say much else, but not minding. 

“She has a Bachelor’s in communications and then she did this online certificate in copyediting from the University of California down San Diego. So, you know, she has all the qualifications. It was so amazing talking to her. She even had this little pad where she was writing all her notes. Like a real reporter!”

I laugh. “Lois Lane, huh?”

“Ha! Right. I think that would be so fun.”

“Better than counseling, huh?”

She groans. She lost enthusiasm for her declared major some time ago, but has had so many delays to her schooling, she didn’t want to delay things further by changing her major. 

“So are you thinking you’d like to do that? You’d be the sexiest reporter ever, babe.”

She laughs. “Oh, I don’t know. Hey, how’s work going today?”

I’m starting to pick up on a pattern with Corrine. She almost never talks about what she wants to do after college. She changes the subject, just like this, every time it comes up. Maybe it’s just the typical indecisiveness a lot of college kids have. Not that she’s your typical college kid. Or a kid. She actually seems like the kind of person to have it all figured out, but for some reason she doesn’t. 

This is the first I’ve heard her get excited about something though, so I decide to press her on it. “Work’s fine. Did this lady say you have to have a degree to do that?”

“To do what?”

“Be a reporter.”

“Um. I don’t know.”

“Maybe you could find out.”

“Why?”

“If that’s something you’d be interested in. Why not?”

There’s a pause. A rather long pause, actually. She laughs nervously. “Look, let me graduate first, okay? Hey, did you see the picture I posted on your page?”

I sigh. Maybe I shouldn’t push her. If she’s not interested enough to look into it more, maybe it’s not really her thing anyway. 

“You mean the dog at the pound?” She follows her local pound’s Facebook page and drools over all the animals there. That girl needs a dog in the worst way. “What was it? A black lab or something?”

“Bo Duke. Wasn’t he sooooo cute! His sweet little face!”

I laugh. “Instead of stalking all these dogs like a creeper, why don’t you just get one already?”

But she doesn’t answer. Instead she steers the conversation in the direction of the egg salad sandwiches she got at the Gizmo for lunch. “There’s a good reason people avoid those things. They were disgusting!”
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The next day I’m in the empty garage, elbow deep in the engine of my beloved ’65 Impala. It’s the best way to spend a Saturday afternoon, aside from being with Corrine, of course. But since she’s in California and I’m here in Illinois, this will have to do. 

I’m not complaining though. I’m in the zone, enjoying the cool breeze from the open, rear door. It’s unseasonably warm for January, mid-fifties. After the frigid temperatures we had a few weeks ago, it practically feels like spring.

There are footsteps crunching on the gravel outside, followed by my mother’s voice. “You hiding out in here?”

“Come on in,” I holler, tightening the clamp on a hose. 

“Have you eaten yet?” 

Setting down the screwdriver, I spot her hot-pink sneakers crossing the room and heading for the little metal table. 

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

I shimmy out from underneath the engine and get to my feet. She gives me a smile and plops two fast-food bags on the table. The sight of the Charley’s logo and the scent of warm cheesesteak that’s starting to permeate the room gets my stomach growling. I glance at the clock high on the grey, brick wall. One o’clock. No wonder I’m starving. Sometimes I get lost in an old engine and forget to eat.

“Barbeque Cheddar?” I ask hopefully.

“And cheese fries.” She drops her massive purse on the table with a thud. Growing up, I thought that purse was magical, like Mary Poppins’ carpet bag. It seemed like anything that was ever needed could be found in Mom’s purse. 

I go to the wash tub to scrub up, and she lays out napkins, the sandwiches, and fries. She retrieves a couple cans of soda from the fridge in the corner, and I grab the towel from the rack, drying off and getting hungrier by the second. 

“How did Grandma’s physical therapy go?” My grandmother hurt her back again, and has been going to physical therapy twice a week. I take her on Tuesdays and Mom takes her on Saturdays. 

“He decided to give her a couple more weeks.” She tucks into her seat. “She’s not quite there yet.”

I pull out a chair, the metal legs scraping across the concrete, and sit heavily. As much as I love being under a car, I always feel it later. I unwrap the sandwich and take a bite, the grilled onions, cheese, and bacon blending perfectly with the cheesesteak. 

“How’s she coming?” Mom nods to the car. 

“The radiator is being difficult,” I say with a grin, “but I’m showing her who’s boss.”

“I’m sure you are. You always have had a natural talent for that. I’m glad you’re able to do more on it now.” 

She’s said this to me before. I think it’s her way of saying something good that came out of the inheritance is me being able to work on my car more. She knows how much I love it. I haven’t told her my intention of getting a Corvette to restore next, now that I have plenty of money to use. I’ve wanted to do another Vette for ages, but probably a different year than the one I did for her.

I take another bite, watching her and trying to decide if now’s the time to talk to her about some things. 

I swallow, take a sip of my root beer, then say, “I don’t think I told you, but when I was in California in November, I stopped in at a restoration shop.”

“Oh yeah?” She takes another bite, not looking at all leery after the mention of California. I take that as an encouraging sign.

“Yeah. They had these beautiful old cars. A ’59 Cadillac Eldorado and a ’57 Pontiac Bonneville. That’s one of the most sought-after classics from the fifties. They only ran 630 of them.”

“Wow.”

“He got it wrecked, but it was fully restored. It was gorgeous. You should’ve seen the bumper on this thing. And the shine on that chrome.” 

I whistle, then think about Corrine calling it car porn and smile. 

“I bet you loved that.” She dabs her mouth with the paper napkin, then holds it in a ball in her hand as she takes another bite.

“I ended up meeting the owner and we talked about cars for a while. I told him about that Coupe that placed in the show.”

She blots her mouth again. “You did a great job on it.”

“It was funny. He actually, um, offered me a job.”

She pauses momentarily in her chewing and raises her brows. “Really? That was a nice compliment.”

“I thought so, too. It’s too bad he wasn’t here, huh? I’d love to be able to do that full-time. Replacing the tranny in a ten-year-old van just doesn’t have the same appeal.”

She laughs, bringing her sandwich up for another bite. 

I decide to spit it all out. “I really thought about it, for a minute there. Taking the job, I mean.”

She sets her sandwich down, giving me a serious expression. “Would you want to move to California?”

I shrug. “It’s pretty there.”

She nods, watching me with those knowing mom eyes. “It is.”

“The job was tempting, but obviously I can’t move.”

She tilts her head at me. “Why obviously?”

I look at her for a moment, not sure if she’s being serious or what. “I can’t leave. You guys need me.”

I grab three fries and take a bite that cuts them in half.

She furrows her brow, still giving me the mom look. “You know, Mason. Obviously I’d rather you stay here, but if you’re staying out of a sense of obligation, I’m not sure you need to feel that way.”

My hand drops, the half-eaten fries still pinched between my fingers. “But... you guys need me.”

“Honey...” She reaches across the table and squeezes my arm. “I love having you close. And you’ve always been such a helpful kid. It does mean a lot knowing I can count on you. But... if there was something you really wanted to do that took you somewhere else, I sure wouldn’t try to stop you.”

“But...” It’s always just been a given for me that I was needed here. I went to the community college here. I found work here. In a town where the kids get out as soon as they can, I never seriously considered leaving until I went to California. She would really be okay if I left? I’m not sure I believe her. Is she just saying this or does she really mean it? 

“What if I moved and the pipes backed up again? What if Grandma needed a ride somewhere when you were at work? What if your computer got a virus again?”

“Mason honey, like I said, we love having you here. I’m certainly not trying to get rid of you. But, this is your life. If there was something you wanted somewhere else, it’s okay. We would figure things out.”

I’m still just sitting here, my fries in hand. 

She smiles and pats my arm. “You always have had an overdeveloped sense of responsibility. I suppose that’s my fault. You were always so eager to be helpful, and I let you take care of things, if you were able.”

She leans back in her chair. “I thought it was good for you, and I think it has been. I’m really proud of how you’ve grown up. And I think your father would be proud of you, too.”

An unexpected lump blooms in my throat. I swallow it down hard. 

“But you aren’t the parent here, I am. I assure you, I can take care of myself.”

“Huh.” I slowly bring my fries to my mouth, chewing them thoughtfully. 

She laughs and takes a fry of her own. “My little man. Not so little anymore.”

A slow smile spreads on my face. “I’ve been bigger than you since I was fourteen.”

She laughs and nods, going back to her sandwich. 

There’s this lightening inside my chest, like something heavy I didn’t know I was carrying around has been taken from me. I could do it. I could move there if I wanted to. 

Although, looking at her, I realize I’m not sure that I do. Maybe she would be able to manage without me, but I would miss my life here. I guess I haven’t really thought the whole idea through, since my thought process was always stopped so early by my sense of obligation to stay. 

Now I’m not sure if I really do want to pick up my entire life and put it down in a foreign place.

A place that feels like home. And Corrine’s there, too, though it’s too soon to know what might become of the two of us. 

I think about California, though. That ocean. That job. And yeah, even though it’s early, Corrine. The whole idea is fucking enticing. 

But still. It wouldn’t come without a price. I’d be giving things up, too. 

We eat in silence another few minutes. 

“So, I have something else I wanted to talk to you about.” Maybe she’ll surprise me about that, too. Maybe it won’t be as bad as I’m afraid it could be.

“All right.” She grabs a fry and leans back. “What?” She pops the fry in her mouth. 

“Do you remember me telling you about Corrine Rivers?”

The pleasant expression on her face slowly morphs into a knowing look of dread. She swallows, presses her lips together, and waits in silence. 

“I told you we were talking.”

“You said you were going to stop talking to her,” she says, her voice firm.

“No, I didn’t. You said you wanted me to stop talking to her.”

“All right, then.” She tosses her napkin down. “What about her?”

Okay. It’s pretty clear how this is going to go, but now that I’ve started there’s no backing down. “Well, we have kept talking.” 

She closes her eyes and scratches the back of her head, sighing.

“I really like her. I think you’d like her, too.”

She drops her hand down on the table, looking at me. “No, I don’t think that I would.”

“Mom—” 

“I don’t want to hear that you have feelings for this girl.”

I’ll admit, part of me is tempted to back down, but I won’t. I need to lay it on the line. Right now. “I went to see her. New Year’s Eve.”

“What? Good Lord, Mason. Why would you do that?”

“I care about her.”

“Well, shit.” She tosses her hands up. 

I blink at her, shocked by her language. My mother is not one to swear. 

“Of all the people in the world, Jesus. You can have any girl you want. Why are you going after this one?”

“Because she’s different, Mom.”

“Oh, no,” she says, her eyes sharp on me. “Don’t you do that. Don’t you try telling me how special she is.” 

“But, she is.”

“Are you in love with this girl?”

“It’s too soon for that.”

“Jesus, okay.” She’s closing her eyes and shaking her head. “Okay, okay. I just—” She raises her hands helplessly. “I can’t.”

I’m reminded of her breakdown over the letter from the lawyer and hope she’s not heading there again. “Mom, it’s all right.”

She scrambles to gather her half-eaten sandwich, crumpling it inside its paper wrapping. Picking up her nearly full carton of fries, she tosses both into the bag. 

“Mom—”

“This is insane.” She stands and grabs the bag, clutching it at her side. “Why are you doing this?”

I stand, reaching out to her. “I can’t help it.” 

“God,” she says spinning away from me and heading toward the garbage can. “Fuck.” She tosses the bag in. 

“Mom, I’m not doing this to hurt you.”

She spins, her eyes fire. “She’s the niece of the man who killed my husband.” She marches back to me. “Your father!”

“She’s not the one who did it!”

She pinches her eyes shut and dives her hands into her hair. 

“It was an accident, Mom. A horrible, horrible accident, but no one meant to hurt anybody.”

She drops her hands, glaring at me.

“I’m not trying to hurt you either.”

She exhales hard, grabs her purse from the table, and hitches it over her shoulder. She levels me a cold look. “Well, you have.”

She marches out of the garage and I let her go.

It kills me that I just caused my mother so much grief. And about this. I can’t honestly blame her, can I? Accident or not, I can’t really blame her. I can hope she just needs to cool down and get used to the idea. But is that unrealistic, given the situation?

If I had ended it Thanksgiving Day like I intended to, then this wouldn’t have happened. I knew it could come to this, and yet I kept pursuing her anyway. I flew all the way to California knowing what it would do to my mother. If I’d just stayed away from Corrine to start with, my mother wouldn’t be hurting right now and I never would’ve known what I was missing.

I’m standing at a crossroads. Do I really, really want to pursue a relationship I know is bringing my family’s tragedy back with such force? 

If I’m going to turn back, now’s the time. It’s only going to get more difficult, the longer this goes on. 

Standing here staring at the open door my mom just exited, I wish I had the answer to just one question. How bad is this? Does she only need to cool off and get used to the idea, or am I ultimately going to have to choose between my family and Corrine?

Which leads me to the next question. What would I do, if it really came to that?
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Chapter 18 
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Corrine

I’m on my way to Swan Pointe to see my cousins. It’s only been a week since New Year’s, so I normally wouldn’t drive back down so soon. I’d probably wait until our monthly cousins dinner at the end of the month. But Connor sent me a vague text about me needing to be at his place for dinner tonight, I don’t know why. But ultimately I was willing. My girlfriends and I were talking about maybe going to the movies tonight, which would have been fun, but it’s always fun to see my cousins too.

When I walk through the front door of Connor and Whitney’s house, they’re sitting in the living room with Lizzy and Brett. Lizzy had told me Little Max is with his mother this weekend, so I know not to look for him. I saw Rayce’s car out front, but he’s not the room.

Upon my arrival, Connor grins. “There she is!”

“Have you been waiting on me?” 

“Not exactly,” Connor says, “but we have news.” He and Whitney grin at one another, which honestly they do half the time anyway, the dopey little lovebirds. I smile and roll my eyes, plopping on the chair. Isn’t it funny how driving can make you tired, but once you get out of the car you just want to sit and rest anyway?

“You tell her,” Whitney says. 

Connor looks at me, his face all lit up. “We’re getting married the weekend before Valentine’s Day.”

I look at Lizzy, who’s snuggled up on the couch next to Brett. They clearly already know this little bit of news. She just shrugs as if to say, You know Connor, but she’s smiling. 

I look back to Connor and Whitney. “Of this year?”

“Yes,” Whitney says, “but we have it all worked out. He has this friend in Cabo San Lucas who’s going to let us use his house. It’s gorgeous. And massive.”

“Yeah, we could have a ton of people there if we wanted to,” he says, “but we want to keep it small.”

“We actually came up with this idea on New Year’s Eve, but didn’t want to say anything to anybody until we knew it would work. We went down yesterday to check it out,” Whitney says.

“How long of a flight is that?” I ask. 

“Just a couple hours,” Connor says, as if it’s nothing to fly down to Cabo San Lucas in an afternoon. Of course, for him, it really isn’t. 

“It’s sooo pretty there!” Whitney says. 

“We’re going to fly people down in my plane, and maybe charter another one if we need to. People who want to can stay a few nights there. He’s got plenty of room, and doesn’t mind.”

“But for our honeymoon, Connor and I are going on his boat down the coast.”

“I’ve been dying to show her the Mexican Rivera.” 

“Well, wow!” I grin and get up to give them hugs. “That’s fantastic! Congratulations, you guys.”

“I finally get a sister!” Lizzy says as I’m hugging Whitney. “You know, officially.”

I grin. Lizzy has been calling Whitney her sister almost since Connor brought her home. After I give Connor an enthusiastic hug and settle back down in the chair, they continue to tell me about their plans. 

“We already found the caterer,” Connor says, “and they’ll handle the cake. My friend throws lots of parties, so he hooked us up with someone who’s going to do a little bit of decorating.”

“But the place is so beautiful,” Whitney says, “it really doesn’t need much.”

“His house is right on the ocean,” he continues. “Really top-notch.”

“Sounds like you have it all figured out,” I say.

“I still need to arrange to ship my boat down there so it’ll be waiting for us once the reception is over.”

“How long will you to be gone?”

“A week at least,” he says. “Maybe two, depending on what’s going on at the resort. We’re still working out the details.”

“It’ll be fine,” Lizzy says. “Especially now that we have Mitchell helping us.” He’s the executive assistant they hired not too long ago. 

“So, clear your calendar,” Whitney says. “Everyone gets to bring a guest. Well, Lizzy gets to bring two, since they have Little Max.”

“I don’t know about that,” Brett says, giving a sexy smile to Lizzy. “We may leave little buddy with his mom for this one.”

I raise my brows at Connor. “Any guest?”

He smiles. “I already cleared it with Rayce.”

“You did? Really?”

He nods. “Yep. He says he’s fine with it.”

I clasp my hands to my chest, and Lizzy and Whitney laugh at me. Oh man, Mason and I in Cabo San Lucas! Assuming he can come. But we already talked about getting together that weekend anyway, since it’s so close to Valentine’s Day. Of course, since he hasn’t talked to his mom yet, we hadn’t decided if I would be going there or he’d be coming here. 

But Cabo San Lucas! 

I’d go anywhere for his wedding of course, but leave it to Connor to get married someplace awesome. 

We talk a little bit more about flowers and invitations, but I keep glancing around, looking for Rayce. He could have said he didn’t want Mason at a family event, and I would have gone along with that. I want to thank him for his support.

Finally Connor says, “He’s in the game room.”

“Of course. How did I not know that?”

I get up and head into the game room. The one here at Connor’s house is set up a little differently than the one Rayce has. Instead of the man cave at Rayce’s house, this is in a room on the main floor with big, bright windows looking out into the backyard. 

He’s sitting on the couch facing the television, which has Crash Bandicoot going. I come up behind him, lean over the back of the couch, and give him an enthusiastic hug. 

He startles a bit, then pauses the game and puts his hand on my arms. “What’s all this?”

“I just talked to Connor. Thank you.”

“Ah. I take it he’s coming, then?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t asked him yet. But thank you.” I’m still squeezing him. 

He laughs a little. “Don’t thank me. Thank Connor. He’s the one flying everyone down.”

“Still.”

He pats my arm. “I didn’t realize it’d mean that much to you.”

“It does.” I straighten. 

“Well, good. I’m glad you’re happy. Hey, Connor’s taking forever. Grab a controller and play with me.”

“Super Mario Brothers?” I come around to sit next to him, even though what I really want to do is call Mason and tell him. But I don’t want to turn Rayce down either. Besides, Mason’s working on his car right now. He said he’ll call me when he takes a break. 

I can’t wait to talk to him. 
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By the time Connor and Whitney are starting on dinner, it starts to feel weird that I haven’t heard from Mason. Maybe he’s really into the car he’s working on. I know time can get away from him. Still, though. I’m anxious to talk to him, so instead of waiting, I send him a text. 

Me: How’s it going? I have exciting news! 

By the time we’re finishing dinner and I still haven’t heard from him, I start to worry. It’s that vague kind of worry, where you envision car crashes and ambulances, all while the more rational side of you knows everything is probably fine.

As soon as I get home, I call. 

He answers right away. “Hi. Sorry for not replying before.”

“What’s wrong?” His tone of voice is making car crashes and ambulances seem a more likely scenario than I thought.

“I talked to Mom.”

I bite my lip, not liking the sound of this. “I take it things didn’t go well.”

“No, but...” His word trails off, and there’s a long silence. 

My heart is beating nervously in my chest. “But what?”

“I’m hoping she just needs some time.”

God, I feel terrible. “How bad was it?”

There’s another long pause. It’s not like him to do this. He’s making me nervous. “Pretty bad,” he finally says. 

“Mason, I’m so sorry.” My throat is getting tight and my heart is pounding unpleasantly.

“She needs time.” He doesn’t sound good. He doesn’t sound right. “I’m just going to give her some time.”

He sounds so awful. I’m starting to feel selfish. Maybe he really shouldn’t be going through all this for me. Especially considering my situation.

“Do you... want to stop?” I ask, my heart sinking in fear of his answer.

“I want to give her some time.” 

“Okay,” I say, uncertain. 

“Hey,” he says gently. “You don’t need to feel bad. This is between me and my mother.”

But it takes two to be in a relationship. Maybe I should end it myself, and put him out of his misery. But I guess I really am selfish, because I can’t bring myself to say anything like that. “I hate that you’re hurting. I hate that she’s hurting.”

“This isn’t your fault, Corrine.”

Isn’t it?

“Let’s just give her some time, okay? Hey, tell me your exciting news.”

I huff out a humorless laugh. “I don’t think now’s a good time for exciting news.” Besides, everything feels so up in the air. Are we still getting together in a couple weeks? I’m afraid to ask. Suddenly Connor’s wedding feels so far away. Will Mason still be in my life by then?

“Look,” he says. “I knew going into this things were going to get complicated.” 

“I just... I want her to be okay.”

“Yeah. Me too.” He pauses for a moment, then says, a bit lighter, “She probably will be. Okay? Listen, it’ll help me feel better if you tell me your news. You have me curious.”

I chew on my lip a moment, wishing I could see his face. It’s so hard to know what’s really going on over the phone. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” And he does sound it. “We can’t dwell on this right now. Let’s think about something happier.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

“Come on. Spill it already.” His voice sounds better and better all the time.

“Okay.” I take a deep breath, trying to reset my emotions, then dive in. “Connor and Whitney are getting married the weekend before Valentine’s Day.”

“Like, next month?”

I smile, feeling better as the tone of his voice continues to improve. Maybe it’ll be okay. Maybe he’s right that his mom just needs time. Rayce was able to come around. Though, it’s so much worse for Mason’s mom. 

“Yeah, I know,” I say in answer. “That was my reaction too. It’s only six weeks from now. But honestly, for someone like Connor, that’s a lot of lead time. I was a little surprised Whitney’s on board with it, though. She’s told me she likes that Connor’s brought out her impulsive side, but, I mean. It’s a wedding. That’s a big deal.”

“Yeah.”

“But they seem to have it figured out. Rayce says he’s just glad they’re doing it before the on-season starts. He wasn’t happy when he found out about Lizzy’s wedding date. Right in the middle of summer.”

“Is that going to put them in a bind?”

“Eh. They have good managers. It’s not like they can’t take a vacation. Especially thanks to Connor. He brought on this new executive assistant who works for all three of them, but who’s actually there so Connor can go on his little jaunts more.”

“He really is restless, isn’t he?”

I laugh. “Oh no, this is Connor settled down. You should’ve seen him before he met Whitney.”

He laughs too, and it makes my heart light. Maybe it’ll all be okay.

“But here’s the cool part. They’re getting married in Cabo San Lucas, and they have a short guest list. Mainly immediate family. A couple of friends. I’m invited, of course, and I get to bring a guest.”

And here’s another one of those pauses. Okay, I don’t know where we are now. I really don’t. I start to ramble out of nerves. 

“I’d love to bring you. And Cabo San Lucas. Talk about ocean, you’d love it there.”

He laughs, and I feel a little better. I hate how I’m hanging on every little thing, but the whole situation has me on edge. 

“Well... Look, the last thing I want to do is create drama at another family event.”

“You wouldn’t. I talked to Rayce and he’s fine with you coming.” I had already told Mason about my first conversation with Rayce. “He really does seem to be doing better with it. So that wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Well, that’s good.” He still sounds doubtful. “What if Rayce thinks he’s okay with it, but he really isn’t? I don’t want to do anything to ruin Connor’s wedding.”

I open my mouth to protest, starting to panic that Mason might really be pulling away, but he continues. 

“Maybe when I come in a few weeks, we can get together with your family once?”

I exhale silently, relieved that he still plans on coming. I know I’m being selfish. I know. But I need to see him again. 

“That’ll give us a chance to get past our first meeting. If it goes well, I’ll go to Cabo San Lucas with you.”

I grin and say quickly, “Deal.”

She probably just needs time, I tell myself, hoping it’s true.
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Chapter 19 
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Corrine

Over the next week, things are almost normal between us. We talk and text like usual, but Mason hasn’t brought up his mother, and I haven’t asked him. I’m trying to let him take the lead. But the other thing that hasn’t happened yet? He hasn’t booked a flight to come here. 

Today, I find out why. 

“How are things going with the renovations?” I ask. I’m lying on the grass under the huge Ash in front of Old Main, waiting for my next class to start. My last class of the week. My legs are bent and crossed at the knees, one foot bobbing in the air as we talk. There’s no breeze right now, so the leaves on the branches above me are still.

“I just talked to him today. They’re starting on the painting Monday. It should be done by the end of the week.”

“Oh good. You’ll be able to inspect it when you come, then.”

“Well,” his voice doesn’t sound good. My foot stops its bobbing. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”

“Okay.” My skin is crawling. A few leaves flutter lightly, then stop.

“I think it’s too soon for me to go back out there.”

What’s that mean?

“I talked with my mom earlier and... I’m still hoping she just needs time, but I think if she knows I’m going out there, it will just make things worse right now.”

Is that the real reason? Is he breaking up with me? Because if he is, he should just do it. 

“Okay.” I hate that I’m too afraid to come right out and ask him if that’s what this is because I don’t want him to say yes.

“But I’ll make it up to you. I’ll go to the wedding with you. No matter what.”

I thought he wanted to visit with my cousins again first, but I don’t say anything about that. I’m not throwing that wrench in the works too. “I don’t... want you to feel obligated,” I say, which is true, even though I really want him to come. Even though I’m so not ready for this to be over yet. 

There’s a pause and my heartbeat echoes thickly in my ear.

“Do you not want me to come?”

“I do. I... actually really do. But this thing with your mom. I don’t know what’s happening.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I just can’t leave quietly like I did before. If I want her to feel better about things, I can’t sneak around. But after talking to her last night, I know it’s too soon to tell her I’m leaving. I can’t use the house excuse again. She knows better now.”

“Okay.” 

“But I’ll be in Cabo San Lucas with you.”

Why do I doubt him? I don’t want to, but I do. Connor’s wedding is still four weeks away. Four whole weeks. Look how much has happened in the two weeks since Mason left. During that time, our conversations have been amazing. Just like they’ve always been. They’ve only made me feel closer to him and that much more eager for the time when we could be together again. He’s told me, more than once, that he can’t wait to see me again. But now our six day wait has just turned into another month.

He’s saying he’ll be here. But will he? Does he even know, himself?

My throat tightens, as I realize what I have to tell him. I spit it out before I lose my nerve. “If you feel like you have to choose between us, choose her.”

There’s a thick pause. 

“Okay?” I say again. Because he can’t choose me over his mother. He’d only regret it later. He may not know that, but I do. It’s only fair I let him know. 

“I don’t think I have to choose,” he says at last, in a tone of voice that tells me he thinks he just might. 

“Okay. But if you do. Your mother wins. Okay? Promise me.”

He doesn’t answer for a second. Then he says, “No one’s asking me to choose. Just give it time, all right?”

He didn’t promise me.

“But I will be in Cabo San Lucas with you. I won’t leave you hanging. I promise.”

It’s not the promise I asked for, but I take it. Because I want to believe his assurance that he won’t have to choose, and I need to be in his arms again. I crave his touch all the time.

“Four more weeks,” I say, restarting our countdown. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I understand. If you think this will help her...”

“I don’t want this either. I miss you. I miss you like crazy.”

“I miss you, too.”

“I’ll make this up to you.”

“You don’t have to.”

Just come.
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Two weeks later, I’m back in Swan Pointe because we have the cousin’s dinner this weekend. But that’s not until Sunday and this is Friday night. I’m at Lizzy’s talking in the living room while Brett keeps Little Max busy in the playroom so we can have some privacy.

It’s been twenty-five days since I saw Mason last, seven days since I would’ve seen him if he’d come to visit when he originally planned, and two more weeks until the wedding. 

And he still hasn’t bought his tickets. 

“But you guys still talk all the time, right?” Lizzy asks. She’s sitting sideways on the couch facing me, her feet pulled up under her and her arm resting on the back.

I nod. I’m slouched down, feet on the coffee table, untouched glass of wine on the top. “Yeah.” 

“When’s the last time you talked?”

“I had him on speaker during the entire drive here, and it still took fifteen minutes for us to hang up once I was in your driveway.” 

“See?” Lizzy says reassuringly, nudging my shoulder with her hand. “He’s still into you. It’s okay.”

“Then why hasn’t he bought his ticket?”

Right before we hung up, I asked him if he booked his flight yet, and he said no. It’s amazing how quickly I spiraled downward after that. 

“He said he would, right?”

“But he’s not.”

“He said he would and he talks to you practically non-stop. I think it’ll be okay.”

I have never understood why people say shit like that during situations when it’s clear things aren’t okay. 

“You’re just getting in your head about it,” Lizzy continues. “He probably just has a lot on his mind because he’s trying to help his mom deal with the situation.”

I roll my head to look at her. “Am I being selfish?”

“About what?”

“I shouldn’t let him and his mom go through all that for me.”

“Corrine, you’re not telling him to. He’s doing this on his own. He didn’t have to come see you. He doesn’t have to keep talking to you. If he wanted to end it, he probably would have by now. You don’t need to feel guilty. He clearly wants this.”

“Does he?” I groan and put my hands over my face.

Why hasn’t he bought the ticket yet?

“Okay, you have to stop. You’re driving yourself crazy.”

“I know,” I mumble into my hands. I drop them and sigh. “It’s crazy how miserable this is making me. I mean, how long have we even known each other? We only had one weekend together. But I’m just getting more and more attached to him all the time. It’s nuts.”

“It is not. Look how fast things happened with me and Brett. It didn’t take us that long to figure out we wanted to get married.”

An unpleasant chill crawls over my skin. “I’m not talking about marriage,” I say firmly.

“I know. I’m just saying, it’s okay that you like him and want to see him. And you will. He said he was coming.”

“He said that once before.”

Lizzy sighs and takes a sip of her wine.

I realize I’m probably getting out of control here. “I’m determined to be miserable.” It’s what we say when someone stubbornly refuses to be comforted. 

“Yep.”

I sigh and sit up. “Okay. I’ll try not to worry. Whatever happens will happen anyway.”

“It’ll be okay.” 

I grab my glass and take a sip of my wine. It’s clear and sweet and not what I was expecting. I thought she poured a dry white. “What is this?”

“That pear wine I bought.”

“Mmmm.” I take another sip. 

She smiles and takes a sip of hers, too. “You haven’t told Mason how you feel about that ticket, have you?”

I shrug. “I don’t want to pressure him. Or whine about it.”

“What do you think he would do if you told him what this has been doing to you?”

I look at her, my mind sharpening on the answer as quick as she finished the question. “I think he would buy it.”

She smiles. “See? You’re scared, but deep down, you know how he feels about you. He wants to see you, too.”

I start to grin. In that exact instant, I decide to stop thinking about it. Because I need to stay in the reassurance of this moment, whether it’s based on false hope or not. Because there’s one thing I do know. I want more moments with Mason. I need them. 

Maybe we’ll have to let go of each other eventually, but not yet.
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Chapter 20 
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Mason

As I get off the plane in California, I’m eager enough about seeing Corrine that I’ve managed to leave most of my dread back in Illinois. My mother and I have discussed Corrine very little, but each time, it’s gone badly. The last time was just a week ago. I was going to tell her where I’d be this weekend, but didn’t. It would only make things worse, and things are already almost as bad as they can get. 

She’s made it clear from the beginning that she wants me to end things, and the last two months have done nothing to change her mind. She won’t let me tell her anything about Corrine and the kind of person she is. My mother doesn’t care. Corrine is just “some girl” who’s the niece of Grant Rivers. That’s all my mother needs to know. 

I’m starting to think that’s never going to change. 

I promised Corrine I would come though, and even though I really didn’t want to come out here in secret, I don’t break promises. Beyond that, I wanted to come. I more than wanted it. I fucking need it. My draw to Corrine hasn’t lessened at all. If anything, it’s gotten stronger. 

I’ve gotten myself into a mess, no question about that. But I’m here, and I’m going to enjoy every second of her. Corrine talks so much about life moments. That’s what I need this weekend. Moments. With her. As many as I can get. 

As I come past the security checkpoint and see Corrine there waiting for me, she breaks into a huge grin and my heart flies up into my throat. I don’t know where this is going. I have no idea how long term this might get even without all the complications. But Corrine isn’t just some girl. That much I know for sure. 

She runs and jumps into my arms, hanging on tight, and my entire body is flooded with relief and exhilaration. I kiss her again and again, and she wraps her legs around my waist as I lift her up. We curl into a hug. I tuck my face against her neck, inhaling her sweet scent. Her soft hair lightly brushes my nose. 

There’s that word again. 

Home.

––––––––
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Corrine

My worries about being the selfish one in this relationship disappear once I’m in Mason’s arms. Maybe my worries will come back to haunt me later, but for the moment, I know I’m not alone in this. He wants me, too.

He sets me down, but I keep my arms around his solid waist and smile up at him. “Are you hungry?”

“Yeah.” He lowers his voice. “But not for food.”

I grin and he gives me the most indecent kiss, right there outside of security with all these people going past. I don’t hold back either. I kiss him back eagerly, my fingers snaking into his hair, the thrill of our kiss flooding through me and going all the way down to my toes. 

When we break, I breathe out slowly. “I missed you so much.”

“Me too.” He cups my cheek with one hand and gives me another, shorter kiss. “Let’s get out of here.”

We retrieve his big checked suitcase and head for the parking garage. We make a bit of a spectacle of ourselves the whole way, too. Arm in arm, we can’t stop sneaking little kisses. And big kisses. Next to the rotating luggage returns. In the elevator. Walking toward Aisle F in the garage. Next to the car after putting his suitcase in the trunk. 

By this point, I’m so turned on, all I want is for him to lift me up and do me right on the trunk. There’s no one around at this precise moment, but even if there were, I’m not sure I would care. 

“Tell me the first stop is your place,” he says, his fingers in my hair and his mouth scandalizing my neck. 

“Yes,” I whisper, my head back and my jaw slack. He’s making me go all dizzy. I don’t think I can drive. 

He pulls back abruptly, his hot gaze telling me we’re in a hurry. I’m right there with him. I’m only vaguely aware of a group of people who are going down one of the other aisles, away from us, their low voices and the clicking of the wheels of their suitcases echoing through the garage.

We hustle into the car, with me behind the wheel. Before I can turn the keys in the ignition, Mason leans over, cups my face in his hands, and kisses me. I sink back against the seat as we taste each other, demanding more. 

Our hands are making their own demands, much more freely now that we’re in the relative privacy of my car. It feels so good to touch him like this again. I greedily run my hands across his broad chest, over his hard shoulders, and down to his thick biceps. They flex under my touch as he claims my body too. He squeezes first one breast, then the other, rolls my hard nipple between his fingers, dives between my legs. I spread instantly, grateful for the thin fabric of my leggings. 

I know my car is too small for us to do anything here, especially for a guy Mason’s size, and we’re in a public place anyway, but the idea of waiting the thirty minutes it’ll take to get to my place feels like torture. I’m throbbing, and pretty sure I’ve managed to make both my panties and the crotch of my leggings damp. 

As he rubs my mound, I reach for him. Damn, this guy is so hard I’m surprised he hasn’t busted out of his jeans. 

He does a quick glance around to take in our surroundings. I do the same thing, following his lead, but only get as far as checking half the garage for people—empty—before I pinch my eyes shut and drop my head back. He’s slipped his hand inside my panties, and is already slick with me. His fingers slide over my hard bud and I grip his bicep, begging him not to stop. I need to come. I can’t wait. 

My other hand is alternating between groping his cock and tugging at the button on his jeans. I can’t seem to get it undone, either, both because of the awkward angle and because I can hardly think with him working me up like this. He cups me, sliding two fingers inside me. 

“Fuck,” I spit out, then glance around again. There’s a man with a suitcase turning into our aisle but going in the opposite direction. My eyes fly to Mason, who’s so close to me his hot breath is warming my cheek. His eyes are fire, and in spite of the restrictive space inside my pants, he’s working me hard. His fingers are wagging slightly inside me, pumping the sides. 

“God, yes,” I whisper, my eyes on his full lips. 

“Off with these,” he commands, removing his hand from my panties.

I give his hard cock a quick squeeze, then obey, not even bothering to look around as I shimmy my leggings down, exposing myself. “I want to touch you, too,” I say, glancing down.

The sound of his zipper punctuates our hard breaths as he works to free himself. I continue to pull my pants down, stopping mid-thigh. 

“All the way,” he says.

If we get caught. But I pull them off all the way, bringing up first one leg, then the other, until I’m sitting behind the wheel completely nude from the waist down. 

He pulls out his cock and I whimper, grabbing the hard, thick flesh. He hooks his hand under my knee and pulls it up to expose me better. He kisses me so expertly I feel like a fucking porn star. At the same time, he’s rubbing my folds and strumming my clit and making me shudder inward again and again. 

We hear laughter, people coming down the aisle, and break apart, glancing back together. It’s a group of four middle-aged women, pulling their suitcases behind them and talking animatedly. His hand is still on me, the flat of his finger slowly circling over my hard clit. 

“Mason,” I whisper, releasing him and sitting up in the seat, trying to look normal. He removes his hand, starting to sit back too, but when I begin to lower my knee, he grabs it, keeping it in place. He’s only switching hands, intending to use his left instead of his right so he can sit up and still reach me.

The group is coming closer, only six or seven cars away.

“They’ll see,” I whisper, even though they might not. In spite of my protest, as his hand slides between my legs, I throb harder against him. I need to come so badly. 

I glance over my shoulder. Five cars away. They don’t seem to see us yet. Their laughter swells as someone says something funny. Mason grabs my right hand, puts it on his dick, and slips two fingers deep inside me.

“Holy fuck,” I whisper, trying to keep my upper body in a normal position as my bare ass rotates rhythmically with his fingers. I’m pumping him too, but not able to squeeze too hard as my hand is dry.

Three cars.

I deposit a generous amount of saliva on my fingers, then go back to his cock. I run over the head more smoothly, and he groans quietly, his breathing picking up the pace.

Two cars. I face forward, watching the rear view mirror. Their talking gets louder. His fingers slip out of me, a trail of moisture running down my seam. He circles my clit in bold, firm motions. Little pre-climactic swells of pleasure rise in me. I’m so fucking close. He throbs in my hand. I pump faster, responding to the increasing strain in his shaft.

They pass in the rearview mirror: two figures, three, then the last. 

We’re stiff up top, not moving an inch, but below his fingers fly over my clit, curl inside me, then strum me again. I’m pumping him rapidly. He’s straining against me, a bit of precum on the tip. I want to taste it. I want to cry out. But I’m restraining even my breathing. Only hard, nearly silent pants escaping me. 

They pass by until they’re one car away. Two. Good enough.

I drop my head back, my knees spreading wider, and his fingers increase their rhythm. The ladies eventually stop, I think, several cars down. But there’s no stopping what’s happening in this car. He quickly switches hands again, leaning over me. He gently bites my nipple right through my shirt, his hand working me harder. My hand is now pinned between his thigh and stomach, immobile but still gripping him.

I curl my chin down, my mouth against his hair. The wet sound of his fingers fucking me is briefly overtaken by another swell of laughter from the women, then it’s all drowned out by the rushing pulse in my ear. My thighs begin to tremble and I’m panting short and hard against his hair.

“That’s right, baby. You come all over me.”

“God,” I bite out. 

“I’m gonna eat the fuck out of this pussy when we get home.”

My climax explodes and I’m whimpering again and again, I can’t help it. I think I’m being quiet, but I don’t know. I’m trying not to thrash around and make it so fucking obvious what’s happening in this car, but my orgasm is the master of my body and he is the master of my orgasm. He doesn’t let up. He draws it out like a master violinist drawing strings over a bow. 

When it finally starts to relent, I take in huge, gasping breaths. I come down in waves, awash with pleasure, until I’m leaning heavily in my seat, his fingers resting inside me. 

“Holy god.”

He lifts off of my breast slowly, and while part of me wants to sink deeper into the seat and bathe in the afterglow, I’m still gripping his cock. And I still want to taste it.

He slowly removes his hand and sits back, watching me as he dips his glistening fingers deep into his mouth and sucks my juices off.

I give him a slack grin, still high from my orgasm. I weakly reach for my leggings. Eyes locked on me, he laps twice against his palm, then sucks on his fingers again.

“Enjoying that?” I tease, working my clothes back up my legs. 

“Every drop.” He goes for his pants like he’s going to put himself away.

“No!” I whisper urgently. “I want to suck it.”

He looks around, as if he’s just now realized we’re in a freaking public garage. 

I lift my hips, bringing my leggings and panties up over my rear. 

“Not here.” 

But turnabout is fair play. I quickly lean over and bat his hands away, inhaling his scent before taking the thick base in my hand. I run my tongue over the ridge on the head, lapping up the bit of precum pooled at the tip. He sucks in air between his teeth, his hand going to the back of my head. 

The taste of him only makes me more hungry for it. I’ve never done this before, not even with him, and now I’m wondering why the hell not. The feel of his thick cock in my mouth and in my hand is surprisingly delighting me. I thought this was just something girls did for guys, to please them, but I’ve barely gotten started and already know I’ve been missing out.

I go at him, not sure what’s gotten into me. So often it’s like this with him: instincts I didn’t even know I had take over. But I want him so much. I want to swirl my tongue around the tip, reveling in the way he responds to my touch. I want to take him in a little more, and a little more, until I’m taking him in as deep as I can get him. He’s angling himself up more to me, and gently pushing my head down. He’s breathing hard, letting out low, deep moans. 

Encouraged, I follow his clues: sucking hard where he likes it. Letting my teeth trail lightly down his shaft as I maneuver up and down. My saliva coats his shaft and is pooling at the base near my hand, and still I keep going. 

I’m thrilled with every sign of the pleasure I’m giving him: the way his cock gets harder and harder under my hand, the way his thigh clenches under my arm. In fact, everywhere my body touches his, he’s rock hard. 

“I’m gonna come,” he warns. But I already know. I feel it in his entire, massive body.

A thrill of anticipation rushes through me. I have no idea if I’ll be able to handle what’s coming. But I want it, and don’t let up. The next second he jerks hard and I’m filled with my own pleasure as I swallow and suck eagerly. There’s so much, but I take it all, feeling like the queen of the fucking world. 

As he finishes, I slow my movements, following his lead. I keep him in my mouth, playing with him slow and gently until he softly taps the underside of my chin with his finger. I come off him gently and grin up at him. 

He looks down at me, his face washed soft with lingering pleasure. He brushes my hair gently, cupping the back of my head as he brings me up to him. We kiss slowly, deeply. I smell him. I taste him. I taste myself. 

When we pull apart, we stay close, our breaths mingling as we look at each other. We smile a bit, the thrill of doing something so reckless and hot lighting our eyes. 

“You. Are. Naughty,” he breathes.

I grin. This is so much better than a phone call. “You started it.”

“That’s true.” He gives me another kiss, then smiles broadly. “You’re welcome.”
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I get Mason for five whole days. He took a couple vacation days from work and I’m ditching at least one session in four of my classes. We fly to Cabo San Lucas tomorrow and won’t come home until the day after Valentine’s Day. He’ll get a little time to check on the renovations at the house, then fly back to Illinois that night. I’m trying not to dread another separation, and just enjoy the fact that he’s actually here, and that we’ll get a long weekend in such a luxurious location. 

We won’t see my cousins until we’re all back at the airport tomorrow morning, so we have tonight to ourselves. It turns out we’re both pretty hungry—a need that’s easier to recognize now that certain other urges have been taken care of, for the moment—so we eat at one of my favorite Mexican food places that’s right on the boardwalk. Afterward we walk along the water, talking and laughing, until our kisses get too heated to ignore and we head back to my place. 

We spend most the night going at it like we’re making up for lost time. Because we are. Then there are the in-between moments. The moments when our voices are low and quiet, and I’m tucked so safe and snug inside his arms. His embrace has lost none of its magic. 

In his arms, I actually believe that his mother will come around, instead of worrying that I’m being horribly selfish and reckless with everyone involved. In his arms, that little knot of darkness that lives inside me shrinks to nothingness. Just, nothing. As if it never even existed. 

It’s truly a wonder how the sanctuary of Mason’s arms makes me forget, even if just for a moment, all the things that scare me.
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Chapter 21 
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Mason

Rayce isn’t on the morning flight down to Cabo San Lucas. Apparently, this is two of three trips Connor’s plane is making from Swan Pointe to the wedding destination. Whitney and her entourage went last night, so she could spend today getting ready for the big event. Connor, Lizzy and Brett, and Corrine and I are on this flight, along with four of Whitney’s family members who they picked up in San Francisco earlier. Another flight will take a group this afternoon, mostly with people from L.A. 

I’m told Rayce will be on that shuttle because he has work to do this morning. Corrine and Lizzy go out of their way to reassure me that this dedication to work is normal Rayce-like behavior, as if to make sure I know his absence has nothing to do with me. I still wonder. Nevertheless, I’m here. If it seems like Rayce needs space from me during the wedding and reception, I’ll do my best to give it to him. I figure there’s so much going on at events like this, it shouldn’t be hard to do. 

I have to say, though, I could get used to this private jet thing. The seats are black plush leather, equipped with comfortable arm rests, and wide enough to give even a guy like me plenty of space. And the leg room! Don’t even get me started. 

There are two seating clusters on this plane. The first is toward the front, and has four seats, two facing forward and two back, with the aisle down the middle, so people can talk to one another easily. Whitney’s relatives are up there. 

The second cluster consists of two seats on one side of the aisle, facing one another, with a mahogany work table that can be set up or folded down, and a sideways row of three chairs right next to one another, so if you pull up the armrests, together they make a plush couch. This is where Corrine and I are sitting, and we do have the armrest between us pulled up. She’s leaning against me, and my arm is wrapped over her shoulders. 

Connor’s on the other side of Corrine, angled against the back and arm, legs stretched out, looking like he could use a nap. Apparently, between preparations for the wedding and getting the resort ready for his two-week absence, the last several days have kept him hopping. 

Lizzy and Brett are in the seats opposite us, the table between them holding a half-eaten tray of meats and cheeses, and their empty wine glasses. I had a beer and called it good, but I complimented Connor on the stock in his mini bar, along with the ridiculously luxurious lavatory this plane has. There’s a pilot and co-pilot, but the copilot has doubled as a steward and taken care of our needs. 

It’s a completely foreign experience, but one I’m enjoying, I won’t lie. 

Beyond the luxury of the trip so far (and we’re only just on the plane), I’m relieved with how things have gone with her family. There’s been no awkwardness between any of us. No animosity. For most of the trip, I actually forgot who they are. Sort of like I have with Corinne. They’re nice people, and it’s been fun to talk to them. 

I’m actually pretty impressed with Connor, and have prompted him with plenty of questions to keep him telling me more about his travels all over the world. That led to him sharing how he and Whitney met. It’s not that I’m a romantic sap or anything, but it’s a pretty incredible story. 

His face lights up when he talks about her too, and I’m glad to see that. Sometimes you see people get married, and wonder what in the heck they’re thinking. But even though I barely know them, this is a couple I’m rooting for. 

As I’ve been listening to him, I’ve settled a little deeper into my seat, tucking Corrine’s head a little closer against me, resting my hand on top of her head. The soft floral notes of her shampoo tickle my nose. Her body is warm and snug against mine. She’s lightly tracing her fingertips over the top of my thigh, and I’ve been stroking her hair, not really realizing I was doing it at first. 

Once I do realize it, I’m struck by two things. First, that I already feel comfortable enough around her family to openly show her this affection and not worry about what they might think about us. And two, I find myself imagining what would it be like to have the kind of love Connor has for Whitney. What would it be like to find your person? The one person you feel built for. 

I can’t help but wonder if Corinne could turn into that person for me. If she did, what would it mean to be part of her family, and her be a part of mine? 

In spite of the rich warmth I feel deep inside me just by being next to her, there’s a pinch of pain as I ask myself those questions. Because in our case, I’m not sure the answers will be pretty.
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Cabo San Lucas is an interesting city, with a mix of modern buildings and newer areas, with older parts of town. Many of the buildings are pastel colored or white adobe, and some of the main streets are lined with palm trees. We’re taking town cars from the airport, and Corrine and I are eyes all over everything. Connor’s in the car with us, and explains this is a tourist town and more developed than some of the more traditional Mexican towns along the coast. He points out different places he knows, and even gets the driver to take a detour past a lesser-known restaurant he tells us we must try while we’re here. 

The area surrounding Cabo is arid, rocky hills, which is somehow different than I expected, but the city itself has more greenery alongside a healthy share of cacti. When we get to the coast I see for myself why so many people come here. The ocean is impossibly beautiful. It really is as blue as it looks in the pictures. Corrine was right. I can’t wait to get on that beach. 

It’s almost enough to distract me from the one thing that makes me even more nervous than seeing Rayce again: meeting Corrine’s parents. Her father is Grant Rivers’ brother, but I’m past worrying about that connection. I care more about the fact that he’s the father of the woman I’m dating, and she says that’s all he cares about, too. 

“But he’s nice,” she reassures me. “He’s excited to meet you.”

Uh-huh. Because that’s the word dads use when they’re getting ready to meet the guy dating their daughter. Excited. 

We eventually pull up the curving drive of a massive house I’ve been told is damn near 10,000 square feet, and that’s not an exaggeration. That’s the actual, literal number. There’s an abundance of windows all along the back side of the house that give a gorgeous view of the ocean. The man who owns it apparently met Connor during his travelling days, and Connor ended up investing in his tech start up. Took the hell off, it did. I’m starting to think I’m in the wrong line of work. 

We get to the upstairs loft which is probably a good thousand square feet all by itself, and is where the ceremony will be held. This event, which I’ve more than once heard referred to as a “simple” affair with a “limited, family only” guest list, still involves several grandparents, aunts, uncles, something like thirty cousins, and a handful of people close enough to either the bride or the groom to be considered family anyway. 

In addition to our arrival party of nine, there’s another twenty people here already, with more to come. Connor hired another charter jet that originated in Seattle, so her parents and their spouses are among those already here. There are greetings between family members all around, and I’m introduced to everyone. 

Corrine’s parents and their spouses are actually pretty nice. In fact, Corrine must have tipped them off about what I do, because not long after meeting them, her dad asks if I want to check out the sports cars the owner has in his ten-car garage.

I cannot jump on that fast enough. Corrine smiles and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “I guess I’m safe to leave you now.” She winks at me and leaves to attend to her bridesmaid duties. That was a pretty clever hand-off, I must say. 

Her dad and I and several others head to the garage and I have a grand old time almost right up until it’s time for the ceremony to start. Her dad did ask the obligatory dad questions, but it wasn’t a big deal. It’s hard not to feel comfortable with a guy when you’re bonding over a 2016 Aston Martin Vanquish. 

In the middle of all this, I get a call from Mom, but of course I can’t answer so I let it go to voice mail. She doesn’t leave a message, but sends a text. She’s decided to finally get a new disposal and wants to know if I’ll replace it for her. 

Of course. She finally reaches out to me and I have to put her off. 

Me: Sure. I have a pretty busy weekend. Is next Saturday all right?

Yes, I feel guilty. But I wasn’t going to tell her where I was going with things the way they are between us. I hope she doesn’t stop by my apartment, but even if she does, my truck’s in the airport garage, so hopefully she’ll just think I’m out. She hasn’t been stopping by lately anyway.

I know I’ll have to straighten things out with her eventually, but it’s going to have to wait. 

[image: image]

It’s when I’m sitting in a row towards the back that I get my first glimpse of Rayce since Thanksgiving Day. The crowd has all been settled, a string quartet begins to play, and Connor and the groomsmen take their places up front. 

Rayce is the best man, of course, which gets me wondering, again, why he would choose to work this morning instead of fly down with his brother and help out. But Connor didn’t seem bothered by it, and even remarked on the plane that everything was done on his end and there was nothing left but to put on his tux and say ‘I do’, so maybe it really wasn’t an issue. 

Besides, even though I have my doubts about how Rayce really feels about me being here, he doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to put his brother in a bind just so he can shy away from me.

Connor is watching the back of the room anxiously, waiting for his bride to appear. He’s smiling, and lets out a little nervous exhalation through pursed lips. Rayce notices, smiles, and claps his brother encouragingly on the shoulder. A soft twitter of acknowledgement flutters around the audience.

I am struck yet again by the character trait that is so obvious in the young patriarch of this family. Even as angry as I was on Thanksgiving Day, even as little as I cared for him in that moment, I recognized it then too. Rayce feels responsible for them all, and I’d wager a bet that his caretaking of them is as natural as breathing.

Or maybe Rayce isn’t the one I’m thinking of.

The bridesmaids appear at the back of the room, all in slim coral dresses and looking lovely as bridesmaids tend to do, but my eyes never leave Corinne’s face. With apologies to the bride, she’s the most beautiful woman in the room. Her smile is both youthful and elegant. And positively radiant. 

Her eyes find mine immediately, and I grin at her. She gives me a wink, and slowly starts down the aisle. Her slender hands hold a bouquet of long-stemmed white calla lilies, and her modest heels give her stride an extra dose of grace. She was not raised in this world of wealth the way her cousins were, and has a more natural quality that I find appealing and relatable, but she slides into this world of beauty so effortlessly. I’m in awe of her.

As she makes her way toward us, her eyes skip to mine again and again. I can’t stop smiling at her, and even when she’s gone past and can’t see, I continue to smile at her. This woman makes me happy.

When she gets to the front, just before she takes her place and turns to face us, I glance to the men in front again. Rayce has been watching me. Our eyes rest on one another moment, then he looks to Corinne as she turns around, finds me, and smiles. I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to figure us out. But if he can’t see it just by looking at our faces, there’s nothing I can say to explain it.

The string quartet transitions smoothly to the famous Bridal March and the audience rises on cue. But I take my time looking away from the only woman in the room who matters to me.
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After the ceremony, we all make our way toward the back. Corinne is waiting for me and I kiss her before she links her arm through mine and we descend the wide, curving, gleaming wooden staircase to the main floor, which is being put to use as a reception area. The decorations have been given a light touch and are primarily limited to the floral centerpieces. The room itself, with its knotted, beamed ceiling and view of the ocean, didn’t need much else. 

There is however an abundance of food on the tables along one wall. Clearly no expense was spared. I see fucking lobster tails over there. 

Mere minutes after we reach the bottom, Rayce makes a point of coming over.

“Corrine,” he says, giving her a hug, “you did a great job.” He lightly bops the tip of her nose with his finger, to which she responds with a wry look. 

He smiles and turns his attention to me, extending his hand. I take it, and we shake amicably, no one trying to outman the other as it was the first time we did this. I take it as a good sign. 

“Hi, Mason,” he says. “I’m glad you decided to come.”

“Thank you for having me.”

He nods, looking slightly uncomfortable, like there’s a chink in that armor of his. “It was important to Corrine.” She gives him a brief, sharp look, as if in rebuke, but I don’t think he sees it. “I mean, you’re welcome here. Of course you are.”

Yes, here is the awkwardness I was worried about, but I’m feeling awkward too, to be honest. And he doesn’t look angry or threatened the way he did last time, so we’re making good progress as far as I’m concerned. 

I nod my head again. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Just then, a tall leggy brunette slides to his side. He introduces her as his date, a different woman than the one I saw him with New Year’s Eve, I note. “Be sure to get plenty of food,” he tells us. “They ordered enough for an army.”

I take that as our cue, and start to steer Corinne away. As we walk away, I say, “That was relatively painless.”

“Better than before,” she says, uncertainly. “It was okay, right?”

I wrap my arms around her shoulders, relishing the feel of her arm sliding around my waist. “It was just fine. He did fine. What was this?” I tap the tip of her nose, and she rolls her eyes, grinning. 

“He’s been doing that for as long as I can remember. You would think now that I’m an adult he’d stop, but no.” She’s not complaining, not really. It’s clear she didn’t mind it. 

“Does he do it because you have such a cute, little nose?” I tap her again, but put a lot more flirt into it.

“Okay,” she says, “you cannot do it like that. That’s so weird.”

“What?”

“That’s what my cousin does. If you start doing it and trying to be all sexy, it will get really weird.”

“Aww, sweetheart.” I bring her in closer, and gently trace my finger down her jaw and straying an inch or two onto her neck. Her body gives slightly underneath me, and a warm flush rises in her cheeks. “Are you sure? I could make you forget all about who else does this to you.” Then I bop her nose again. I’m enjoying this game. 

She giggles and swats my hand away. “Seriously. Cut it out.”

[image: image]

The rest of the night is filled with food, dancing, and talking with lots of people I don’t know. Rayce doesn’t come over again, and we don’t go to him either. We chat with Lizzy and Brett plenty, though, and Lizzy once tells me how happy she is that I’m here. I tell her I’m happy too, and wonder what would’ve happened if she’d never knocked on my door that day. 

Later in the evening, I’m sitting on the deck at a little round table, nursing a scotch on the rocks. I’m giving Corinne a chance to dance with the groom, and taking the opportunity to listen to the waves crash on shore. All day, man. I could do this all day. The sun set a few hours ago, so the water is largely a dark mass, punctuated by whitecaps. The water is rough in Cabo San Lucas and not really appropriate for swimming, so the sound of the waves crashing against the rocky shore is powerful, and mesmerizing.

I’m lost in it all, and don’t notice Rayce approaching until he silently pulls out a chair and sits next to me.

My pulse beats slightly quicker.

“What are you drinking?” He leans on the table and cups his own drink with two hands. 

“Scotch.”

“Good choice. Connor got the good stuff.”

“Goes down smooth.”

Rayce nods. “Gin’s damn good, too.” He takes a sip, then puts his glass down with a soft clink on the table. He looks like he’s going to say something, then thinks better of it. He takes another drink, then absently taps one finger on the base of his glass and looks out to the ocean. 

I could let it go. If he doesn’t want to say whatever’s on his mind, that’s his choice. But I want to know what it is, and who knows when we’ll get another opportunity. 

“What do you need to say?” I prompt.

He glances at me, and when he sees I’m open to whatever he wants to discuss, his face takes on an openness I haven’t seen in him before. “I still don’t understand why you came that first day.”

“Yeah, well... I don’t really, either. It’s all Lizzy’s fault.”

Rayce laughs. It’s a surprisingly easy-going laugh, and it’s like getting a new glimpse of him. “That sounds about right.”

“I guess... I don’t know. I’ve spent most my life without my dad. There’s always going to be more questions about him than answers. I guess I thought it might give me something more than I had. If that makes sense.”

“Yeah.” He’s still tapping his finger on his glass. 

“It was nothing sinister, if that’s what you were worried about. It still isn’t.”

“I know. I’m not worried about that anymore.” Tap, tap. I remember now, something Corrine told me about the argument Rayce and Lizzy had that night. “It’s just a little...” He lets his words trail off. 

“It’s weird,” I say. “I know. It’s a little weird for me, too. I do like your family, though.” 

He glances back to me, the corner of his lips twitching upward. “Just my family? Not me?”

I smile. I’m warming up to him more all the time. “Well, you pretty much guaranteed I wouldn’t like you, right?”

His expression grows serious and he faces the ocean again. He nods and takes a drink, looking regretful.

“I don’t hold it against you. You were just trying to protect everyone. I can respect that. I can relate to it, actually. I’ve sort of been the man of the house for a long time, myself.”

Rayce turns back to me, giving me an empathetic, pained look that I know is rare in a man of this sort. “I’m really sorry about that.” 

I think Lizzy was right about him. There’s more than just protectiveness that’s been going on here. 

I shrug my shoulder and look out to the ocean. “It wasn’t really your fault, was it?”

We don’t say anything else for a minute, and Rayce tap, tap, taps his finger. Takes another sip of his drink. Tap, tap, taps.

“You know, you guys inherited a lot from your dad, but I don’t think he meant for you to inherit his guilt.” Rayce’s eyes leap to mine. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t tell you. Not because of his own shame, but because of what he thought it might do to you.”

His eyes are fixed on me, astonished, though the rest of him is as composed as ever. 

“Hey, there you are,” Corinne says, coming up from behind. She puts one hand on each of our shoulders. “Everything okay?” She’s smiling, but the concern in her eyes is evident. 

“Everything’s good.” I clap Rayce lightly on the shoulder and get to a stand. “Mind if I take this girl on the dance floor?”

“Of course.” He stands and shakes my hand, giving it an amiable squeeze. He even gives me a smile before he winks at Corrine. “Be good, you two.”

As I lead Corrine away, she glances back over her shoulder before whispering. “Is everything really okay?”

“Yeah,” I say, bopping her nose and getting her to scowl at me. “I think we’re good now.” 
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Chapter 22 
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Mason

Connor shared tips for seeing the best of Cabo San Lucas, for those of us who are staying extra days. The host of their wedding offered extra rooms to guests who want to stay longer, and as I understand it, several people took him up on that. Lizzy and Brett booked a room somewhere, wanting to let others take advantage of the free lodging. I booked a room for us elsewhere too, but for less noble reasons. I just wanted Corrine to myself. 

I did my research, and decided it was time to spend some of my inheritance on something other than car parts. We’re staying at The Resort at Pedregal. To give you an idea of this place, the entrance is a long, wide, paved tunnel made of rock with little chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Every room has its own infinity plunge pool on a private balcony. The bathroom has a huge tub, open shower, and a little couch with fluffy cushions all over it. In the bathroom. The entire resort has direct, private access to the ocean, which is right the hell there.

“We could never leave the room and be perfectly content,” Corrine says as we’re checking out the balcony. She slips off her sandals and dips one foot in the pool.

“Ahhh.” She closes her eyes in bliss. “So perfect. And look at this view.”

I’m looking all right. She continues to inspect things, checking out our view of the resort as it stretches away on either side. I smile, watching her. Surrounded by all this luxury and beauty, the highlight of everything I see is still her. 
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We do spend the next few days enjoying the resort, but we get out into the city too. We plan to spend our last full day, Valentine’s Day, going out to the famous Arch of Cabo San Lucas during the day and having a romantic dinner at the resort’s superb restaurant in the evening.

The arch is part of a rock formation at the very end of Mexico’s Baja California Peninsula. This is where the Pacific and the Sea of Cortez meet, and the water’s pretty rough there and through most of Cabo. We’ve received plenty of warning about potentially dangerous areas from both Connor and the locals, and now I see why. 

We take a water taxi to Lover’s Beach, and once it pulls up near the beach, we understand Connor’s advice to get a taxi with a ladder. The waves pull the taxi in and out of the choppy water, but there’s a guide in the knee-deep water to help passengers safely off the boat and up to shore, one at a time. 

I don’t need assistance getting through the water myself, but the strong waves make it a challenge for slender Corrine to stay upright, so I take over for the guide as soon as she’s off the ladder and get her to shore myself. 

On the beach, there are people everywhere. Connor was right about that. He was also right that it’s worth it anyway. Ahead of us is the rocky arch, which is three stories high and maybe as wide. One foot of the arch is in the water, but we’re lucky to get here at low tide, because the sand in the middle is exposed and there are people walking around underneath it. 

Corrine and I grin at one another. She’s in white shorts and an orange bikini top, looking impossibly adorable. I’m in my swimsuit too, but have a tee on for the moment. We take each other’s hand, and start heading for the arch. 

Two easy hours of walking and playing around go by, and we’re still not ready to go. We hang out under the arch and explore the nearby cave for a while, walk farther down the beach and watch the big cruise ships go by, then come back to the arch and hang out some more. 

Now we’re going back into the cave again. It has a massive entrance, so while it goes back a bit and throws us into shadow, it’s not dark. Near the back wall, there’s an opening at the base where waves come through just a bit, and retreat. 

We’re taking our time going toward the back, strolling hand in hand like there’s nothing else in life we’ll ever have to do. There were a few other people when we were here before, but there’s no one’s here now.

Still strolling, we move closer and slip our arms around each other. God, she feels good against me. She always feels so good. 

As we draw near to the opening in the back, I slide my hand up into her soft hair, bring her gently to me so I can kiss the top of her head, then release her and cup my hand over her bare shoulder. She tucks her head onto my chest and brings her other arm around me. I do the same, and we take a few more steps embracing like this before we stop and face each other. 

She smiles up at me, and I smile at her too, taking her in. The sound of the waves rushing into the opening, then retreating, echoes softly in this part of the cave. The scent of rock and damp sand and sea water surrounds us. It’s an amazing place, yet she is still the center of my awareness.

I rub the back of my fingers down her velvet cheek. She softens against me, her hands spreading and rubbing slowly up my back. My heart beats thickly, and I gently pinch her chin in my fingers and lean down and kiss her. Her soft lips on mine, the scent of her sun-kissed skin, the taste of the tip of her tongue, it all swirls together and overtakes me. I wrap her up closer to me. Our kiss deepens, and she slowly comes up on tiptoe, wrapping her arm around my neck. 

Soft voices come from the entrance to the cave, and we break reluctantly, but I keep her close and rest my forehead on hers. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

She smiles slowly, and I kiss her again, intruders be damned.

When we pull away and I release her, there’s a lovely blush on her cheeks. She bites the corner of her lip, tucks her hair behind her ear, and smiles up at me almost shyly. 

Yeah, I think, you’re getting to me too, girl.

A shrill ring suddenly echoes through the cave and we both jump before realizing it’s my phone. She puts her hand on her chest and we both laugh as I pull it out of my pocket.

“Sorry, I thought I had the sound turned off. I can’t believe I’m getting reception in here.” 

I look at the caller ID and hesitate.

“Who is it?” She scoots closer to look.

“My realtor. I haven’t heard from him in a couple weeks. He knew I’d be out of town this weekend.”

“Maybe it’s important.”

I’m still hesitating. We’re on vacation. It seems in poor taste to take a call right now, in this magical moment, but maybe it is important. She smiles and gestures with her hand to indicate I should go ahead. 

I groan, put one arm around her and pull her close to my side, then give in and swipe to answer. “Hello?”

“Hi Mason, this is Jeff. Sorry to bother you. Are you in Cabo?”

“We’re at the arch, actually.”

The wave comes through the little opening again, and I have to let go of her to cover my other ear with my hand so I can hear him better. We both start walking back toward the entrance.

“Well, I’m glad you picked up, because you have an offer on your house. Ten thousand above your asking price.”

“Really?” I raise my eyebrows at Corrine.

“Really. It’s feast or famine in this business sometimes. They really loved it.”

We pass a small group of people making their way to the back. 

“I told them about the renovations you already have scheduled, but didn’t mention the other stuff you have planned. I didn’t think they’d need it to make an offer, and I was right. It’s a young family with two little kids. Five and three, I think. Real nice family.”

Corrine and I step out into the sunlight, and stop a few paces off to the side. The ocean is noisy out here too, so I still have my palm against my ear.

“They’re pre-approved for a loan, so it would close quickly, which I know you wanted. You could get this done in the next few weeks and never have to make the trip back to California again.”

I look at Corrine, who’s watching me carefully. 

“So what do you think? Do I have the go-ahead to accept?”

––––––––
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Corrine

When Mason gets off the phone and tells me he finally has an offer on his house, a good one too, I’m trying really hard not to be selfish about it. “That’s good news, right? I mean, you wanted to sell it.”

“Yeah. I did.”

I can’t tell if he’s happy about this or not, and remember what he’s told me about his desires to move to California in spite of feeling like he doesn’t really have a choice in the matter. I don’t get a chance to ask him about any of that though, because his phone rings again. 

I figure it must be his realtor calling back for something, but when his screen lights up, “Mom” is on the caller ID.

He hesitates, then drops his hand without answering. “I don’t want to try to talk again here. It’s too noisy.”

“So...” I prompt, wanting him to finish telling me about the call.

“I need to let him know if I want to take the offer. It’s ten thousand over the asking price, so I don’t know why I wouldn’t.”

“Are you thinking you can get more after you’re finished with all your renovations?”

He looks at me like he hadn’t thought of that, but seems to like the idea. “I probably could, right?”

His phone alerts him again, this time with a text. He hits the message and it’s short enough that I can see who it’s from and the whole thing almost at a glance, even though it’s upside down.

Mom: Don’t bother hiding. I know who you’re with.

He looks at me, alarmed, and I get a sinking sensation. “Wait.”

He groans. 

“She doesn’t know you’re here?” 

He shakes his head.

Why wouldn’t he tell her? “I thought she knew.”

“We haven’t seen much of each other lately. I figured I could just sneak away. She’s been... kind of upset about all this and I didn’t want to add to it.”

Wow, things are worse than I thought. This is bad. 

He runs his hand through his hair. “I’m really fucking this up.”

“Mason—” 

“I’ll talk to her.”

He sends a text that I can read upside down. I’m sorry. I’ll call you later. As soon as I can. 

“You should call her now.”

“I’m not doing this here. Let’s get back to the hotel.”

“Mason,” I say my throat tightening and tears threatening. God, I don’t want this over with him. Not yet. It’s too soon. It’s too fucking amazing. But I keep it together, determined for his sake. “I can’t come between you and your mother.” 

That just can’t happen. He shouldn’t do that for me. Maybe not for anybody, but definitely not for me. 

He doesn’t answer, just pulls me to his chest, wraps his big arms around me, and rests his cheek on top of my head. I close my eyes, all wrapped up in him, his scent mingling with salty sea water. I try to pretend this moment is going to go on and on forever. But I can’t, because it’s the first time I’ve ever been in his arms and still felt so afraid.
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When we get back to Lovers beach, we load up into the nearest water taxi and head back. We sit next to one another on the bench, in our puffy orange life vests. He’s shaken, and not talking much, but he’s holding my hand like his life depends on it. 

On the shuttle ride back to the hotel, the sun and sea catches up to me against my will. I’m yawning every two minutes. My body is heavy and demanding a nap. 

Once we’re back in our room, he tells me he’s going to find someplace private to make his call. But it seems silly for him to leave when he could have privacy right here. 

“You stay here. I’ll go.”

“No,” he says firmly, shaking his head. “You rest. I’ll be back soon.”

––––––––
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Mason

I find an outdoor sitting area that’s somewhat secluded, and sit on the cushioned chair to give my mother a call. The sun is in its descent, but still high above the far-distant, watery horizon. 

When she answers, she doesn’t mess around. “I know you’re not in town. I went to the shop and Larry told me you took some days off. You’re in California with her, aren’t you?”

I sigh. I should’ve just told her to start with. “I’m with Corrine, yes. We’re in Cabo San Lucas for a wedding.”

“You eloped!” she practically yells through the phone.

“No, not us. Her cousin.”

She exhales, recovering. Then says, “One of his?”

“Mom, please. They’re not bad people.”

“Are you even doing any renovations on that house? Is it even for sale?”

“Yes.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Mom, I’m sorry for not telling you I was leaving. We’ve barely spoken for weeks. I didn’t want to make things worse. I was trying to give you a chance to cool off and get used to the idea.”

“The idea of my son and Grant Rivers’ niece in a relationship together? I don’t want to have to get used to that idea.”

“I didn’t plan for this to happen, Mom. I didn’t want this either.”

“Then why?”

“Because. She’s more than just Grant Rivers’ niece. She’s a really great person. She makes me feel good.” More than good. Amazing. “She has from the moment I met her. It was hard to stay away from that. I guess I didn’t really want to.”

There’s silence on the other end of the line.

“I’m sorry this hurts you so much,” I say more gently. “I really am.”

“I don’t know, Mason,” she says, sounding defeated, her voice thick. “I don’t know if I can give you what you want.”

I hesitate to do anything to make this situation any more difficult, but I never should have snuck away the way I did, like a little kid instead of a man. I have to lay everything on the line right now. “Did you mean what you said about California?”

There’s a thick pause. “Mom?”

“Is she the real reason you wanted to go?”

“No. But she is part of it now.”

She sighs. “God, Mason.” She sounds so sad. 

“I do like California, for all the reasons I told you. And I really did get a job offer.” Though who knows if that offer would still be there. Or if there’d be anything else like that for me if it isn’t. I may have missed my opportunity. “I have an offer on the house. I got the call right before you texted me.”

“But you don’t want to take it.”

“No, I don’t. But I don’t know that I really have a choice.”

“I’m not telling you what to do,” she says defensively.

“You don’t need to, do you? I know what you want.”

There’s another long pause. 

“I’ve always been there for you, Mom. And I’m always going to be. But please, don’t make me choose between you and her.”

“And if I do?” she asks. My heart beats thickly at those words. “Which would it be?”

––––––––
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Corrine

The sun is low on the horizon and he still isn’t back yet. I’m on the chair on the open patio, fretting about Mason and his mother, about the offer on his house, about all of it. I don’t know what’s going to happen. 

The sun dips lower, seeming to gently increase its speed as it goes. We’d planned on dinner soon, but I don’t know if I should change or not. 

As soon as I hear the latch on the door, I jump up and go into the living room. He enters the room, walking straight toward me. The door slowly swishes shut. The look on his face stops me dead. He’s wearing an intense, serious expression. 

I’m standing stock-still as he comes up to me, puts his arms around me, and brings me into a snug embrace. 

“Are you okay?” I’m too afraid to ask which kind of hug this is. If it’s a goodbye hug, I don’t want to know. I want to put the inevitable off forever and ever. But it’s already over. He pulls away. 

Now I see the smile on his face. 

“I’m staying.” 

“What?” 

“I’m not selling the house. I’m moving to California.” 

A million thoughts go through my head in the space of an instant, and all I can do is widen my eyes and stare at him with my mouth dropped. It’s probably only a spilt second that I’m standing here looking at him in horror, but this is somehow worse than goodbye. He can’t give up his family for me. He can’t. I don’t know if I can bring myself to explain why not. I’ll just have to tell him that this can’t go on. It can’t. He wasn’t supposed to choose me over her. 

“You’re coming to California for me?”

“Hey,” he says in a slightly teasing voice, smiling. He cups my chin in one hand. “I didn’t say it was for you. You’re not trying to rush me into anything are you?” I feel a little foolish, making an assumption like that, but relax a little. He grins. “I’m coming for the ocean, and the job. Remember me telling you about that restoration shop? Well I didn’t tell you that he offered me a job back in November, and I just called to see if the job is still mine.” He grins broadly. 

“No way.”

“I can’t believe it. I’ve dreamed about a job like that almost my whole life.”

My panic flees entirely then. If he has other reasons for coming to California, that’s up to him. This is his dream. It has nothing to do with me. 

“What about your mother? How does she feel about all this? Did you tell her?”

He nods, taking my hand. He sits on the couch and pulls me onto his lap. “I did.” He tells me about his conversation with his mother, and the moment when things seemed to change for her. “I told her I know this has been breaking her heart, but she’s been breaking mine, too.”

“Wow. What’d she say to that?”

“Nothing at first. It got to her. But then she apologized and said that wasn’t her intent. I told her it wasn’t mine either. We were able to really talk about things after that. It’s the first time we’ve had a real discussion about it.” Apparently noticing my concerned expression, he says, “She’s supportive. Really.”

“She’s okay with you moving to California?”

He nods. “She knows it’s what I really want.”

I bite my bottom lip. “She’s okay with us dating?”

His face gets more serious. “Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t tell her I was coming out here this weekend. I thought it was too soon, and I didn’t want to upset her. It was a mistake, and I’m sorry.”

“I don’t think I’m the one you should apologize to.”

He smiles, cups my cheek in one hand, and kisses me. “I apologized to her, too. Like I said, we talked about things. She said she’ll support it.”

“It’s not going to hurt your relationship?”

He shakes his head. “We’re okay, Corrine. I promise.” 

With my arm around his shoulders, I sink against his chest and think about everything he’s just said. He does seem calmer about his mother, not like when we talked about it before. He looks calm. More than that, he looks happy. Excited. 

I smile. “You’re really coming to California?”

He grins, nodding. 

“And you promise it’s not because of me?”

He puzzles his brow at me, but is still smiling. He starts to tickle me and I squeal, squirming. I’m trying to get his tickle spot, but he’s wise to me and has the upper hand. Before I know it he’s plopped me on my back and is on top of me, pinning my hands above my head. 

“No, my mother’s not going to blame you for taking her son away from her, if that’s what you’re worried about. I told you why I’m coming.” He dips his mouth down, and when he whispers in my ear, his hot breath tickles my earlobe and sends shivers down my body. “But you’re one hell of a bonus.”
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Chapter 23 
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Mason

It’s another month before my move to California is complete. I give my boss plenty of notice, and stay until he’s found a good replacement. Stan knows his stuff and is nice enough, but he’s the new guy in an operation that’s been populated with the same people for many years. It’s a little weird having him there, and a little weird to think I’m the one who’s leaving. 

I knew I was going to miss Larry. He’s been like a father to me and gave me a hand up in this business when I was still pretty young. But I wasn’t prepared to be sad about leaving the rest of the crew, too. All these people matter to me. 

Of course, none of that comes close to how I feel about leaving my family. It’s been an interesting month between me and my mother. She seems to want to focus on the good things between us, and I’m okay with that. My grandmother, who is more seasoned in life and less bitter about the accident from all those years ago, is calm and encouraging about the whole thing. She calls it the next big phase of my life and is happy for me. 

I’ve had dinner at their place a lot more frequently than I usually do, and it’s been nice even though all we’re really doing is sitting around eating and talking and laughing. 

The rest of my time was taken up with packing. Even though it took longer than I thought, and I had more stuff than I realized, it really wasn’t a big deal. Getting my vehicles ready for the move, that was another matter. We talked about shipping the truck and Impala, then Corrine flying to Illinois and us driving together to California on my motorcycle. A motorcycle road trip is on her bucket list. But the way things lined up coordinating everything else, it just wasn’t going to happen, so I promised her we’d take a road trip some other time. 

In the middle of all the activities that felt like closing a door, there was also all the stuff that felt like opening a new one. With every step I took that brought me closer to my new life in California, I got more and more excited. I know more and more that this is what I’m supposed to do. The city, the job, the girl. It’s all of it, and it’s exactly what I want. 

With Corrine’s help, I picked out some of the more essential furniture for the house and had it delivered before I arrived. I had almost all my stuff shipped down a week before I got there, in one of those moving box crates, and had everything unloaded into the house. Corrine insisted on going down to Swan Pointe the weekend before and getting the basics in the kitchen set up for me, as well as bath towels and things like that. I didn’t even think about having those things ready ahead of time, but she was smart about the whole thing and suggested I pack the essentials in specially-marked boxes so she could find everything more easily. 

I put a little package for her inside one of the boxes. A supersize bag of Jelly Bellys, which is her favorite candy, a new journal because she said she needed one, and a card thanking her for everything she was doing and telling her how much I couldn’t wait to see her again. 

I had a few conversations with the owner at the Vintage Auto Restoration shop, filled out all the paperwork he needed and faxed that over, and he got me up to speed on the first project I’d be starting for him. During the several hours I spent researching the ins and outs of a 1956 Chrysler Dart, I was drooling practically the entire time. I can’t wait to get started. 

And I can’t wait for this long-distance thing with me and Corrine to be over. It’s been such a busy month, there’s been no time for another visit. Between the time I said goodbye the day after Valentine’s, to the day she picks me up at the airport in Swan Pointe 33 days later, I haven’t held her in my arms once. Not once. This time when I hold her, it’s a long time before I let go.

––––––––
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Corrine

The day after Mason arrives, I help him start to unpack. We got a late start, because we slept in late, because we were up late, because we just could not leave each other alone. I’m so excited that he’s finally here, and to stay. We’re both a little giddy with it. And tired. Because moving is a bear. 

We manage to get a few boxes unpacked before it’s time to pick up his vehicles from the drop-off point. He’s been talking about it all day, and getting more and more agitated as the time got closer. He spent a lot of time researching shippers, but is still worried about damage. 

The semi can’t navigate down the residential streets, so we meet it in the parking lot of a nearby church. He had them shipped in a closed truck, which has two levels on the inside and more vehicles aboard than just his. They unload his truck first. It’s a Silverado that’s only a couple years old, and he uses either that or his motorcycle to get around day to day. 

His Harley is next, then he watches carefully as his 1965 Impala convertible is brought down on the lift and unloaded. He spends several minutes inspecting all three inside and out. He even opens the hood on the Impala, then shimmies underneath and checks the engine that way, too. Not until this is done and he’s satisfied that they’ve arrived in the same condition that he left them in, does he sign the paperwork. The driver seemed a little frustrated with Mason’s diligence, but Mason wasn’t letting anyone rush him. 

It takes several trips to get the vehicles all back to the house, but once they’re safely in the garage, Mason lights up in a completely new way. He lowers the top on the Impala and tells me all the work he’s done on it so far. Though it’s in running condition, only half the engine has been upgraded to the point he wants it at. The interior has been fully restored, though, and the exterior is a gorgeous deep blue. It’s a cool car and fun seeing all the new, gleaming parts in the engine. 

I nudge him with my shoulder. “Car porn.”

He laughs and brings me into his arms, getting that heated look in his eyes. “That’s not the kind of porn I like.” 

“What kind of porn do you like?” I feel him growing against me.

He brings his hand under my shirt, traces along my side and up the tender skin of my stomach. “I like the kind I can touch with my own two hands.” 

My skin tingling under his touch, I run my fingers over him, lightly brushing over the hard ridges of his abs. “Oh yeah?”

“Yes. I like to touch it here...” He cups my breast, squeezing firmly. My nipple hardens against his palm. “And here.” His other hand slides down my ass and dips into the space between my legs. I feel the hot wetness gathering. 

Hands still on me, he kisses me and I press myself flat against him, arms hard around his neck. His stiff erection digs into me, close to my clit. Making me throb.

Time to go upstairs, I think, but he pulls away, opens the car door, and gestures, indicating I should climb into the backseat. 

“Not there,” I say mortified. I’m afraid to touch all the expensive, shiny, newness on this thing, let alone do what he’s suggesting. “The seats are new.”

He’s kicking off his shoes. “Then they’re worthy of you. I would never sully that perfect little ass of yours with forty-year-old seats. Come on, baby.” He climbs in, leans against the far corner, and opens his arms to me. “Let’s show this backseat what it was made for.”

Though still uncertain, I’m unable to resist his invitation. I slip out of my sandals, climb in next to him, and glance around at the cavernous space they used to call a backseat. “Wow, these things are roomy.”

He gives me an evil grin. “Too bad for all the horny teenagers in the world that they don’t make them like this anymore.” Then he hooks one arm around my waist and the other around the back of my knee, and pulls me right onto his lap. 

I’m giving in, because it turns out this is sexy as fuck. I wrap my arms around his neck, leaning over him, my hair falling in sheets around us. His hands dive into my hair, pulling it away from my face, and he brings me down for a heated kiss.

I settle deeper into his lap. His cock hits me right between the legs. I press against him harder, curling around him more. He comes away slightly and growls, “That’s my girl.” 

He removes his hands from my head and my hair falls in a curtain around us as he goes to my breasts. He massages them through the thin material of my bra as we kiss and I rock against him, feeling the damp material of my panties press against my slightly spread folds. 

He releases the clasp on my bra, then reaches underneath and squeezes my bare breasts. I lift my shirt impatiently, wrangling my bra off with it, and toss them both over the open side of the car. He puts his wet mouth on my nipple, licking and sucking and leaning me slightly backward. Both of his hands slide under my leggings and squeeze my ass. 

I claw at his shirt to raise the hem, desperate to feel his bare back under my hands and his bare chest against mine. But he’s not letting off my breasts until he’s good and ready. He goes to the other nipple, flicking it with his hard tongue and circling it. 

He squeezes my ass harder, dipping his hands lower, reaching for the good stuff. Still gathering the material of his shirt in my hands, I arch my ass back to give him access. He slips right in.

Head back, mouth open, I cry out. Still sucking my tit, he comes out, and goes for my clit. A zing of pleasure shoots through me as he hits the hard bundle of nerves, then penetrates me again, this time with two fingers. 

“Oh fuck,” I say, head still back, hands still clutching the bunched fabric of his shirt. “Fuck. Fuck me.”

He abruptly removes his hands and my head dips forward in protest. His eyes are dark with desire and he slaps my ass so hard the sound echoes off the concrete in garage. “Off with these.”

I shimmy off his lap and stand slightly, his hands on my ribs, supporting me. As I grab the material and push it past my hips, he starts to turn my torso. Before I realize what he has planned, I’m facing the front, leaning both hands on the back of the seat in front of me, and he’s stripping me nude.

Still fully dressed himself, he lifts my left thigh and plants my bare foot on the soft leather seat. 

“I want to lick that sweet pussy of yours,” he says, putting his hands on my hips and arching my ass up and back. “I want to suck that clit until you come, then fuck you hard until we both come.” 

Then his mouth is on me, and I grip the seat and arch back more in one hard movement. “What? Oh my god.”

Hands on my ass, tongue working me, he spreads my cheeks wide and buries himself in me. 

The knee of my supporting leg buckles slightly. I gasp and I lock it. I’m throbbing hard with pleasure. My foot on the seat stretches up on tiptoe as I spread wider and press back against him.

I’m swearing over and over again, and I know I’m going to come fast and hard. Still eating the fuck out of me, still spreading my ass with his hands, he dips the tip of one thumb down into the melee to get it slick with moisture. When he presses his wet thumb just into my tight hole, my body careens into climax.

I cry out and contract violently, sinking hard onto him, his hands supporting me. I reach back and grip one solid forearm, trying not to collapse. He shows no mercy. His tongue is the wicked stepson of the devil. And I’m shaking like a woman possessed. 

It goes on so long, I think my heart’s going to stop, but as soon as it starts to relent he backs off and I’m already left wanting more.

I whimper in protest, but he presses one hand against my lower back, indicating I’m to stay standing as he lowers my foot to the floor.

Blood pulsing in my ears and panting hard, I stand there with my legs spread, wondering what he’s going to do next. 

I hear the jangling of his belt buckle, the determined zip of his zipper, and the rustling of his jeans as he works them down his thighs and over his knees. 

I tuck my chin over my shoulder to watch him sit up enough to tear off his shirt and I get a glimpse of his tattoo. He tosses his shirt over the side as he scoots down lower in the seat. I don’t know what he’s going to do, but I don’t care so long as he satisfies the fresh throbbing between my legs, which he’s never failed to do. 

“Come ’ere, sexy,” he says hotly, grabbing my hips and lowering me down so I’m straddling his legs from behind. He leans me back against his chest, and now I’ve got the general idea.

“Oh yes,” I whisper, watching, fascinated, as he gets us into position. He lifts first one thigh, planning my foot against the back seat, then follows with the other. His thick cock bobs lightly against my folds.

“Take it,” he commands, lifting my ass slightly. Bracing one hand on his side behind me, I grab his thick shaft and aim as he lowers me onto it. 

“Oh fuck,” I breathe tightly. I’m like a marionette, obeying his lead as he settles me in exactly how he wants. He shifts slightly under me so his hips are unpinned, his cock firmly inside me. 

Then we start to move. I shudder with a rush of pleasure, sinking weakly against his chest. He penetrates me from underneath, curving back and forth against me with the most delicious friction. I can feel his every ridge.

Still fucking me slowly, he rubs his hands along my thighs and over my stomach. He takes my breasts in great handfuls and massages them freely. He brings one hand up and turns my head so he can bring his mouth to mine, our tongues reaching and tasting. 

Spread as I am, my swollen clit is throbbing in the open air. I both want it touched, and not. I both want to come, and I don’t. I want to hang here in this moment awash with heightened desire. Everywhere he touches me, my skin vibrates with pleasure. And he’s touching me everywhere. His hands are on my breasts, my stomach, my arms, my inner thighs. He brushes over my clit and I shudder. His hands keep going past and I whimper, my clit pulsing.

His cock is still pumping me, going slightly faster. His hand slides down one thigh, circles hard against my aching bud, then up my stomach to my breast. I drop my head on his shoulder, willing to let him control this. He rolls both nipples in his fingers, fucks me a little faster, and pinches them hard, his breath hot in my ear. 

He continues to torment me with his hands, caressing me all over and teasing my clit. He lands on it only temporarily, but longer and longer each time. Getting me a little higher, then leaving me wanting, then pushing me higher again. All the while his cock is driving me mad.

When I think I won’t be able to stand it any longer, he grabs me firmly around the thighs and scoots us a little lower in the seat so my legs spread wider. I’m stretched hard around him now and think I might go just like this, my clit not touched at all. 

His legs are spread too, and the top of his thighs slap slightly against the backs of mine as he pumps me harder and faster now. My breasts slide hard up and down my chest. I clamp around him and his cock grows more taut. 

His fingers come to me, and this time I know he means business because he’s circling over it hard. I’m so wet, he’s slipping back and forth over the hard knot with ease. I’m climbing fast and my hand flies to the space between us, my fingertips feeling his hard cock rubbing against the tight ring of my entrance. I cry out and contract again and again in orgasm, keeping my fingers there and feeling it when he surges inside me. He grunts and exhales rapidly and grunts again. 

My cries echo in the garage as this time, he lets me ride it out until I’ve had my fill.

Later, after some rearranging that involved a bit of panting and giggling, I’m settled in next to him with his arm around me. Leaning against his bare chest, running my fingers over the dark lines of his tattoo and listening to the strong pulse of his heart, I marvel that, yet again, he’s made me into a new woman. 

––––––––
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Mason

It’s a few weeks after we showed that backseat who was boss, and Corrine just got in from her drive down from Hartman. It’s Friday afternoon, so I’m still at work, wrapping things up, but she came straight here because I promised a tour. I take her through the main garage first, a massive space with a dozen cars in various stages of restoration, then through the little offices and to the front showroom, introducing her to everyone as I go. 

When we’re done, I expect her to head on home, but when I tell her I just need another half hour to finish up, she decides to wait with me. There’s a little leather couch and coffee table not far from where I’m working, so she goes through the stack of magazines, picks up the latest issue of Classic Motorsports, settles in with her feet on the table, and starts to read. 

I get back to work, smiling because her presence is making the job that much sweeter. After fifteen minutes or so, she says, “I wonder if the writers of these articles have to be experts about cars or if they just do research or what?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’d be cool if they just research. I bet you learn a lot, being a freelance writer. You could write about almost anything.”

I look over and there she still is, feet on the table, hair falling softly over her shoulder, her beautiful face in intense concentration. She’s so damned sexy. Everything about her, inside and out. And I love seeing her start to get interested in something. 

I lean one hand on the frame of the Chrysler Dart I’m working on, and give her a look. She notices, glances around to see the garage is pretty much empty, then gives me a look right back. 

She stands, plops down the magazine, and saunters over. I love that we’re still so into each other. It doesn’t take much to get us going, ever. 

“Are you done?” She leans in close and gives me a deep, sultry kiss. My hands are relatively clean so I squeeze the tight seat of her jeans. My dick twitches in my pants. Do I really need to finish with this carburetor before we can get out of here? But I told Bob I would.

She pulls away and I exhale. “Fuck, woman.”

She grins. “So, are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Done?”

“I haven’t even started,” I say, going in for another kiss. After a few seconds that get too heated way too fast, given where we are, I bring it to an end. 

“I have to finish this.”

“Then why were you looking at me like you were done?”

I have to think about what she’s talking about. It’s only been a few minutes since I was smiling at her as she drooled over the idea of freelance writing, but those few minutes have been thoroughly distracting.

“I just like to see you getting excited about something.”

She raises one eyebrow to my crotch. “I’m not the only one.”

I grin. “The writing, sexy. It’s fun to watch you get excited about writing.”

“Oh, that.” She shrugs.

“Have you given any more thought about pursuing it?”

“Not really.” She checks her watch. “So fifteen more minutes? Twenty? It doesn’t matter, I’m just wondering.”

“Hmmm,” I say. “Why do you always change the subject when I bring up your plans for the future?”

Her smile falters, and she actually looks a little stunned. She shakes her head slightly. “I don’t.”

“Yes, you do,” I say lightly, not wanting to make this some big serious conversation, but wanting her to start thinking about things. I nudge her lightly with my elbow. “You’re going to have to make a career decision sooner or later, you know.”

She bites her bottom lip the way she does, and glances away. She hitches a smile back on her face and shrugs, looking at me. “Yeah, well, not everybody has something they’re passionate about like you do.”

I grab her around the waist and pull her toward me, bringing my fingers up into the soft hair at the base of her scalp. “I’m passionate about you.”

She grins fully now. “You have a one-track mind. Thank God.”

I laugh, then give her another kiss before letting her go. “You’re not getting out of it that easy. Why not think about it?”

She sighs. “I don’t know, Mason. I don’t know what I want to do.”

“Why can’t you write for magazines? You seem interested.” More than interested. 

“Because I need a communications degree.”

“Are you sure? That doesn’t seem like the kind of thing they’re going to be checking your credentials about. Doesn’t it just depend on how good you are?”

“Okay, maybe I wouldn’t have to have one, but it would be helpful. It would make me more qualified. I’m just... not qualified.”

“So, if you really think you need it, then get a communications degree.”

She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Are you crazy?”

I laugh. “You’re so cute.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m graduating in two months.”

“Yeah, with a degree in counseling. Something you’ve decided you definitely are not going to do.”

She shakes her head. “Definitely not.”

“Well, then, how many more credits would you need to graduate with a communication degree? You’ve told me about all the English classes you’ve taken. You obviously like it. Maybe you don’t need that many more. Maybe it would only be another semester or two. Then you’d have the degree you actually care about, and you could get into a field that interests you.” I pull her into my arms. “It’d just be a little bit longer.” 

“You don’t know that.”

“Who would you have to talk to in order to find out?”

“I don’t know.”

“Stop being such a chicken.” I rest my forehead on hers and hold her eyes. 

Her face gets serious. “I’m not,” she says quietly. 

Still holding my forehead against hers, I slowly tighten my arms around her. “You are, but you don’t have to be. Just talk to someone at the school. You don’t have to make a decision, just find out what your options are. I can tell you want this.”

“We don’t always get what we want,” she whispers in a small voice. 

“Hey.” I pull back and keep my arms around her. “What’s this about? Why does this freak you out so much?”

She blinks rapidly, pulling out of my arms and turning away. “It doesn’t. Nothing. I mean, I’ll find out. It’s not a big deal.”

She grabs the magazine and sits back down, kicking her feet on the coffee table and making a valiant effort to look like what just happened didn’t bother her. “You said you’re almost done, right?” she asks, but she’s not looking at me. She’s concentrating very hard on the page she opened to completely randomly, even though I can tell she’s not even reading it. 

“Yep.” I grin and go back to the engine. Yeah, I could apologize for pushing her so hard, but sometimes we just need a kick in the ass, whether we want it or not.
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Chapter 24 
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Corrine

“Well, Corrine, let’s see what we can do for you.”

I’m sitting in Dean Jennings’ office, watching as he pulls up my information on his computer. My hands are in my lap and I’m fiddling with my fingertips. It’s been six days since I told Mason I would find out what it would take to get a communications degree. I put off stopping by the Dean’s office as long as I could, but Mason says we need a break from unpacking and he wants to see my school, so he’s driving up here this afternoon. I want to be able to tell him I did this.

The whole thing makes me uneasy. I like the idea of having a degree in Communications instead of Psychology. It was something I chose because of my parents’ divorce. I wanted to help other people go through tough things. But it wasn’t what I thought, and not at all what I would want to do. 

I wish I’d just chosen Communications to start with. Or maybe figured this out after my first treatment, when I still had time to make a change. But I’ve just been so focused on getting my degree. I didn’t think I’d live long enough to do it, and now I’m only two and a half months away and sitting here in the Dean’s office talking about something that could delay things even further. As if things haven’t been delayed enough! 

Dean Jennings is a nice man with snowy white hair. He has a reputation for being a hard-ass when he needs to be, but he’s been great about helping me come back after such long absences. Especially that second time. 

“Okay.” He grabs a pen and the sheet of paper that just popped out of his printer. “These are the courses you need for a communications degree.” He shows me the list. “You already have the lit courses,” he says, going between the paper in front of us and his computer screen, which has my transcript pulled up, and checking off the ones I’ve taken. “You took Introduction to Creative Writing sophomore year. But since you withdrew early, you don’t get credit for that, unfortunately. I’m sorry about that.”

I shrug. “It’s okay.” I remember enjoying that class. I was working on a short story about a gypsy woman who abducts a little girl at a circus when I received my diagnosis. I never finished it. 

“So, let’s see. The classes you would still need...” He starts highlighting the classes I lack, and as the list grows, I get a sinking sensation in my body all the way down my legs. I don’t think I had my hopes up about anything, but I still feel like a door’s being closed on me anyway. This isn’t something I can do. It just isn’t. 

“So.” He turns the paper around and reads off each highlighted class, bouncing the tip of his pen next to each one as he goes. Tap-tap-tap. “Not quite three full semesters. What I would recommend is spreading this out and taking a light load each semester instead of as many as you could the first two and then a lighter one the third. There’s a lot of writing in these classes, and you wouldn’t normally take so many writing classes at once. Spreading things out will make your workload more manageable.”

“If I decide to do it.”

He sets the pen down, sits back, looks at me. He nods. “Yes, if that’s what you decide.”

“Another year and a half.”

He nods. “I realize that can seem like a long time, especially when you’ve been here so long already. But if you think this is what you really want to do, it may be worth making that investment. It could pay off in dividends down the road.”

Down the road. 

“You have a little bit of time to decide, but not much. We’d need to know by April eighteenth.” He clicks on his computer and checks something. “Yes, that’s the date.”

“I think I just want to graduate.”

“That’s okay, too. If you change your mind you have a little over a week.” 

I shake my head, and start to get up. “No. Thank you. I just want to graduate.”

“Okay, I understand that.” He stands too and smiles and shakes my hand. “You’ve been a good student, Corrine. You’ve had more challenges than almost anyone here, and you’ve done a good job. You’ve inspired a lot of people.”

That kind of comment always makes me uncomfortable. Why should my misfortune inspire other people?

“It’s been a real pleasure having you here.”

“Thank you.”

“And if you decide this is something you want, we’d love having you for a little bit longer.”

“Okay.” I start to make my escape for the door. “Thank you, Dean Jennings.”

“Of course, there’s always online courses. I’m familiar with the program you mentioned, through San Diego. It’s pretty good, but focused on copyediting. You might want a straight communications program.”

I looked up that San Diego program the day that reporter interviewed me. I said goodbye to her, watched her walk out of the Gizmo, sat right back down and looked it up on my phone straightaway. Then I did some more searching and found several online communications programs, most two years. I think one was eighteen months. So same as I’d be facing here. 

Maybe online would be better in general, but man, do I really want to start something like that? Just for the hell of it? If I got into it and wasn’t able to finish, it’d be Hartman all over again. I can’t die with a degree half done. I just can’t. I want to be able to say I finished something. I don’t want to be that tragic little girl whose dreams got cut short. 

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I say with a smile. “Thanks again.”
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“It’d be another year and a half of school,” I tell Mason as we enter the main quad on campus. “I’m not going to do that. I’ve been here long enough.”

“Well,” he rests his arm around my shoulders. “I guess I can’t blame you for that. You have been here a long time.”

I’m relieved he isn’t going to push me to do this. He shouldn’t anyway. It’s my decision. 

“So what are you going to do after graduation instead?”

My first instinct is to change the subject. I really didn’t realize how much I was doing that until he pointed it out. But I don’t want to talk about it either, so I give him an answer I know will appease him. “I’m going to do the online thing.”

“Oh yeah?” He squeezes me lightly. “That’s great.”

“Uh-huh”

“When does that start?”

“I don’t know. I have to get all the details worked out.”

“That’s great, honey. I’m proud of you.” He squeezes me again and kisses the top of my head. We take several more steps in silence, him looking around at the beautiful buildings. I’m hoping the conversation is over, but don’t want to do anything to get his radar up. I wait for him to change the subject on his own.

“What’s that building over there? Is that the library?” 

I unclench a bit. It’s over for now. We don’t have to talk about it anymore. “Yeah. Cool, right?”

The library is a massive building made of great, gray stones, wide stone steps leading up the front, and square turrets on either side of the central peaked building. “Want to see the research room on the second floor? It’s really pretty. Like something out of Harry Potter.”

“Sure.” We cross the quad at an angle, cutting across the grass, and I ask myself for the first time what I’m going to do after graduation if my scan in May comes back clean. I feel a surge of anxiety so strong, I tighten my hold on Mason’s waist. He hugs me close in response, then slaps my ass playfully. 

Moments, I remind myself. And this is a good one. But that anxiety lingers with me all the way to the second floor of the library, where it finally retreats. I have another scan to get through before I need to worry about life after graduation. And that’s still a month and a half away. I can’t worry about it yet. It’s too soon. Right now it’s April seventh, and I’m going to let April seventh be its own day. 

As we walk past the dark wood tables, scattered with the occasional student and adorned with brass table lamps with stained glass sculpted shades, I grab Masons hand and pull him into one of the tall rows of bookcases. We’re out of sight of the other students who are working up here. 

He gives me that grin I love, wraps me up in his arms, and indulges in the kind of kiss that helps me forget.

––––––––
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Mason

I can’t believe I’ve already been in California six weeks. The days fly by. I love my job. I’m getting more comfortable with the people there, and feeling less like the new guy. It almost seems ridiculous to get paid for what I do. I get to play all day long. On top of that, almost every day at lunch I go for a walk that gives me a gorgeous view of the ocean.

It’s funny, even though Corrine is a lot closer than she used to be, she still feels too far away. It’s an hour and a half drive between Swan Pointe and Rosebrook, and one of us makes the journey pretty much every weekend. When I go there, I get a room at the Red Lion just a couple blocks from campus. She’s shown me around town and taken me to all her favorite haunts. 

When she comes here, she still technically stays at Lizzy’s, so I usually either end up staying the night with her or she stays the night with me. I’ve had two monthly cousins dinners with her family so far, and I actually look forward to them now. Last time, I brought over my silver box with my poker chips and cards, and we sat around Rayce’s table playing Blackjack and drinking beer and wine. Corrine made Sin in a Pan brownies, and they were fucking heavenly. 

Since the weather’s been so nice, we’ve taken to hanging out at the resort. There’s always something different to do. We’ve eaten at each restaurant and cafe, gone down the zip line, joined an excursion party on the resort’s yacht, and played in every pool on the grounds. 

Our favorite is the lazy river. Once Connor came with us, which Rayce would frown upon as undignified for an owner, but Connor swiped Little Max from Lizzy and Brett and used that as his excuse. It’s pretty clear he’s fond of that kid anyway, but I told Corrine I suspected Connor would go on the lazy river all by himself if his brother allowed it. She laughed and nodded. I’m getting a pretty good feel for this family.

I’m all the way unpacked and have started some of the upgrades I was originally going to do when I was going to sell the place. I almost decided to do them myself, since I know how and it’s cheaper, but I’m not exactly hurting for money and I’d rather spend my time apart from Corrine in the garage. So the weekend she had to stay in Rosebrook because she had too much homework to justify a visit, I worked on the car while a crew came in and painted almost every room in the house. 

It’s a little strange being here sometimes. Lizzy once asked me if it makes me sad to live here. It doesn’t. But even though this is my childhood home, sometimes I feel like a guest here more than the owner. Maybe it’s all the ghosts living here that keep me from feeling like it’s one hundred percent mine. I don’t know. I hope as I continue to renovate and change things, it’ll start to really feel like my home. 

I’ve spoken with both my mother and my grandmother several times. The conversations with my mother were awkward at first. She seems to have accepted things a little better, even though I can tell it’s still hard, and even surprised me in our most recent conversation. 

“I thought I would come pay you a visit.”

“Really? I’d love that.”

“Your grandmother isn’t up for traveling that far anymore, but Peggy said she’d look after her.” Peggy is my grandmother’s neighbor, and getting up there herself, but she’s able to do a lot more than my grandmother can. She’s been helping Mom out by checking on her from time to time, and even running the occasional errand. They do seem to be handling things there without me. 

“When would you want to come?”

“Mom has her last physical therapy appointment this Saturday, so I was thinking next weekend?”

“Wow, that’s quick.”

“If it’s too soon—”

“No, no, no. That’d be great. I’d love to see you.”
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When my mom first gets into town, I thought I’d bring her back to the house, but she suggests we have dinner at the hotel where she insisted on staying. It’s a place that’s new to her, apparently, which I suspect is the point. 

We talk about how things are going back home, and about my job here. At one point she asks, “Are you and that girl still seeing each other?”

“Corrine,” I say, gently. “Yes.”

She nods, contrite, concentrating on curling her pasta onto her fork. “Corrine. Right. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

She takes a bite and doesn’t say any more about it. We stay a long time, and by the time we’re getting the bill, she says, “It’s late. We should get some sleep.”

“What would you like to do tomorrow?”

“The concierge was telling me about a place around the corner that’s supposed to have good French toast. Want to go there for breakfast?” 

She’s talking to the concierge about places to go in a town she lived in for years?

“Have you ever been there before?” I ask, suspecting the answer.

She shakes her head. 

I sigh internally. She’s avoiding memories. I guess that’s her call. “We can do that. What time?”

The next morning, we have breakfast and she declares the French toast excellent; I went for the eggs Benedict. We sit there talking so long, I half expect her to suggest we have lunch there, too. Maybe she plans to just hide out here for her entire visit. 

But apparently, she’s done hiding. “So, maybe you can show me the renovations you’ve done on the house?”
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While giving Mom the tour, it becomes evident pretty quickly that it’s a good thing she didn’t stay here. It’s hard on her, and it’s hard on me to watch her walking through the house and be hurting so much, but it’s good too. I end up making her lunch, and we talk about things a little. 

She confirms my memory that the counters used to be green, and reminded me of other things, like the little built-in curio that used to be in the dining room but has since been removed. 

After a while it’s clear she’s had enough, but I feel we’ve made progress, because when she suggests we go for a drive to see Terrace Creek Olive Mill, she caps it off by saying, “Your dad and I used to love going there.”
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The olive mill is in the hills about an hour outside of town, off the same highway that leads to Rosebrook and Hartman College. They serve lunch and dinner on the patio, which has a nice view of the vineyards, but since we’ve had lunch and it’s still too early for dinner, we opt for drinks instead. It’s a relaxing way to spend the afternoon, and we’re able to talk about things more openly. 

I end up admitting that sometimes it feels off, living in that house. “It’s like it’s not really mine. It sometimes seems like it still belongs to you and dad.” 

“That might be something to pay attention to. It’s not good to live in the past, son.”

I wonder if she realizes that, out of the two of us, she needs that advice more than I do. 

“Maybe that town isn’t the right place for you.”

“No. It’s just how I feel about the house right now. Everything else is like... home.”

She furrows her brows, examining me as if wanting to know whether I’m telling the truth. 

I take a risk, and add, “Corrine, too.” 

She blinks, and her expression softens. “Tell me something about her.” 

“You want to hear about Corrine?” 

She takes a sip of her wine. “I don’t need a novel. Just tell me something. The only thing I know about her is...”

She doesn’t finish her thought, but she doesn’t need to. 

“Right. Well, she’s a senior at Hartman College.”

“Wait, how old is she?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Did she start late?”

“No, but she lost some time because she’s had a couple bouts with cancer. She’s been out for chemo a couple times.”

“Oh.” She frowns down at her wine glass. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She’s okay now.” I don’t want that to be the only thing she knows about Corrine, so I’m sure to get in more before she decides she’s heard enough. “She’s getting a degree in Psychology, but she’s actually switching to a different career field. She’s going to start working on an online communications degree after she graduates.”

She nods, watching me and listening, but she’s fussing with the stem of her glass. 

“She’s really funny and lively. And so kind.” Even I can hear the tenderness in my own voice when I talk about her. “She really likes to embrace life, too. I love that about her.” 

Her eyes are locked on me. “Are you in love?”

The question makes my heart race a little, but I’m not sure how to answer it. I’m fucking crazy about Corrine, and suspect I am falling for her, but we’ve only been dating three months, and most of that was from halfway across the country. It’s too soon to be making declarations of love. Sometimes people throw those words around like it’s nothing, but being in love is no small thing. 

I don’t think Mom wants to hear all my ruminations on the topic though, so I just say, “We haven’t said anything like that to each other. No.”

“Well, when have you ever told a woman you love her?”

I frown. Maybe I’m not the kind of guy to say it much. But isn’t showing it better than saying it, anyway? 

“Besides, that wasn’t my question.”

I smile. “I like her a lot, Mom.” So much I can practically see love on the horizon, I realize. But we have time. I’ll let it happen when it happens.

“Okay, then.” She takes a deep breath and sits back in her seat. “She sounds like a nice girl.”

I smile. “She is.”

“Maybe I should meet her.”

My eyebrows slowly raise. Did she really just say that?

“Hartman isn’t far. Maybe we could go up and take Corrine to dinner or something.”

I blink. “Really?”

“I don’t want to meet the others,” she says firmly. “I just want to meet her.”

“Okay. That’s okay. That’d be great, Mom. Thank you.”

I set it up with Corrine and within another fifteen minutes we’re on our way. Once we get on the road and head for Rosebrook, I start to feel a little anxious about the whole thing. Mom must be feeling it too, though probably worse than me, because the closer we get, the more she starts digging her thumb into the armrest.

“You okay?”

She nods. “Fine. Have you been to any of the wineries around here?”

“Not yet.”

“There’s some good ones. Your father and I really liked one over the hill that way. I can’t remember the name of it, though. I could look it up.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Once we hit Rosebrook, she clasps her hands together on her lap, squeezing tightly. She really doesn’t look okay. Maybe this is a bad idea. 

“We don’t have to do this, Mom. If it’s too hard for you—”

“No, we already told her we were coming.”

“She’ll understand. I promise.”

“No,” she says more firmly. She takes a deep breath and unclenches her hands. “I can’t go back still wondering about her.”
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Chapter 25 
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Corrine

I don’t know if I’m supposed to pick a place or if Mason has something in mind, but I’ve gone through the possibilities and come up with a few options. If they want something fancier, there’s The Iron House. If they want something casual, Delsa’s Diner has the best burgers in town. And for something in the middle, there’s Mexican food at El Toro’s, or Italian at Asiago’s. That should cover our bases.

It didn’t take too long to come up with that plan, though, so I’m spending the rest of the time talking to Lizzy on the phone and obsessing about the whole thing. 

“I don’t know what to say about what happened with his dad.”

“I don’t think you have to say anything. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk about it, either. She probably just wants to get to know you.”

“Yeah. But what if she does bring it up? What do I say?”

“I don’t know. All you can do is say what you feel. Just be honest and be yourself. I know this isn’t an ideal situation, but it’s easy for people to like you.”

“Well, when I see him, do I give him a hug and a kiss or not?”

Lizzy laughs. “Just do what you normally do.”

“I’m not making out with him in front of his mother.”

“Is that how you guys say hello?”

“Sometimes.”

“Oh my God, you guys are so adorable.”

“Seriously, Lizzy. What do I do?”

“Okay, okay. Look, no, you don’t want to be making out in front of her, but you don’t want to act like you don’t like him. She’s going to want to know that you guys have a good relationship and that you’re happy together. So treat her son the way you think he deserves to be treated, and leave it at that.”

“Okay. That makes sense.”

“Take a deep breath. It’ll be okay.”

That is probably my least favorite platitude in the entire world, but in this particular situation, it does kind of help. I take a deep breath. It probably will be okay. 

I hope. 

Later, when Mason texts me that they’re at the edge of town and stopping for gas, the butterflies start up. 

Mason: Let’s go somewhere casual. A pizza place or something?

I’m proud of myself for being ready with the response. 

Me: We could go to Delsa’s diner. They have great burgers. 

Mason: The place with the cookie pie? 

Last time he was here, we’d gone there late one night for snacks, so he hasn’t tried any of the regular food, aside from the volcano fries, which we had right alongside our cookies. 

Me: Yes. Do you think she would like that? 

Mason: That’s perfect. Meet you there? 

Oh, I like this meeting-there plan. That’ll save some awkwardness, probably. I head out the door immediately, wanting to be there first. 

When I arrive, I count myself lucky that one of the better booths is available, and hold it for us. While watching the door, I fuss with the stuff on the table, straightening the napkin dispenser, rotating the ketchup and mustard bottles so the labels face out, and moving around the little Specials placard. Like a nervous idiot. Which, of course, I am.

She comes to the door first, followed by Mason. In the instant I see her, I take in her body language, her facial expression, her behavior, looking for clues to how this might go. 

She has a purse with long straps slung over one shoulder. She’s hanging onto the top of her purse with one hand, and gripping the front strap with the other. Guarded. She scans the restaurant half-heartedly, seeming to wait for Mason’s lead to find me. I don’t know if she knows what I look like, anyway. Has he shown her a picture? How much have they talked about me? 

She looks as nervous as I feel, and my mind flies back to that party on Thanksgiving when Mason came into the lion’s den. I only have one person to meet and we’re in neutral territory. It could almost be considered my turf. How did he do it? 

His eyes land on me quickly. As he points me out and she looks at me, I slide out of the booth and come to a stand. 

They come in my direction, and I grip my hands in front of me. Then I make myself let go and try to stand normally. I give her a smile. I’m nervous, but my smile is genuine. This is Mason’s mother.

“Hi honey,” he says as he comes up to me. He gives me a kiss that’s the perfect blend of sweetness and affection, and I’m glad he took the lead. He slides an arm comfortingly around my shoulders. “Mom, this is Corrine. Corrine, this is my mother, Nancy.”

I extend my hand, wanting to put her at ease and keep all the nerves to myself. “I’m so happy to meet you.” Not a lie. I do want this. I have wanted this. I want it to go well. I want to know she’s okay with me, or at least okay enough that there are no problems between her and her son. 

In all my discussion with Lizzy, I somehow failed to realize that one simple thing. My thoughts were selfish. What would she think of me? What could I do to make sure she liked me? But now that she’s in front of me, I’m really more concerned about her. 

“Was the drive okay?” I ask, as we start to sit down. 

Mason sits next to me, putting his arm around my shoulders. Nancy watches that gesture, then brings her eyes to mine. She smiles slightly, for the first time. I wonder whose idea this was. She doesn’t seem prepared for it, any more than I am. 

“It’s not a bad drive,” she says. “We were halfway here anyway. We went to the Terrace Creek Olive Mill.”

“Oh.” I glance at Mason. “I’ve been wanting to go there. How was the food? I hear it’s amazing.”

She nods. “We didn’t have lunch there today, but the food is good.” She looks at Mason. “You should take her there sometime.”

I swear, part of me wants to come right out and ask her if she’s okay with us dating. I want to lean in, look her in the eye, and ask with nothing but concern for her, ‘Are you really okay with this? Am I hurting your relationship with your son?’

It’s something Lizzy would do, and probably pull off, too. But I’m not Lizzy, and a chicken besides. “Well, the food here isn’t on that level. As you can see, it’s pretty down-to-earth. But the burgers are incredible.”

“I was telling her about the cookie pies,” Mason says. 

“The shakes are good, too. They’re best known for their volcano fries, but I don’t know. You might need to be a dumb college kid to want to eat a giant basket of something like that.”

She’s been glancing around, taking in the place, with its red leather booths, white linoleum, and neon jukebox in the corner. When I make the comment about the fries, though, she looks back to me and smiles. It feels like a real smile. Her eyes even glitter a little. 

“I’m not afraid of your volcano fries.”

I laugh. It sounds like the comment a competitive person would make. Maybe it’ll be easier for us to get along than I thought. But I spoke too soon, because the waitress comes with our menus and waters, and leaves us to look over our options in awkward silence. 

I’m trying to think of something to say, and coming up blank. You’d think I’d never carried on a conversation before my life. This is just like when Mason was at our house for Thanksgiving. Our social skills dropped to minus ten. 

Again, I wish we could just talk about the real issue here, but I don’t have those kind of guts, I guess. I’m skimming the menu for something to do, but I’ll probably just get what I always get. My eyes land on an item, and I bring it up because I don’t know what else to say. “The onion rings are good, too.”

She puts down her menu and laces her fingers together. “I’ll get a burger. What do you say we split an order of volcano fries?”

“I could eat one by myself,” Mason says. “Corrine, could too. Don’t let her size fool you.” He nudges against my shoulder as he says that, giving me a devilish grin. 

Even when he’s just being playful, and even though his mom’s right here in front of us, he still gives my heart a little flutter. I can’t help but smile back, and remember Lizzy’s advice to let his mom see us be happy together. That’s the easy part. 

I look back to his mom. “I’m fine with sharing. We split one once.”

“Should we get two?”

“No,” I say at the same time Mason says, “Yes.”

“I win,” he says. “I’m buying.”

“No,” she says reaching over and patting his wrist. She turns her attention back to me. “I’m buying. So Corrine, how do you like Hartman?”

“It’s great. It’s a really good school. The classes are small so we get a lot of personalized instruction from the professors. And the students are pretty nice.”

“Have you made a lot of friends here?”

I nod, thinking about how many of them have graduated and moved on since I’ve been here. Funny, though. My best friends are still my cousins. And now Mason. I bite my lip, holding that little piece of information back. She maybe doesn’t want to hear about my cousins. But I decide to share the last part, about Mason, and she rewards me with another genuine smile. 

I realize I like her. This can’t be easy for her, but she does seem like a nice person. 

She asks me lots of questions after that, wanting to know if I have any siblings, where my parents live, what I’m majoring in, and what I plan to do after college. I’m glad I have the online communications degree answer all in line. In fact, it’s come in handy, since Mason and my family aren’t the only ones who are constantly wanting to know what I plan to do after graduation. 

I get her to talking about her job for a while, asking lots of questions and hoping she doesn’t feel like she’s being grilled by a reporter. But I don’t want to just talk about me. I want her to know I’m interested in her, too. Besides, she’s an ER nurse and has some funny stories. 

We’ve placed our orders, and as the waitress brings us our shakes and two orders of volcano fries, Mason says to his mom, “Tell her about the Tonka truck guy. “

We dive into our fries and I hear all about the guy who swallowed a little Tonka truck, the lady with two thumbs on one hand, and the kids who almost seriously went into a sugar coma the day after Halloween. She’s a pretty good storyteller, and several times I forget why this is supposed to be weird. It keeps coming back to me, though, and I think it’s because it’s still this unspoken thing everyone’s thinking about but nobody’s saying. 

But I don’t do anything to rock the boat, and eventually the meal is over, his mother’s paid the bill, and we’re saying our goodbyes in the parking lot. I walk back to my car feeling good, but playing it all through my head again, wondering how she feels about things. I think it went okay? 

I open the car door, but before I get in, Mason calls my name just behind me. I turn around, and see that his mother is already in the car, which is pointed in the opposite direction so she’s facing away from us. He’s come back to say something to me. Or maybe not say anything. 

He cups my face in his hands, and gives me the kind of kiss I thought I’d have to wait a whole week to get. I’m worried she might turn around and see us, but I allow him to pull me into his arms anyway. My body floods with warmth, and my heart beats thickly in my chest. Other parts of me are starting to gear up, but I tell them to stand down. We’re definitely not doing that right now. 

He pulls back, but keeps me close, cupping my face in his hand. “Thank you.”  

“Did it go okay? Is she all right?”

He nods. “It was good. You were great.” 

“She’s really nice. I like her.”

Pleased, he pulls me into an embrace, tucking his lips against my ear. “I’m crazy about you,” he says. “You know that, right?”

My heart flutters lightly against my chest, and I squeeze him. “Why wouldn’t you be crazy about a girl who can down a whole basket of volcano fries by herself?”

He laughs and pulls away. 

“I’m crazy about you, too. I’m so glad I got to meet your mom.”

“Me too. I’d better get back to her, I just had to give you a kiss.”

He kisses me again, then waits for me to get in and closes the door. I drive back to my apartment already missing him, but so happy with the knowledge that she’s okay. That I haven’t ruined things between them. It’s okay that Mason and I have had this time together after all. No harm done.
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Following the visit with Mason’s mother, it seems like there’s nothing holding us back. Our relationship seems to deepen to a different level, and he becomes more a part of me than he used to be. It’s a little scary, because I feel carried along by it all, but it’s so exhilarating that I’m mostly just enjoying it. 

The second weekend in May, the resort has their big Grand Reopening of the Cottages. They’re a long row of beach houses down on the shore, far beneath the bluff that holds the resort. They used to be owned by somebody else and have been a Swan Pointe highlight for decades, but the resort bought them when they went up for sale last fall and Lizzy took on the remodeling as her pet project. In fact, it’s how she met the love of her life.

The resort has been advertising this event for several months, and it seems like the whole city is here. The road and parking is to the rear of the little buildings, which face the ocean, and tents with refreshments are set up every three houses, so as people walk through and tour the new cottages, they never have to go far to refill their plates of food and glasses of champagne. 

Rayce, Lizzy, and Connor are spread out between the different tents, making themselves available for people who want to greet them. They’re busy, always surrounded by people, so Mason and I just wave from a distance and leave them to their work. 

As we go through the Cottages, enjoying the different themes in each house, Mason starts to make a game out of sneaking as many kisses as he can. It’s tricky, because there’s plenty of people here, but anytime were in a room alone, he pulls me into his arms and kisses me until he has to stop. 

It starts as something silly that involves a lot of giggling and in general acting like idiot teenagers. But in the blue and white loft of Cottage 15, we have a surprisingly long amount of time alone, and it turns to something else. It’s slower kisses, more meaningful gazes, and a longing that starts somewhere deep inside me. It’s an emotional need for him that fuels my physical desire, not the other way around. 

We don’t stay for the rest. Taking me by the hand, he leads me along the boardwalk back to the parking lot adjacent to the Cottages, and we climb on his bike. I wrap my arms around him, press my cheek to his back and inhale his scent. 

He drives to my place, since it’s closer, and all through the streets of Swan Pointe, I hold him tight and feel my heart pounding the whole way. My body needs him. But it’s also like my heart is reaching through me for him. 

When we get there, and I climb off the bike, he scoops me into his arms and carries me to the door. I nuzzle my nose into his neck. He smells so good, I want to taste him. So I do. He groans when my tongue touches his skin.

Once we’re inside, he sets me down in the foyer and we are a hot and slow storm of movement, kissing and caressing and leaving a trail of clothes from the front door to halfway up the staircase. There, we cannot wait any longer. He goes for my breasts, my stomach, then I’m leaning back on my elbows, legs spread, and him stretched out below me, burying his face in me. 

It’s a slow, intense climb, his little bit of scruff rubbing me just right. His tongue devours me, laps at me, sucks me long and slow. My head is hanging back, my hands are gripping the carpeted step, and I pant and whimper and let out little cries as he works me to climax. 

He doesn’t let up and I cry out his name, gripping the back of his head and contracting again and again. When it’s over, my heart is pounding and I’m hardly able to move. He scoops me up again. I’m limp and heavy in his arms as he carries me upstairs and sets me on the bed. 

Still standing next to the bed, he puts his mouth next to my ear and says lowly, “I’m not done with you yet.” There’s a hot surge of anticipation between my legs. He climbs onto the bed, kneeling beneath me and sitting back on his heels. 

I let my legs relax open, and look at his massive cock. I’ve been on the pill for a while now, so there’s no condom. It’s all Mason. 

He grips the top of my thighs and scoots me down slightly until we’re lined up. I watch as he grabs himself by the base and bends the tip to my opening. Still panting, I lift my head slightly so I can see. He penetrates me slowly. I exhale deeply, trembling, and my eyes flit up to his. He meets my eye too, then together we look again, watching him disappear inside me. My eyes slide shut as he folds on top of me, gently hitting bottom. 

I call his name again, but it’s a whisper. As he slowly pulls out, then pushes back in, I whisper again, “Mason.”

My arms are around his hard chest, and our bare stomachs rub together as we slowly rock. His hand comes to my neck and jaw, and he brings me to his mouth, where we open to one another instantly. We stay connected, tongues diving deep, and our rhythm slowly intensifies.

We keep on like this, and on, until our pace gets too quick and we break apart gasping. His hand cups the back of my head, gripping my hair and sending tingles along the roots. His cock works me faster, harder, and the base of his shaft nips at my clit again and again. 

My chest and neck flush hot as I cling to him with both arms, nails digging into his skin. The line where our bodies meet blurs, and I understand what it means to become one.  

“I—” But I stop myself from saying what I was thinking. I’m almost incoherent anyway, struck as I am with ecstasy. Instead I whisper between gasps. “Mason, Mason, Mason.”

Then his name on my lips turns into a long, high cry as I’m drawn up and up and over the edge. His body flexes taut and we come together in a dizzying swirl of sensation. 

I am overcome with us.

When we release, his weight drops heavily on me and I exhale with the satisfaction of it. I hang onto him, breathing hard. He’s still buried deep in my body, and we lay motionless, unwilling for a long time to let go.
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Those are the kind of moments that stop time.

Between being absorbed with everything Mason, and working on the final projects of my last semester ever, time is the exact thing I lose track of. 

It’s hard to believe, but I really do. 

Mason and I are at Lizzy’s old place in Swan Pointe, pulling our clothes back on for the second time since I arrived an hour ago and trying to decide where we should go for dinner later tonight. It’s just before five, a fact I will notate later, though I couldn’t tell you why. 

The point is this. The call from the nurse that should’ve been expected, instead comes as a shock. An actual surprise. She could’ve reached right through the phone and shaken me around by the neck, and it wouldn’t have knocked me off my feet any less.

I try to act normal, because Mason is right here, but I don’t know what to make of my own reaction. I don’t understand it, and it’s more than a little disturbing. 

Is this a premonition I feel? I don’t know.

But it’s not like I don’t know what to do, so some little part of my brain takes over and I manage to get through the conversation on autopilot. I consult my calendar. We set up the MRI. I say thank you for calling, which is sort of laughable now that I think about it. I hang up. 

In the half second that follows, strangely numb, I count forward. 

Ten days.
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Chapter 26 
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Mason

It’s been an interesting week with Corinne. I haven’t seen her much until yesterday, because she’s up at Hartman and I’m down here in Swan Pointe, but even on the phone and video chat, she hasn’t been herself. 

I’ve asked her a couple times if she’s nervous about her upcoming MRI, and she denies it every time, but that has to be it. It started with the phone call, and hasn’t let up. She’s trying to be her normal self, I can tell. But there’s an undercurrent of somberness. When she thinks I’m not looking, I’ll catch her staring off into the distance, her brows in a tight knot, and her mouth drawn down. 

I want to ask her cousins if it’s always like this for her, but even though we usually see at least a little bit of them when she comes to Swan Pointe, we haven’t this weekend. When I asked if she wanted to see them, she said, “I just want to be with you this weekend.”

I spend all day Friday and half the day today trying different things to cheer her up, only with moderate success. Then, as we’re finishing up our burritos from The Burrito Bar not far from my work, I get the perfect idea. More than perfect. It’s fucking brilliant. 

––––––––
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Corrine

We’re supposed to be heading back to Mason’s Place, but he takes what I think is wrong turn on State Street. “Where are we going?”

“I have a surprise for you.”

Two days. 

“Okay.” I take his hand and squeeze. I smile at him, trying to keep all my recent anxiety away. 

Two days. 

I want to enjoy every second I have with him. I don’t want to ruin it. Not yet. 

Two days. 

It’s been incessant. And ominous.

I give myself an internal shake, as I’ve had to do so many times recently. “Do I get a hint?” I give him what I hope is a playful smile. I don’t feel very playful, truth be told, but I’m trying. 

“A hint,” he says. “Okay. Bones.”

“Bones?” I face forward. We’re turning onto Mitchell Street. “Are we going to the cemetery?” That was stupid. We’re nowhere near the cemetery. 

“Uh... no.”

I wish I’d kept my guess to myself. I don’t need to reveal how morbid my thoughts have been lately. 

“Here’s a different hint. This should make it easy.”

“Okay.”

“Four legs.”

“Four legs?” Then I realize what part of town we’re in. “Wait a minute.” I look at him and he has this ridiculously huge grin. But I really, really hope he’s not taking me where I think he is. “Um...” I say. Then the building comes in sight. 

I’ve never actually been here before, but I stalk them on Facebook almost every day. Well, not for the last week or so. It’s a brown, one story, nondescript building, with a plain black sign that reads, Humane Society of Swan Pointe. 

“What are you doing?”

“You said you can’t have a dog because of your apartment, right? What if we get you one now, and it can stay with me until you graduate and have someplace to bring him?”

I’m shaking my head. This is a bad idea. A really, really bad idea. 

“No. I should wait. The dog will think it belongs to you. It’ll get confused when we try to bring it—” I stop. 

Bring it where? I still have no plans for living anywhere else besides Lizzy’s old place. I don’t know if I’m even going to have to worry about it, now do I? Why the fuck would I want a dog? What the fuck am I supposed to do with a dog if I get sick? How is that fair? As if things aren’t bad enough right now. As if I wouldn’t be giving up enough already. 

“It’ll be fine. As much as we see one another, the dog will know you, too. Besides I’ve seen you with dogs. They all love you no matter who they belong to.”

He’s parking the car. He’s turning off the engine. 

“No,” I say, apparently too quietly. 

He’s opening the door. 

“No!”

He freezes and looks at me. 

“No. No, I’m not doing this.” I’m not acting right. I know I’m not. I should just come up with some sort of reasonable explanation and not get so upset. But I’m not getting out of this car. I’m not going in that building. I’m not looking at all those animals and having to walk out of there without one. Because we’re definitely not going home with some poor dog. 

If he wants to get a dog on his own, that’s his business, but it can’t have anything to do with me. I’m still shaking my head. 

“Okay, okay. What’s wrong? I thought you’d like this.”

“Well, I don’t. Can we please go?”

He shuts his door and starts the car and we pull out of the parking lot. I don’t even look at the building. I look straight ahead. We don’t talk. I should try to fix this, but I can’t. 

Two days. Two fucking days. Two goddamn fucking days. 

What’s wrong with me? It’s not like I’ve never done this before. It’s not like I don’t know what to do. Why am I losing it already? I can lose it later if I have to, but I shouldn’t be doing this now. 

I can’t seem to help it, though. When we get to his house, he apologizes, as if he’s the one who did something wrong. But I still can’t make it right. 

We get out of the car, and instead of heading for the door, I just head to my car. “I think I’m going to go.”

“Corrine, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that would upset you.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong. I promise. I just need a nap. I’m just really tired and I need a nap and you haven’t done anything wrong, okay?”

I’m sorry, I think. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. 

“I just need a nap, all right?” It’s a ridiculous thing to say, because it’s six o’clock at night. Who takes a nap at six o’clock at night? But I can’t stay here right now. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I can’t have a conversation with him and try to pretend everything’s okay. 

He pulls me into his arms. “All right.”

I hug him tightly, tucking my head down against his chest, pinching my eyes shut. I squeeze him tighter, and he squeezes me too. Tighter, I want to say, but I don’t think it’s going to help. There’s no magic for me today. There hasn’t been for a week. Because even though I’ve been allowing myself to believe that there’s safety in Mason’s arms, the reality is, there are some things he can’t protect me from. 

Two days. 

I squeeze him tighter. I want to stop time. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to come in?” he asks tentatively. 

But I’m about to lose it, so I shake my head and pull out of his arms and go to my car, not knowing what to do next.

I end up at Lizzy’s, because of course I don’t need a nap. She and Brett and Little Max are sitting down to dinner, but she takes one look at me, pulls me aside, and asks, “Are you okay?”

I instantly realize this is not where I should have come. Talking about this is only going to make it worse. I need to just put my chin up. Try to get it together. I need to just do what I always do. 

Why haven’t I called Connor and gone on an adventure? I haven’t even been thinking about my bucket list. I’ve just wanted to spend time with Mason, and then I go and do this. Why did I freak out so badly on him? 

Lizzy and I are sitting on her staircase. I close my eyes and rest my forehead on my clasped hands, taking a deep breath. “I’m just having a weird day. I’m okay.”

She’s rubbing my back slowly. “You don’t seem okay.”

Well, two fucking days. What does everyone expect? 

I exhale, far more frustrated with myself than I am with her. She’s not expecting any more of me than I expect of myself. 

“I’m just, I don’t know. I’m a little stressed out. I’ll be okay. Sorry for interrupting your dinner.”

I start to stand, and she stands with me. “Are you worried about your MRI?”

I fold my arms, look toward the game table, shrug my shoulder. That’s about as much talking about it as she’s going to get. 

“Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.”

I adore my cousin, but why the fuck do people say shit like that when they have no fucking clue if it’s going to be okay? They don’t know any better than I do, or the doctors either. We’re all just stumbling along wishing for the best. 

But I know better than to pin my hopes on wishes. 

“I’m going to go home.”

“Are you all right?”

“I just need a nap.”

“Okay.” 

She gives me a hug and tells me, again, that everything will be okay. She says it with a big smile, like that’s all it takes to make things so. But I understand she means well, so I smile back and let her believe I’ve been comforted. 
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By the time I get to the car, I finally know who I need. I think about texting, but call instead. 

“Hi,” Rayce answers. “What’s up?”

“Can we watch a movie?” I don’t have to pretend with him. 

“Just you?” he asks soberly. He knows what this is.

“Yeah. Are you busy?”

There’s the briefest of pauses, then, “No. Come on over.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

When I get there, he already has blankets on the couch and an obscenely huge bowl filled with popcorn. He likes the super buttery microwave crap. It doesn’t matter to me. I don’t want any, anyway.

As I approach the couch, he grabs one of the blankets and starts to wrap me up in it. I tuck my hands under my chin and hang on to it like a lifeline as he wraps it around and around, so tight. When I was little, he’d wrap me up like this and call me “little burrito.” Back then, my biggest problems were the bullies at school who’d pick on me for my size. 

Over the years it’s turned into this thing we do. Sometimes it’s so long in-between, that I wonder how he knows without me coming out and saying it that this is what I need. But he always does. He did it when my parents split up and I had to move away and leave everyone. He did it a few times when I was sick. I don’t know how he ever, as a kid himself, figured out that sometimes I just need to be wrapped up and comforted by my big cousin. 

It’s not the sense of safety Mason gives me. Rayce has never had magic that deep. But it’s still good, and I need it. 

He’s tucking in the last corner, and keeps his eyes on his task as he asks, “Want to talk about it?”

He always offers. Sometimes I take him up on it, eventually. But often I don’t. I shake my head. 

He looks me in the eye now. “You remember our deal, right?”

I furrow my brows, not sure what he’s referring to.

“If anyone hurts you...”

“No. God, it’s not that.”

He nods briefly, satisfied. “I didn’t think so, but I had to ask.”

We sit down, him in his work clothes and black socks and me in my blanket cocoon. It used to feel so cozy and safe. But this deep pit in my chest is still aching. 

He grabs the popcorn bowl, brings it onto his lap, and puts his arm around me. I lean into him, praying to God this will help me feel some comfort. 

He tilts the bowl slightly toward me, offering. I shake my head.

“Thinking about your test?”

I nod. I guess that’s all it is, right? But it’s not like I’ve never faced an MRI before.

He doesn’t comment. He doesn’t tell me it will be okay. He just gets us settled in deeper, hugs me more securely, and reaches for the remote. This is something I can always count on from Rayce. He rarely makes me talk if I don’t want to. He knows when I just want someone to sit with me and not pretend. 

He pushes play, but has to push pause again because there’s a quiet knock at the door. It’s almost like whoever it is wasn’t sure if they wanted to be heard.

I look at him questioningly, wondering if he’s expecting someone. 

He pulls his arm off me, puts the bowl on the coffee table, and gets up. “I’ll be right back.”

He disappears into the foyer and I hear the door open. This is followed by whispering: his low voice and someone I don’t recognize, I don’t think. A woman? I don’t hear the door close, but he appears again, heading for the bar in the kitchen. He’s glancing around, then spots something on one of the black stools. 

I see it too, then. It’s a little black clutch.

He grabs it, holds it tight by his side away from me, and goes back to the door. 

Jesus. 

There’s more whispering. This time I can make it out. 

A woman: “Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll call you later.” 

I hear a brief kiss and the door shutting again, but I’m off the couch, shrugging out of the blanket. 

He comes back in, frowning when he sees me. “What are you doing?”

“You weren’t working late. You had a date.”

“Yeah? So?” He grabs the blanket from the floor and throws it around my shoulders again. I’m letting him wrap me up again, but maybe I shouldn’t. I’m an adult now, and he’s an adult too with a life of his own. Maybe I shouldn’t lean on people like this anymore. Maybe my demons are too big for this now, anyway. 

“God, Rayce, you should’ve told me you had someone here.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Yes, it is.” This isn’t right. I don’t even know what I’m doing.

“I just met her. She’s not as important as my little cousin.”

I almost forgot what it was like for people to disrupt their lives for me. I hate this. God, I hate this. I start to tear up. 

“Hey, little burrito.” 

That only gets the tears flowing harder. I’m falling apart. I wasn’t supposed to do this here. 

“Whoa there.” He pulls me in and wraps his arms around me. “What is it? This seems like more than the test.”

I nod against his chest. It is, but why? Why? Why am I hurting so much this time?

“What’s got you so upset?” 

“I don’t know,” I say pitifully.

“How can you not know?”

But I just shake my head.

“What do you need? What can I do for you?”

I don’t know. I don’t know what I need. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I just need to feel safe, even if just for a little bit.

“Can we just watch the movie? Please?”

“Okay. I’m sorry. Come here.” We get settled in again and he starts the movie, giving me what I want. He holds me tightly in my little cocoon, and I lay my head against him, and wish and wish that none of this had ever happened. I wish I’d never had cancer. I wish I could’ve had a normal life. Why did this have to happen?

But even as badly as I feel, I at least have enough wits about me to know that’s a dangerous road to go down. So I stop. I make myself focus on the movie. I focus on being very still, a little burrito protected by my big cousin. 

But I’m not a child anymore. And the person I need to make me feel safe is Mason. But he can’t give that to me right now. If he saw me like this, he’d make me talk. And I don’t want to talk. 

I just need to be with someone I know will be here for me no matter what, and Rayce is blood. I don’t need to feel guilty about his commitment to me through the worst. 
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Chapter 27
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Corrine

When I get home, I’m more calm, resigned to face whatever is coming. I go into the spare bedroom and the closet where I’ve stashed a couple cardboard boxes. The closet is otherwise empty, and I never come in here. Tonight though, I’m feeling the need to take stock. 

I sit cross-legged on the floor, pull the flaps on one box, and lightly rummage through my collection of hats and scarves. Some of them are from America, but most of them are from all over the world. Connor was still living on his boat back then, so in between visits he’d pick up a Rasta cap or beret or something like that, and bring it back for me. 

Some of the hats are too impractical to actually use. I preferred the soft ones that I could wear lying down. My favorite was actually a head wrap he got from South Africa. But it was still fun to have some of the other ones. He made it fun, even though it really sucked.

I run both hands through my hair, letting the long strands lace through my fingers. I grab a lock by the end. I pull it taut, and mark my finger where it ends. 

Took me two and a half years to get to this point. 

I sigh, looking over probably the coolest hat collection anyone dying of cancer could ask for, but I so don’t want to fucking need it again. I sit there for a while, absently running my fingers over the soft fabric of the scarves, along the hard rim of the Gaucho hat. 

I do the same in the other box, then lift out one of the journals that’s at the bottom. I thumb through it, the pages flipping rhythmically, but not reading it. I remember fine what it was like. 

I stay there for a while, sitting quietly in the silent house until things are more quiet and silent within me. Then I slowly close the boxes, and tuck them back in the corner. 

Two days. 

I’m going to make them count.

––––––––
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Mason

Corinne has to take a day off school Monday for the test, because she has to take it in Swan Pointe. I’ve taken the day off work as well, and go with her. She said there was no need for me to, and that I’d just spend most of the time bored to death in the waiting room. But I told her I wanted to be there. She didn’t fight me on it. Her meltdown on Saturday scared the hell out of me, but the last two days have been better.

It’s a beautiful day, so I pick her up on my bike. As she comes out of her house and sees me on the bike, she stops short and stares at it. 

“Should I have brought the truck?” 

“No. I just realized, we haven’t done a road trip yet. Why haven’t we done that yet?”

“We will. I promise. We can do it this summer.”

She gives me a strange look, then smiles and says, “Of course.”

––––––––
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Corrine

When the MRI is finally over, I’m strangely calm. I walk down the broad hall painted in beiges and pastel pinks. The waiting area up ahead slowly comes into view. Mason is sitting on a chair, an open magazine on his lap. He’s not looking at it, though. He’s looking through the windows, but there’s nothing out there but the parking lot. His right leg is bouncing slightly, and his face has that look of worry people get when they don’t realize they’re sitting there looking worried.

The sight of him like that stops me short. I back up a few steps so he won’t see me and lean back against the wall. Images flash through my mind of times I’ve seen people around me with that look, and worse. He’s worried now? This is nothing. 

It’s bad enough seeing my family go through that. I won’t let him do it, too. 

I take a resolute breath, then continue on down the hall. 

Now that the test is over, I’m hoping for time before I get the results. Last time was so quick. I don’t want that this time. But when we get home, I decide to make the most of this afternoon, just in case it’s the last good afternoon we have.

I want to ask him to make love to me, but I don’t want to say the word love and scare him. I’ve accepted the fact that I’ve fallen in love with him. I didn’t plan our moments to turn into something this huge, but I’m okay with it. Grateful, even. It’s a miracle I get to experience anything like this, even though that’s the thing that’s making me crazy. I figured out why this one’s been so hard on me. I have so much more to lose now. 

But it’s still okay, because it’s just me. Mason hasn’t said he loves me, so he must not. It’s better that way. It’s so much better for him that way, that I can’t even feel sad that he’s not in love with me the way I am with him. It’ll make things easier for him. That’s all I care about.

So since I don’t want to ask for it with my words, I ask for it with my touch, and my kiss, and the way I let my body melt against his. He gives me what I need, and afterward we stay in bed for a long time. 

These tests really do make me tired, and we sleep some. But even after we wake up, I’m not in a hurry to leave our little nest, or his arms, which feel safe to me again. I’ve decided to let them, and not think about whether or not that safety is a false promise. 

That’s where I am when I get the call. The results come back quickly, once again. When my doctor tells me everything is clean, I start to shake all over. 

I don’t have a stitch on. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, holding the phone to my ear, with Mason’s hand gently rubbing my bare back, and I’m just shaking and shaking. 

I don’t know how many times I say thank you before we say goodbye, but by the time I hang up, Mason has pulled himself up and curled his body next to me from behind. I look at him. I’m still trembling all over. His eyes dart to the phone, quivering in the hand resting on my leg, then back to me. 

He looks scared and hopeful and confused. He heard me say thank you, over and over again like it was good news, yet sees me shaking like I’ve just had a conversation with Death himself. 

He’s hopeful, but afraid. He’s afraid without even knowing how bad things can get in the darkest hours. I’m so grateful this is the worst he’s going to have to go through. 

I can only say one word, “Negative,” before breaking down completely. 

He smiles broadly at my news, and as my tears start to flow, he holds me and laughs gently and kisses my cheek again and again. And I just let it all go. 

“Oh, sweetheart,” he says kissing my cheek again, and stroking my hair. “You’re okay.”

I let him hold me and comfort me. Later, when we’re celebrating over a double order of cauliflower crack, he remarks that he had no idea these tests were so hard on me. They usually aren’t, of course, but I don’t tell him that. It’s better for him that he doesn’t know.
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Chapter 28
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Corrine

Today is the day I’ve been looking forward to for six years. It’s a gorgeous Central California day, and the quad in front of Old Main has been transformed. There’s a raised stage, draped with purple bunting, where the President of the College, all the Deans, and some honored guests sit in their long robes. 

To one side is a set of portable risers where all the professors are sitting. On the other side, is the orchestra and choir. Hartman boasts a nationally-recognized conservatory, so the music we’ll hear today will be stellar. In front of the stage are row after row of chairs, stretching almost all the way to the end of the quad, with an aisle down the middle. The first several of these are filled with those of us who are graduating, and all of our guests are in the rows behind that. Somewhere back there are my parents and stepparents, my grandparents, my cousins, Mason, and, shockingly, Mason’s mother. I could not have asked for a more perfect graduation gift. 

We’re all in alphabetical order, but my friend, Hailey, is in the row in front of me, and two over. As the program advances through remarks, speakers, and musical numbers, we keep grinning at one another. We got together last night with some other friends and partied for the last time. Tomorrow she flies to Iowa, where she’ll be getting her master’s degree in finance. I’ll miss her, but I’ve said goodbye to so many people over the years, I’ve gotten pretty good at it, and this time I’m the one graduating. 

Finally we get to the part we’ve all been waiting for. One of the Deans calls out the names, and Dean Jennings hands us the padded diploma folder as we walk across the stage, one at a time. He shakes each person’s hand, but he’s been known on rare occasions to offer certain students a different sort of farewell. It turns out, I’m one of them, and when he gives me a hug and tells me he’s proud of me, I grin back at him like an idiot. 

“I did it!” I lift my shoulders and raise my eyebrows, and he laughs. 

“Yes, you did. I can’t wait to see what you do next.”
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Everyone’s been asking for months what I’m going to do after graduation. I’ve been so focused on just graduating, whether I was going to need to go back into treatment or not, that it was fine to just sort of put everybody off. But now that graduation is finally over, I feel a little untethered. I keep thinking, Now what? 

But life is sort of going along. I finally have a permanent, full-time job at the resort, working the concierge desk. In spite of being related to the owners, I’m still low man on the totem pole, so I work odd hours. I tend to work evenings, so it interferes with Mason time, but at least I get most weekends off. 

Mason and I spend as much time together as we can. We see my cousins plenty, too. On the weekends, we often spend time at the resort taking advantage of all it has to offer. We’ve practically made a routine of Sunday afternoon brunch at the resort’s poolside restaurant, the Sandbar, followed by a few hours floating the lazy river. We freaking loooove that lazy river, man.

Lizzy has told me more than once I can take my time figuring out where I want to live, but I feel like I need to get out of that old house of hers so she can finally sell it. She’s hung on to that thing for a year-and-a-half now, thanks to various indecisive family members. That’s plenty long enough. 

I don’t really know where to go, though, and I keep putting off looking for an apartment. My cousin’s keep talking like they assume I’m going to buy a place, instead of rent like I’ve been thinking. I guess because they know how much money I inherited and figure I have plenty. But aside from a house, honestly, being a waste of my resources, it would only be another complication later, so when the solution to my housing problem comes in an unexpected manner, I jump on it. 

On the first of July, I get an email from the trust’s lawyer, George Hollister, with an update on the apartments I inherited, which is somewhat routine. However, I notice someone’s put in their thirty-day notice and there’s going to be a vacancy at the end of the month. I call his office, and set an appointment to see him.

A few days later I meet with him shortly before my shift. Afterward, since it’s not far, I’ll stop by and see Mason on my way to work. I love stopping in there. Everyone’s really nice, and it’s fun to see what he’s working on. He’ll talk my ear off about it, telling me all about stuff I honestly don’t understand, but it’s so fun to see him get excited like that. I may even be there in time to join him for his lunch walk.

When I sit in the chair across from George’s desk, he greets me warmly as he always does. He’s an old friend of the family, and knew my Uncle Grant back when they were my age. After a bit of chit chat, and him congratulating me on my recent graduation, he says, “What can I help you with today?”

I meet with him once every few months to go over things related to my inheritance, which is still under the umbrella of the trust since I’m underage, and I’m several weeks early for our regular meeting. 

“I wanted to talk to you about the apartments.”

“All right.”

“You said there’s going to be a vacancy there?”

This isn’t the first time that apartment has had a vacancy since I inherited it. It’s happened once or twice in the last year-and-a-half, but I never really paid attention to them before. “Yes. But you don’t need to worry. The management company will find new renters.”

“Right, I understand. But I was wondering if I might be able to live there.”

“You want to live there?”

I nod. 

“Why?”

“Well, now that I graduated, I need a full-time place here in Swan Pointe. I can’t keep staying at Lizzy’s old house.”

“Well, that’s true. But wouldn’t you rather have a house? You know, I wouldn’t have any problem approving funds for a reasonable purchase. I think that’d be appropriate. I mean, you’re not wanting a yacht like your cousin, are you?” he says with a wink. 

I laugh. “No, I’m staying here. I’m working full-time at the resort now. I get to be a concierge.”

He nods. 

“And I have a boyfriend.”

“Very good. Will you stay at the resort while you’re doing your online classes?” He knows about this because the last time we met he asked me what I plan to do after graduation, like everyone else on the planet, so I gave him the same answer I give Mason and everyone else. “Yes, I still need to get signed up.”

“Well, don’t worry about funds. You have plenty. You haven’t spent hardly anything. You could probably afford a nice single-family home something in the range of—”

I cut him off. “No. No, thank you. The apartment will be fine.” They’re nice apartments, most of them three bedrooms, and well kept. My Uncle Grant didn’t invest in slums. I’d be perfectly comfortable there. 

George is giving me a searching look. This guy’s sharp as a tack, too, so the last thing I need is for him to go probing. “Why do you want to live in an apartment?”

I shuffle a bit in my seat, then lift my chin and look right back at him. “Does the trust require that they all be rented out so they’re preserved as an investment? Because if so, I can find an apartment elsewhere. That’s not a problem.”

“No.” He gives me a look that makes me suspect he knows I just avoided answering his question. “It’s yours, and if you want to live there, that’s fine. I’m just not sure I understand your reasoning.”

I shrug. “I just think that will work better for me. For now.”

He looks at me for a moment, then raises his hands slightly, as if to say whatever makes you happy. “I can let the property management company know. Is it all right if they get in touch with you directly to arrange a move-in date, and keys, and so forth?”

“Yes, that’d be great. Thank you.”
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I’m relieved that I finally have a plan in place that will get me out of Lizzy’s hair, but I’m feeling inclined to keep it to myself for now. When I stop by to see Mason, I don’t mention it. He’ll want to know my reasons, and probably won’t let go of it as quickly as George Hollister did. I’m not telling my cousins either, since I know they’ll want to argue with me as well. 

But I know what I’m doing. They can think what they want, but it’s for everyone’s sake that I’m keeping things low risk. 

It has crossed my mind that the doctors could be right this time. It has been two and a half years. But I’ve had the rug pulled out from underneath me before, and I guess I don’t believe it. Not really. 
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Chapter 29 
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Mason

It’s late afternoon on the Fourth of July, and we’re making the most of Corrine’s evening off. Since the resort has a big celebration tonight, including a firework show she’s promised will be spectacular, we decided to come early and play. It’s no surprise we ended up in the lazy river. 

“This is almost better than lying on the beach,” she says, languidly, her arms crossed over the edge of the big black inner tube, her chin resting on her hands. Her body is through the center of the tube, just as my body is through the center of mine, and I can see her legs and the orange bottom of her bikini through the wavy water. 

“Nothing’s better than lying on the beach.” I smile and rest my chin on my arms, too. Our fingers are loosely laced together in the small space between us. 

“Nothing,” she says with a mischievous smile. “What about working on cars?”

“Well, that.” I grin.

“What about working on me?” she says lowly. 

I laugh and curl my fingers tighter around hers, bringing her inner tube a little closer. We lift our chins together and give each other a kiss. 

“You shouldn’t talk like that with so many youngsters around,” I say, referring to the kids and teens floating around the river with us. There’s the occasional parent in the mix, but the kids pretty much ignore all the adults, and Corrine and I are content to ignore them, too. Every now and then someone gets rowdy and gets our attention, but for the most part, we’re the only two people out here.

“You mean I shouldn’t talk about how I like to go down on your—”

I kiss her quickly as a means of shutting her up and we both laugh. 

“You’re so naughty,” I say, bopping her nose to get even. 

She scowls good-naturedly and I laugh again. 

I love this girl so much. I can’t imagine anyone else ever taking her place. 

I’ve considered the issue of her living situation over there at Lizzy’s, and mine in my parents’ old house, and realized the solution to both problems is the same. We each need a different place, a new place, but we need to be in that place together. We’ve gone long enough keeping up pretenses. We’re together so much, and sleep with one another damn near every night anyway, we may as well make it official. 

But it’s more than the convenience of logistics. I want to. I know it’s a big step, but it doesn’t feel like that with her. It feels natural. Right. And I’m going to talk to her about it soon. 

Looking at her now, her blue eyes glittering with the reflections on the water, I know that I want her to be in my arms every night and every morning, in a bed that we own together. 

I bring her in for another kiss, overwhelmed with love for her, and encouraged by the love for me I see in her eyes. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Corrine

When the sun sets and we start losing our light, we climb out of the water and dry off a bit. I have my big beach bag here with our stuff, and we throw on some clothes. A dry t-shirt for him and a thigh-length cover-up for me, then we sit at the poolside bar so we can continue to dry out and chat as dusk turns to evening. 

Once we’re ready for dinner, we head to Lizzy’s office where she’s let us stash the rest of our stuff. Though we’re keeping things casual tonight, we still had to come prepared if we wanted to be able to hang here all day without having to go back and forth to the house to get ready. 

Lizzy’s heard about our sexual escapades and made me swear we wouldn’t do it in her office, so all we do is change into clothes suitable for a casual dinner and I fix my hair and put on some gloss. He puts his phone, keys, and wallet in his jeans pocket like normal, but I opt to just take my phone and come back for my bag before we head home.

After dinner, we still have a bit of time to kill, so as people start to gather on the rear of the grounds, closer to the golf course, we go for a stroll around the building. 

It’s dark, and as we circle around the west wing, the grounds are nearly void of people. The second-floor grand balcony is up ahead, and we seem to remember our first night together at the same time, because we both look at one another with not-so-guilty expressions and laugh. 

We won’t be having a repeat performance tonight, though, since there’s a couple of people over by the tables. Instead we wander past and go toward the edge of the bluff where there’s a low, brick wall to keep people from going too far. 

We stop and look out at the ocean, arm in arm. The moon is out, so it’s all glittery on top of the deep dark of the water. 

“This has been the perfect day,” Mason says. 

I smile up at him as he brings me into his arms. “It has. And it’s not even over yet.” He’s gonna love those fireworks. 

“Hey.” He rubs my jaw lightly with his fingertips. “I have an idea.”

“Okay.” I give him a gentle squeeze. 

“How about we scratch something else off your bucket list?”

I grin. “I love scratching things off my bucket list.”

He laughs softly. “I know you do. You have this weekend off? Right?”

I nod. “How about we finally do that road trip we’ve been talking about?” 

“Oh my god, yes!” I lean into him and he laughs again. 

“I checked the forecast, and it looks good. We could go up the coast as far as we can, find a place to stay, then drive back the next day.”

“On your Harley, right?” I ask excitedly. 

He’s grinning at me, looking so pleased with himself. “You like that idea?”

“I love it!”

He cups my face in his hands and gives me a kiss. We pull back for a moment, then he brings me in again. This one turns into something soft, and lingering. It’s the kind of kiss that’s so slow and so tender it brings my heart right into his, like we’re making love. I practically melt against his chest. I love it when he kisses me like this. 

When he pulls away, he keeps my face in his hands. “I want to tell you something,” he whispers. 

“Okay,” I whisper back, still in the afterglow of his kiss.

“I’ve decided to find a new place.”

“You have?”

He nods. “I’ve tried, but I don’t want to stay there anymore. I want to look for a new place, and I want you to look with me.”

“Okay,” I whisper again, though I’m a little confused by his meaning, because it sounds like he just wants help picking a place out, and why wouldn’t I help? We do everything together anyway. But it feels like he’s asking something bigger than that, and I have a funny feeling about it.

He must see I need clarity. He caresses my cheek again and says, “I want us to live together.”  

I don’t move. I don’t breathe. Live together? Why is he saying that? Why on earth would he suggest that, unless...

“I’m tired of being apart from the woman I love.”

The word echoes around in my brain. 

Love. 

Not my love for him, which has been resonating inside of me for months. No. His love for me. 

Wait, wait, wait. No, no, no. 

He can’t do this. My hands grip the material of his shirt, below his shoulder blades. This would be bad. So bad. He’d be stuck with me then. No. I mean, if I were at the five year mark, then hell yes, but I’m so fucking far from that so, hell no. 

My thoughts must be registering on my face, because his smile slowly fades as he watches me. In fact, he gets a look on his face I’ve never seen before. His grip on me slowly loosens, and we pull out of each other’s arms.

I know I need to stop staring at him like this, but fuck, fuck, fuck. I can’t hardly think what to do. What have I done? How have I let him get this deep in with me? 

“I—” I don’t know what to say. This cannot happen. We absolutely cannot do this.

“You can think about it,” he says uncertainly. 

“No,” I blurt out, not meaning to make it sound that way and my heart clenching as I watch him flinch. Okay, fuck. I need to calm down and be more gentle about this, but he shouldn’t be entertaining thoughts like this. I have to stop this train of thought before it goes any further.

“I mean, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You don’t want to think about it.” He says it as a statement, not a question. He’s hurt. Shit, he’s hurt and it’s my fault. 

I try really hard to sound more normal and not be in such a fucking panic. “No. I mean, I appreciate the offer, but—”

“The offer? I’m not offering you a car, I just asked you to move in with me.” 

Fuck, I’ve really hurt him. I see it all over his face. He looks like he’s trying to keep it together though, so I force myself to take a steadying breath so I can reassure him. 

I run my hand through my hair and try to smile. I’m still reeling. “I know, thank you. It’s sweet, but I don’t think it’s a good time.” No, scratch that! That sounds like there might be a good time later, like a few months down the road or something, but I can’t lead him to believe this is an option we can keep discussing. He needs to get this idea out of his head. “I mean, I don’t think it’d be a good idea.”

“Why not?”

Dammit. I cannot get my brain wrapped around this and the fact that he’s so clearly hurt and actually starting to get angry is freaking me out even more. I just need to calm this whole thing down so we can go back to normal.

But I don’t know what to say. 

“It’s just, I mean I’d love to, but...” But what? I’m stumbling all over my words. “I...”

It’s not fair that he’s looking at me like this. I mean, this came out of nowhere. He loves me? He wants me to move in with him? No, we’re supposed to be just dating and having moments. I can fall in love with him, but he’s not supposed to fall in love with me. 

I know we’ve been seeing each other for six months now, and that’s plenty of time for some people, but what about all those other people who date one another for years and never move in together or never get married or never go anywhere with it? Years, then they kind of grow apart or whatever and break up and it’s all over. Nothing permanent. It’s done, and nobody gets fucked over. 

“It’s only been six months.” Those were my thoughts. I didn’t mean to say them aloud. 

“So it’s too soon,” he says, again like a statement instead of a question. And like he doesn’t believe a damn word of it. 

“Too soon. Yes. Don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t. Otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you. We spend practically every waking minute together anyway. We sleep in each other’s beds every single night. I thought it might be nice if we shared a place, shared a bed. But that’s the last thing you want, isn’t it?”

Eyes fixed wide on him, I shake my head slightly, trying to deny it, but he’s right. It’s the last thing I want. But not because I don’t care about him. That’s clearly what he’s thinking. We definitely can’t move in together, but I don’t want him believing he’s the reason either. 

I reach for him and stroke his arm uncertainly, not sure how to fix this. “I love the time we spend together, Mason. And I—” but I bite back my words. I won’t say I love him. It’s only going to encourage him to be closer to me than he should be. 

He narrows his eyes at me. 

“I love spending time with you,” I say again. “I think we just need to stay where we are, and you know, keep things the way they are. I just don’t know that we should be doing something so permanent.”

He jerks his head back at that, frowning hard. “Permanent? Because this is only something temporary?”

I can only stare at him. Come on, this little voice inside my head thinks, you were there for the test. You have to know better. But deep down I know he’s just as delusional as everybody else. They believe what they want to believe, they always have. Even when I was fucking at death’s door, people still insisted on believing everything would be okay.

“What has this been to you, Corrine?”

“No. Mason. I’m enjoying you,” I say urgently. 

“Enjoying me,” he repeats slowly. Incredulously. “I just told you that I love you. I moved here in part to be closer to you. My mother was at your graduation.”

I’m shaking my head. This is spiraling out of control, and I don’t know what to do to stop it. 

“I wanted to be with you. I wanted to take care of you. I wanted to protect you.”

God, him and Rayce. “I don’t need protection,” I say, suddenly angry myself now. Why does everyone think they need to protect me? They can’t fucking protect me. 

He blinks at me. 

I soften again. Shit, I’m going about this all wrong. But no one’s ever given me the damned handbook of instructions for this stuff. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you—”

He holds up a hand to stop me. “Do you already know this is temporary?”

All I can do is gape at him. What does he really want me to say?

“Fuck,” he says, and I flinch. He spins away from me, then spins back. “What did you think we were doing, Corrine? Do you think this is just a fling for me?”

“I didn’t say fling,” I say weakly. He has to stop this. He has to stop. 

“You didn’t have to say it. If you already know this is going nowhere, then stop wasting my time.”

Wasting his time? Have these moments been wasting his time? Have I been so selfish? He’s made my time so amazing I almost can’t stand it, but maybe it wasn’t fair to keep him for so long when, unlike me, he does have a future to plan. 

Maybe I should let him go. Right now. It would be the selfless thing to do. If I should’ve done it long ago, then surely I should do it now.

For one brief moment I think I actually can. 

But he takes over, and brings me back to reality. With a finality that drops through my body like ice, he says, “You’re not who I thought you were. You can find a ride home.”

Stunned, I can only watch as he turns and walks away. Because everything about this feels horribly final. The moment he turns the corner and disappears, I start to crumble, tears bursting painfully out of me. 

I change my mind. I change my mind. I can’t say goodbye yet. I can’t do it. I want him. 

I gather my strength and run after him, but when I get around the corner I don’t see him. When I go inside and to the elevators, the doors are closing. I run over and push the button impatiently, then come to my senses and run for the stairs. I hurry down, my heels clicking on the marble. I push hard on the door and it swings wide. He’s there! But he’s already down the aisle and just getting in his car. 

“Mason!”

The car door slams. I hurry after him, calling his name as he backs up. But the exit is in the opposite direction. I know he had to have heard me, but he pulls away from me, away and away, and turns the corner, and is gone. 

Oh God. I come to a stop in the middle of the aisle and clutch my arms to myself. What the fuck just happened? How did our perfect evening come to this? What should I have said differently? What should I have done? I didn’t mean to hurt him like this. 

And I don’t want this to be over. 

This is just a fight, I tell myself. It has to be. Couples have fights, right? We have to get past this. I’m shivering from head to toe. He has to forgive me. He has to.

Because what’s the point of having more life to live if Mason isn’t in it?
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Chapter 30 
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Corrine

When I get home that night, I send him a text. I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Can we talk? 

But he doesn’t respond that night. He doesn’t respond the next morning either. I send him another series of texts, apologizing for hurting him, and begging him to talk to me. 

As the day wears on, I panic even more. I’ve never been in a relationship before, let alone had a fight with someone I’m in a relationship with. Do fights normally go on this long? This is just a fight, right? Or is this over? He hasn’t truly left me, has he? 

That noble voice inside my head keeps telling me I should just let him go. Just let him go, because isn’t this where we’ve always been heading anyway? What did I think was going to happen? How did I think this was going to end?

But every time I decide to let him go, I go into a fresh panic, and end up sending him another text or trying to call. This can’t be over. It’s can’t. 

At work that afternoon, I’m barely functional. Every few minutes, I check my phone. 

But there’s nothing. Not one word.

––––––––
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Mason

I’m trying to tell myself that I’ve overreacted, and that it’s just my ego that’s been bruised. I keep trying to tell myself to man up and talk to her so we can work through it and move on. 

But move on to what? 

Because no matter how I try to tell myself that this is okay, something is wrong. I can’t forget the look of horror on her face when I told her that I love her. I thought she knew. I thought she loved me, too. As many times as we’ve made love, I thought we were on the same page. Was I just an idiot?

I figured she would need to hear those words from me before I proposed something like living together, and honestly, I wanted to say them to her anyway. I’m not usually one to say those words, but I wanted to. 

I didn’t expect her not to say it back, and I definitely didn’t expect her to act like it was the worst thing I could have possibly said. She as much as said that she already knows this is never going anywhere. God. I’m an epic fool.

When I met her, I wasn’t exactly looking for a wife, but I do want my own family someday. I’m twenty-seven years old. I’m getting too old to spend six months in a relationship with someone who already fucking knows she doesn’t want me. It kills me. 

And confuses the hell out of me. I thought we had something special. I thought we had something real. The way she looks at me, the way she touches me, the way we can spend day after day together and not get sick of one another. The way she is, even now, begging to talk to me. 

I want to. I’m dying to hear her voice again. I’m dying to hold her in my arms again. 

And I’m terrified to hear what she has to say. What could she possibly tell me that will undo what’s been done? Mostly, I don’t want to talk to her because I don’t think I can survive another round of empty words all while I see the truth on her face. 

Horrified. She looked absolutely horrified. If that’s how she really feels, there’s nothing to forgive. But how can she expect me to forget?

––––––––
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Corrine

I can’t go another day without talking to him. I get off work at nine and head to his house afterward, determined to make him see me. I’m that desperate. 

It’s on the way over that an unthinkable thought occurs to me. What if he’s not answering because he can’t? What if he was in an accident? I know I’m probably being an alarmist, but shit happens. I sure never expected to outlive my aunt and uncle, but they drowned at sea one day. Just fucking drowned. One day fine, the next day, gone. Hell, Mason’s own father died in a car accident. 

I get myself all worked up, my foot heavy on the gas, and my heart pounding the whole way. When I get to his street and see his lights on, I’m hopeful. But I have no idea if his cars are in the garage or not. 

I park out front and hurry up the darkened sidewalk to the front door. The porch light isn’t on. With trembling hands, I knock. Only a few seconds later, I hear the heavy stomp of his boots across the floor, and all my anxiety about his well-being drains out of me so fast my knees get weak. I press my hands to my chest, close my eyes, and exhale, feeling like an idiot.

Then everything else that’s going on demands my full attention again. He’s fine. He really has been ignoring me on purpose. He probably isn’t going to be happy to see me standing at his front door. The porch light flicks on, the bolt slides free, and the door swings open.

He’s in dark jeans and a snug, black tee. When I see him, my heart leaps up in my chest, and my stomach sinks down to my feet. When he sees me, his brows slide lower, lower, lower. He doesn’t remove his hand from the knob.

“Hi,” I say hesitantly.

“What do you want, Corrine?”

“I just... I’m really sorry, Mason. Please, I want to fix this. What can I do?”

He looks away, clenching his jaw. The muscles in his forearm flex as he grips the knob. 

“Can I please come in and talk to you?”

He looks back to me, and the storm of anger and pain in his eyes rips right through me. “If things were going too fast for you, that’s one thing. That’s fine. But answer me this. Do you see a future with us?”

I start to tear up. I don’t want to answer that question. No, I can’t see a future with us, not the way he’s talking about, but not for the reason he thinks. But he won’t understand. People don’t understand this shit. Two and a half years is not that much different than two, and I’m as much on the edge of a cliff as I’ve ever been. I can’t do this right now. If I’m lucky and get to make this kind of decision down the road... 

My heart contracts in sharp pain, because it hurts too much to imagine that kind of blissful future with him knowing how quickly and easily it can be ripped from my hands. 

And it’s so fucking unfair.

“I take it that’s a no,” he says, his eyes hardening.

“Mason,” I say pleading, my voice wobbling, “why can’t we just keep doing what we’re doing?”

“You mean fucking around?”

I wince.

“Because maybe that’s what you were doing, but that’s not what I was doing.”

I bite my lip. Have I been fucking around with him? Toying with him? Being reckless? God, I’m a horrible human being.

“I’m sorry,” he says quietly. No, please. Please don’t end this. “We’re done.” And he closes the door. 
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The next day I don’t get out of bed until ten, and that’s only because I have to pee. Then I don’t get out of bed again until three and that’s only because my phone’s been downstairs and I need it to call in to work. My shift doesn’t start until four, but apparently I haven’t had enough hours of crying because I still need more. 

I should feel badly about calling in, but I don’t. Let them fire me if they want. I don’t care. I’ve decided to let Mason go the way he wants me to, and the way I should have anyway instead of being such a selfish little bitch. I never should’ve let him get this close to me. 

And if I want to spend all day in bed crying about how unfair it all is, I fucking will.

I leave my phone downstairs and go back to bed. I fall asleep sometime before the sun sets, and wake up to the repeated ringing of the doorbell and loud knocking on the front door sometime afterward. 

Disoriented, I struggle to get untangled from the covers and hustle down the stairs, turning on lights as I go. I didn’t realize I was hoping the person on the other side of the door would be Mason until I open it to see that it’s Rayce. He looks like a man on a mission, too. “What the hell?” I say.

“Why haven’t you been answering your phone?” He looks me up and down. “Are you sick? Why aren’t you at work?” 

“I called in.” I walk away, leaving the door open. I shuffle to the couch and hear the door shut behind me. 

“Yeah, I know. They told me.”

“Why would they bother to tell you?” Like he has nothing else on his plate down there.

“Because your boss knows that’s the kind of thing I want to know about. Why did you call in? She said you didn’t give anybody a reason.” 

I plop on the couch, sinking all the way down and leaning my head against the back. I close my eyes and rest my palms on my forehead. “I just didn’t want to go in today, okay? I’m sorry.”

“All right,” he says, slowly, as if that’s not the end of the discussion at all. He comes over and sits on the cushions next to me. 

“You look like shit.”

I drop my hands and look at him. “Gee, thanks.”

“What’s going on?”

Rayce is the one I never have to talk to about stuff if I don’t want to, and I’m definitely taking advantage of that fact right now. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Too bad.”

I look at him and blink. “What?”

“Something’s really wrong with you. Tell me what it is.”

I fold my arms against my chest, angry that he’s breaking the rules, but he’s getting to me and there’s something painful inside me that starts to crack. 

“Are you having problems at work?”

I shake my head, a lump starting at the base of my throat. You’d think I cried enough today for an entire lifetime, but no, it just keeps coming. 

“Something to do with the cancer?”

I shake my head again, tears swelling up. 

“Something to do with Mason?”

I put my hands over my eyes and start to really cry again, wishing none of this was happening. Wishing Mason had never said those things the other night. Wishing to God my life was different so I could have told him all the things he needed to hear, all the things that are in my heart.

Rayce pulls me against his chest, just like that, with my hands over my face, and lets me cry in his arms. He doesn’t say anything. He’s really not good with emotions like this anyway. He’s probably plotting a way to get Lizzy over here so she can take over now that he knows what’s going on, but I don’t really want to talk to her either. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I just want to go back to sleep so I don’t have to feel anything. 

When I finally start to settle, and have sunk back against the couch staring into nothingness, I’m aware of the fact that he’s watching me carefully. 

“I’m going to ask you a question, and you’re going to tell me the truth.”

“Okay,” I mumble. We’ll see about that. 

“I need to know if he’s hurt you.”

I roll my eyes and throw my hands up. “God. No, Rayce. Do you still think so little of him?”

“No, actually I don’t. But you never know and I wanted to be sure. You guys just had a fight, or what?”

I exhale heavily, my breath shuddering from so much crying. “We broke up.”

“What?” He sounds genuinely surprised. “Why?”

Yeah, I can’t answer that. “We just did.”

Rayce furrows his brows, looks away, looks back to me. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, I’m sorry to tell you, whether it makes sense or not, that’s what happened.”

“How? I don’t understand.”

I sigh again, realizing he’s not going to let up until I give him something. So fine. “He wanted to move in together.”

He’s watching me like he’s waiting for more, but I offer no further details. This is bad enough.

After a minute, he prompts, “The... bastard?”

I roll my eyes. “I really don’t think that’s such a smart idea, do you? I mean, come on.”

“I don’t know. I thought you guys really liked each other.”

I throw my hands up again. “What the hell difference does that make?”

He just looks at me like I’m crazy. “Why do I feel like I’m missing something here?”

Because you’re all living in fucking la-la land, I want to say, but don’t. “I’m really not at a point in my life where I can be moving in with someone.” There. I said it. Now he can just go on home.

“Do you feel you’re too young?”

“Ugh!” I get up and stomp into the kitchen.

“I’m sorry,” he says, frustrated, getting up from the couch and following me. “You’re not making sense.”

I sigh and open the freezer door. “Okay,” I say flatly, pulling an ice cream sandwich out of the box. “Whatever.”

Just stop asking me questions.

Rayce straightens. “What’s the problem with living together? It’s too soon?”

Is he really going to make me spell it out for him? “Yeah. Two-and-a-half years too soon. If we live together now, it would just lock him in. But when the cancer comes back, it’s not fair to expect him to stick around for everything that’s going to follow, now is it?”

Are you happy now?

He pales. “Wait, you said it wasn’t the cancer. Has it come back?”

I start attacking the paper wrapper around the cold little sandwich. “No.”

“Well, then, Jesus, Corrine. What the hell are you talking about?”

I toss the sandwich down. “I’m talking about the fucking inevitable, okay? And I’m not going to make him sit around watching all that when he should be able to just go.”

He’s still looking at me like he’s confused. How can I be any more clear? 

“Has your doctor told you something you’re not telling us?”

“I... what do you mean?”

“I mean, has he said it’s definitely going to come back?”

“Oh my God, what difference does it make?”

Rayce’s eyes sharpen on me. “He’s. Your. Doctor.” He’s acting like he’s mad at me. What the hell is he mad at me for?

“Oh, he’s my doctor,” I say, mad right back. “Well then I should just hang onto his every word like he’s the fucking mouthpiece of God, because it’s not like cancer ever comes back even after the doctors say they got it all.”

He gets this dawning expression on his face. “Wait. This is because of the cancer.”

Ding! Ding! Ding! I pick up the half-unwrapped sandwich, then drop it again. I don’t even want this stupid thing. “Everything’s because of the fucking cancer.”

“This is why,” he says, like he’s solving some sort of puzzle. “This is why you’ve been just kind of floating around like you don’t know what to do with yourself.”

I huff, scowling at him. 

He straightens and folds his arms. “Well, I’m sorry. But that’s just stupid.”

I blink at him. “What?” Did he just call me stupid?

“Yeah. I’m sorry, but if this is the shit you’re doing, you’re being really dumb.”

“Hey! Stop calling me dumb.”

Then he comes up, holds me by shoulders, and reminds me why Whitney wants to call him Sir. He’s not frightening, just powerful. Undeniable. He holds my eyes and says levelly, one word at a time, “You don’t have cancer.”

My heart pinches, like he wrapped his fist around it and squeezed. “For now,” I protest, but my voice is quiet and my heart is pounding.

Still not letting go of me, he says it again, exactly the same way. “You don’t have cancer.”

Shut up. Sir. “You can’t will it away, you know.” I hear the panic in my own voice. Why is he doing this? Why won’t he let this go? He’s supposed to be the one who doesn’t push me when I don’t want to talk. And I don’t want to talk. Not about this. Never about this. 

“Corrine, stop talking like you still have it. You. Don’t. Have. Cancer.”

I hustle backwards and he releases me, but doesn’t budge himself. I’ve backed myself into the corner of the counter. If I want to get out, he’ll either have to move or I’ll have to shove past him. I can see just by the look on his face it would do me no good. 

I glare at him. If he wants to have this conversation, fine. We’ll have it. “Don’t fucking tell me what I don’t have. You don’t know shit.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t know that you do have it. And yet, what? You’re just sitting around, waiting to die?”

“I’m not sitting around.”

“Oh, sorry. You’re not sitting. But you’re still acting like you’ve only got, what? A year left? Two? What are you thinking?”

“You know, you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

He steps back slightly, regarding me. “You’re right. I don’t.” He glances away, then looks back sharply. “But I do know this. If you’re not letting someone get close to you because of that, you’re making a huge mistake.”

That painful thing inside me is cracking again, and I need it to stop. I fold my arms and spit out, “I thought you’d be happy. You don’t even like Mason.” I know I’m just being spiteful. It’s pointless, because he doesn’t fall for it anyway.

“You know that’s not true. I do like him. Come on, Corrine,” he says, exasperated, but trying to bolster me up. “You have to live your life.”

The tears are back in an instant, and the lump in my throat is threatening to choke me, but I talk right through it, because how dare he? 

“I am living my life! How many bucket list items have you crossed off in the last year? I live every day like it counts,” my voice gets tight and thick as I lose the battle against these tears more and more, and his damned hurting empathetic expression isn’t helping, “because I have no idea—” a sob breaks out “— how many more I’m going to get.”

I’m gone again, crying freely as he pulls me back into his arms. I hate this. I hate this so much.

He lets me cry, rubbing my back. After a minute he says soothingly, “And that’s amazing. It really is. You do make your days count, and not everybody does. But, Corrine...” 

He gently pulls me back and makes me look him in the eye. I do it without a fuss. All the fight’s gone out of me anyway. 

He holds me by the shoulders. “You’re living your todays but giving up all your tomorrows.” 

He rubs my arms gently, still holding my eyes. Making me hear him.

“Cancer hasn’t taken your future from you. You’re handing it over willingly.” 
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Chapter 31
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Corrine

A week later, I send Mason a text, asking if we could please talk. 

He waits awhile to send his response: There’s nothing left to say. I don’t think we should talk any more. Stop contacting me. Please.

Two days after that, I’m sitting on a concrete bench under a Monterey pine, my bag sitting next to me, watching the path and knowing this is my absolute last chance. If this doesn’t work, it really is over. And I’ll have no one to blame but myself.

He comes around the corner of the Burrito Bar, sees me, and stops. As quick as he stops, he turns to go back the way he came, but his eyes drop to the little brown and white puppy at my feet. He freezes. 

Holding the end of the leash, I whisper, “Come on, boy,” and stand. 

Eyes flitting between me and the dog, Mason stays put, letting me approach. I stop a few feet away to give him space and keep him from fleeing. 

“I’m sorry. I know you don’t want to see me anymore. And I promise after this I’ll respect that, if that’s what you still want. But there are things I wasn’t telling you before and it messed everything up.”

His wary expression is unchanged. He still looks like he could turn and leave at any time. 

“This was all my fault. Please. You don’t have to forgive me, but will you please let me explain something to you?”

He glances down at the dog, who’s sniffing at his boots and whipping his little tail back and forth. 

“Whose dog is this?”

“He’s mine.”

He looks at me. 

“Will you please come sit down?” I ask nervously, gesturing to the bench behind me. 

His expression loses some of its edge, and he juts his chin slightly, giving silent consent. 

I make a kissing sound to my dog, who perks up his ears and looks at me, wagging his tail. We settle in at the bench, almost arms’ length apart, and little paws softly scratch at my legs. I pick him up and he wiggles in my arms, settling down once I start petting him. 

I take a deep breath, trying to remember how I wanted to say all this. 

Mason is watching the dog, who sniffs the air in his direction. “What’s his name?” He puts his fingers out and lets them get sniffed. 

“Hero. I got him at the pound. He was called Ruff, but I thought that was stupid, so I changed it.”

He starts to pet his head lightly, and Hero’s little tail wags happily against my side.

“Here.” I reach into my bag, pull out the paper I printed this morning, and hand it to him. 

He reads it, glancing up at me once, and looking so sad and confused and hurt and guarded that I just want to kick myself all the way into last month so I could make it so I never did this to him. 

“It’s the email confirmation of my application to the University of Iowa’s online communications degree.”

“I see that.” He hands it back. 

“I know I told you I was going to do this, but I wasn’t really. I just didn’t want anyone pestering me about what I was going to do next.”

He exhales and shakes his head, like he can’t get over the way I keep disappointing him. “I don’t even know what to do with that.”

“I just wanted to show you first that I’m doing things now.” 

“Okay, so you have a dog and you’re going back to school. What does any of this have to do with us?”

Biting my lip, I tuck the paper back into my bag. “It... has to do with us because it’s all the same. It’s to do with stuff way down the road.” 

He looks confused and I can’t blame him. I’m not explaining things very well. Now comes the hard part.

I take another deep breath. “Okay, here’s the thing.” I gently pick Hero off my lap and set him on the ground. He starts sniffing at the grass at our feet. 

“When I was getting treatment the second time, I went into it knowing that even if I could survive another round, and they told me treatment was a success, and I could go back home... I just knew it would get me eventually.”

He furrows his brows, but he’s watching me, listening. 

“I saw it so many times, there in the hospital. Relapses are bad news, and sometimes people just can’t fight it no matter how much they want to. And that’s where I was. This relapse acted like it had every intention of killing me. It was brutal. The treatment didn’t work at first, and at one point I spent six solid weeks absolutely certain that I was never going to leave that hospital room.”

His face is slowly softening, getting entrenched in the story, and maybe forgetting for a moment why we’re sitting so far apart from one another. 

“My death wasn’t a matter of if, it was a matter of when. Then I actually started to get better, but I didn’t really trust it. Even after they sent me home and everybody else was celebrating.”

He furrows his brows at this.

I shrug one shoulder. “I’ve never believed it was gone for good. But this one day, about a month after I got out, I was watching my mom working in her flower bed in the backyard. My mom loves to garden and take care flowers and trees and all that stuff. It’s something that makes her really happy. She’s kind of crazy.”

I smile slightly and a ghost of a smile flashes on his face before disappearing again and resuming his somber, listening expression. I grip the end of the leash anxiously, wondering if too much damage has been done, but I continue.

“She had people looking in on the yard while she was in Scottsdale with me all those months, and my stepdad did his best to make sure they did a good job, but it wasn’t really up to her standards. Still, it took her a whole month to finally go out and get into it again, which was a long time for her.”

I shift slightly, bringing my knees half an inch toward him. It happens without any thought on my part, as if my body is a magnet compelled to be drawn to his true north. 

“I remember that day she finally went out. She was wearing her broad rimmed wicker hat, and had her little wagon full of tools. She worked in that yard almost all day and I kept going back to the window so I could watch her.”

I pause, letting my eyes rest softly on his as I remember that day so long ago now. 

I smile gently. “For the first time in months, my mom looked happy. Like, really truly happy. And at first I felt so sad, you know? Because I knew she believed we’d beaten the whole thing, and it made me sad to think about her being devastated again when she found out she was wrong.”

Mason rests his elbow on the back of the bench, his hand hanging loose just a few inches from my shoulder. His face is slowly changing. He’s not just listening to my story anymore, he’s really thinking about it, maybe trying to jump ahead and guess my conclusion. His eyes flit to Hero, then back to me. 

I keep going. “But as I kept watching her, I kind of had this realization. And it’s stuck with me this entire time. I realized that her little day of joy had nothing to do with whether or not the cancer came back later. She was happy then. That moment existed outside the cancer, and she was truly happy. Because she was just enjoying a moment, you know?”

His eyes are still locked on me, but his head cocks slightly at the word ‘moment.’ 

“And I thought, she deserves this moment.” A little lump forms at the base of my throat as I remember my mom, who deserves that moment so much and has never deserved to shed so many tears over her dying daughter. “I thought, even if she’s going to get her heart broken again, she deserves as many moments of happiness as she can get. That’s when I decided that I could do the same for myself. I could try to get as many happy moments as I possibly could, and just be grateful for them.”

My lips are trembling now, and his eyes are starting to shine too. When I speak, my voice is tight with emotion, but I can’t stop now, because I have to lay it all out on the line and make sure that even if this is over, he at least understands. 

“Because I didn’t think I’d ever get to leave that hospital again. I really didn’t. So I figured, every happy moment after that was more than I ever thought I was going to get anyway. And it...”

I stop, overcome with the memory of that moment. That day was such a gift to me. “It... made it all okay. It was this...” I smile, looking for the right words. “...amazing, powerful thing. And I felt more at peace with everything after that. Like I could just be happy with those nice, life moments I never thought I’d get anyway, you know?”

He presses his lips together, the corners of his mouth turned down, and I ache at the pain I see on his face.

“So, I’ve been just kind of biding my time. Do you understand?”

He nods, almost imperceptibly. 

“I really didn’t think I’d live long enough to get my degree, and the thought of dying in the middle just sucked so hard, you know? Like leaving something that big undone would just be one more tragedy for people to talk about when I was gone.”

His eyes flick to my bag.

“I didn’t want to risk that happening again, so I just wasn’t going to do it. And let me tell you what, if I die before I finish that degree, God and I are going to have some fucking words.”

He lets out a short laugh, and it emboldens me. I scoot closer, taking his hand in mine. He sobers immediately, looking at our joined hands. 

“I never wanted to hurt you, Mason. I tried to tell myself I wasn’t being selfish by having those moments with you. I had no idea when we started how far things were going to go. Even after I fell in love with you—” his face softens, and I squeeze his hand tighter “—I didn’t want to believe that you were in love with me, too. You never said it, so I thought you were safe. I really didn’t mean to let anyone get so close to me, because if I get sick again, it’s going to be really fucking hard on the people who are close to me.” 

He squeezes my hand back and the tears well up in my eyes. 

“I didn’t want that for you. I just wanted moments. And they were the best fucking moments, Mason. God, every minute with you has been so much more than I ever knew life could be. But for two-and-a-half years I’ve been waiting for the bomb to drop, and maybe that was stupid but that’s what I was doing. I didn’t think you were temporary. I thought I was.”

“God, Corrine.” He briefly touches his hand on my cheek, as if he couldn’t help it, and my eyes flutter shut for a moment as the relief of his touch flows through me.

His hand drops on top of mine and I scoot closer still. I make myself go on, because I’m not done yet and there’s more he needs to know. “Look, I want you back. You know I do. And I know I can’t be afraid to plan my future anymore, so I’m not going to. I’m going to start school again and teach this little dog how to sit and heel and I’m going to just hope for the best like everyone else.”

He smiles softly.

“But I’m not at the five-year mark yet, and we’ve never talked about what that would mean for you. I’m not sure if you realize what it would really be like if the cancer comes back. I don’t want to sugarcoat it for you. It devastates the hell out of everyone it touches.”

He starts to shake his head. “Corrine—”

“I just need you to know that. I don’t want to wonder if I didn’t warn you well enough because it’s bad enough for the people who actually want to be there for you through that. It’s utter hell for people who feel trapped into being there.” 

He blinks and straightens.

“If you still want to walk away now, I promise I won’t blame you. But please don’t walk away only because I’ve made you think you’re not important to me. I’m so sorry I made you feel that way. I’m sorry I was too screwed up to know how to fix it. I love you, Mason. I’ve loved you so long I don’t even remember when it started. And I’m crazy sorry you fell in love with a girl who’s such a hot mess, but if you’re willing to try things with me, I promise to be better. I just... I’m really hoping I won’t have to imagine my future without you in it.”

The moment hangs there, and I don’t think I’m breathing. My heart’s barely beating. The soft lull of the ocean competes with the sound of the silence between us. 

Then he releases my hands, cups his warm hands around my face, and kisses me firmly, holding me against him. I kiss him back, a little gasp of relief escaping me as everything I’ve been hanging onto so tightly lets go. The tears start to flow. He kisses me again and again, then pulls back, still holding my face.

“Now, it’s your turn to listen,” he says. “I made a mistake doubting you. I won’t make that mistake again. But you don’t ever have to doubt me. I’m here.” He sweeps his thumbs over my cheeks, wiping away the tears. “I’m right here and I’m not going anywhere. And if the worst happens I will be by your side. Not because I feel trapped, but because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be. It’s been fucking torture without you, Corrine.”

This only makes me cry harder. If he thought a few weeks without me was torture. “But if I die—”

“Then you will be leaving behind a man who is so grateful for every moment he’s had with you. Even the hard ones.” 

He kisses my lips so tenderly. Again and again. Until I soften in his grasp, believing him.
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Epilogue
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Corrine

To celebrate my tenth clean MRI since that last treatment, and five years cancer free, we take a motorcycle trip to Vancouver and back. Last summer we only got as far as Seattle, and said next time we’d make sure we got all the way into Canada. 

We stop at a little taco stand next to a park for lunch, then Mason stretches out on the grass and rests while I pull out my little leather journal and take some notes. I’m jotting things down for the articles I’ll write when we get home. One will be a basic top ten list that the travel magazines like, and I think this stop just made my list of the best roadside stands. The other is a feature article on Highway 1 that the editor of a top photo journal already contracted me to write. 

When I’m done, I quietly wander over to Mason and watch him for a second to see if he’s asleep.

“Are you ready to go?” 

“Mmmm,” he answers, which means, I’m way too relaxed to move.

I smile and lie down next to him, looking up at the clear blue sky. 

I don’t have a bucket list anymore. I figure I knocked enough things off that list to count for five lifetimes. I have a future list. As in, all the things I want to do in the future. I’ve already crossed something kind of big off that list. 

I got my degree in communications last spring. 

Mason takes a deep, contented breath, and I curl on my side closer to him. He wraps his arm around me, and I close my eyes, smiling. I love it when he tucks me in my safe place.

I would be lying if I said I learned my lesson and never got afraid. I don’t think fear is something you learn away. I think it’s something that lurks after you all your life, like a little shadow. 

And I think for some people, that shadow is bigger than it is for others. 

For many years now, there’s been this little dark place, deep inside me, where my deepest fears live in a cave full of shadows. I don’t know if I will ever be able to fully let go of it, but that cave has gotten a lot smaller the last couple of years. 

I’ve come to learn there is something beautiful about the dark that lives inside of me, though. It taught me to live in the now, something not everyone gets to learn how to do. And it taught me the irreplaceable value of the sort of love so strong, that the thought of losing it causes the deepest pain we know. 

Maybe that makes the dark worth it. 

Either way, whether I see the good in it or not, that dark is part of who I am. The One Big Thing. And while I can’t say with any honesty that I’m grateful for the experiences that created that dark place inside me, I can say I’m grateful for the beautiful things that darkness brought to life. 

More from the Rivers Family...
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Let’s not forget the beautiful Rivers sister. When Lizzy crosses paths with “Brett Freaking Carmichael”, the son of her nemesis, she learns there’s more to this heart-stopping single dad than she first believed. Get swept away in their sexy, heartfelt love story, BEAUTIFUL FALL. 

Be sure to find out who tames the eldest Rivers brother. Fall in love with Rayce and Emma in BEAUTIFUL DEEP, a powerful tale of passion, love, and redemption. 
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He’s my ex and now my client.
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Go to my website for excerpts from the books, news, and more. www.JordynWhiteBooks.com

Become a Firework Friend! Join my fan group on Facebook. 

Like my Facebook Page.

Follow me on BookBub.

Follow me on Book+Main. 

Or feel free to drop me a line. jordyn@jordynwhitebooks.com
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