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      You can go home again, but it’ll mean heads whipping around in familiar recognition when they notice it’s you walking down the street.

      Some of those humans who belong to the heads will even stop, say hello, tell you how sorry they are with pity and second-hand embarrassment on their faces.

      And you’ll smile self-deprecatingly and say something like, “Everything in life happens for a reason.”

      But really, does it? Do terrible things, mortifying things just happen for no bigger picture reason at all? Because I’d like to believe that my divorce, a horrifically public thing if measuring on the scale of normal people’s divorces, was not fated by the universe or pointing me down some lonely road blessed by a Rascal Flatts song.

      Rutlend, New York, is covered in a foot of snow, so you’d think I could bundle up in the North Face parka that reaches my ankles and be unrecognizable to anyone I might know. But no, people in my hometown run in small circles and can sniff out any type of gossip, which I should have expected.

      When my mother asked me to go to the small market on the charming downtown street to search for cinnamon and cloves, I should have told her I didn’t feel well. But I already felt like a burden having moved home to stay with them for a bit, and so I agreed.

      So here I am, standing in the middle of Sprig and Sprout, searching for spices. It’s one of the shops that line the downtown of Rutlend, cutesy little brick storefronts that sell arugula, candles, or baby clothes for way over top dollar. I like my hometown, though, and have certainly missed its cold winters after living in Florida for so long.

      There is just something about the holiday season that feels more magical in the cold snow. Which Rutlend definitely has a ton of.

      But all I can think about as I scan the market are the four people who already stopped me in here to get a glimpse of the hometown’s latest disgrace.

      William and Madison, the perfect couple who would name their kids classic American names and go to little league baseball games every Saturday. Oh, how freaking stupid had I been? I should have seen it coming a mile away, but I’d put all of my eggs in one basket and now had nothing to show for it.

      My husband, oh, shit, ex-husband and I met the first day of college and I never looked back. My heart had still been reeling from … well, that’s a story for another day. But I was rebounding, glanced up from a Spanish textbook, and there he was.

      William Cathcart III, the son of a wealthy Florida family who swept me off my feet and made me forget any other boy I ever thought I loved. We were engaged by college graduation, had a ridiculously expensive soiree at his family’s Star Island mansion, and honeymooned at a palace in the South of France.

      Two years, almost to the date of our wedding, the ink on our divorce papers was dry.

      Now I’m six months out of that and still stuck on an emotional roller-coaster. Most days I can’t get out of bed for an hour each time I wake. I can barely eat, and my life seems meaningless.

      My thoughts are locked onto my ex-husband as I meander down the aisle of the store.

      And proceed to completely run into someone.

      “Oof.” The sound comes from my belly as I latch onto the shelf next to me, trying to keep myself upright.

      “Jesus,” a voice hisses.

      I realize I’ve dropped the basket of minimal items I was going to purchase, and bend to snatch them up. Maybe the person will just wander off, and save me the embarrassment, especially if they know exactly who I am and why I’m back in my hometown.

      But no. Two shoes are standing stock-still right in front of me, waiting for me to stand back up. My cheeks blush with heat, knowing whoever it is will no doubt ask me about my goddamn divorce, and I really wish, for the thousandth time, I hadn’t come here.

      Or maybe that I hadn’t come home.

      But I was not expecting the person in front of me, not in the least. I didn’t think he’d still be here, living in this little affluent bubble of Rutlend, a place he hated so much.

      I thought if I ever saw him again in my life, I’d be given some cosmic forewarning, some kind of sign to prepare myself and my weak will where he’s concerned.

      No. Here he is, assessing me with a pair of blue eyes, the bluest you’ve ever seen in your whole life.

      Tall, impossibly so. Taller than any man I’ve ever encountered. Pale, flawless Irish skin with a shock of black hair. Jaw and cheekbones cut from stone, Porter Kelly is mysteriously, dangerously good-looking. His attractiveness comes in the way he carries himself, how he never directly looks anyone in the eye.

      Well, except for me, but only the handful of times I treasured like special gems in my back pocket.

      “Um. Hi,” I squeak, so uncool that I want to punch myself in the face.

      He raises an eyebrow, smug and unreadable, and I about want to die right here on the spot.

      Porter Kelly was part of the popular crowd when we were growing up, but only by default because of how handsome he was. Still is, but back in high school, all the girls were dying for a shot with Porter. He’d walk around the halls with his aloof, bored, serious expression, and everyone mistook him for a bad boy.

      But he wasn’t that. He never cut class, always participated in sports from what I could see. On the rarest of nights would he even drink one beer.

      Porter was a threat because no one could figure him out. Hell, he let me the closest out of anyone and I still had no clue what went on inside that head of his.

      Well, I guess we all do now … kind of.

      A few years ago, he released a book. I wasn’t even aware he was a writer, but it was inspired by a true story. The novel is about a kid from the burbs of Upstate New York who grew up with a single mom, hiding in plain sight. Because … his father was a famous musician who had cheated on his famous actress wife, and then paid off the one-night stand for years, eighteen to be exact, to keep it quiet.

      It wasn’t hard to read between the lines; Porter was the baby they’d accidentally had. And just before the book released, Gregory Monay, famous soft rock guitarist for the band Evermore, had tragically died. The pieces put themselves together.

      No one had known who he was for all of those years. But there I’d been, the secret who warmed his bed most nights during junior and senior year of high school.

      “Where is your husband?” He sneers, and it’s practically a bullet to my chest.

      Leave it to Porter to bring this up and make it feel like an insult that anyone would actually want to marry me. As if he wasn’t the one who used me and kicked me to the curb in high school, as if I had left him for William. In reality, Porter never treated me as anything but a booty call, using me for sex, while my teenage self fell head over heels for him. And then, two months before high school graduation, he told me he “wasn’t feeling me” any longer and that I shouldn’t take it personally.

      I think he ripped my heart from my chest at that moment.

      But I’m just so tired. I have no will left to fight, especially with the guy who has been the source of many nightmares and broken hearts whenever I think of him.

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. We got divorced.” I shrug nonchalantly, as if admitting that to him isn’t almost as embarrassing as getting divorced in the first place.

      Porter rears back, surprise and shock marring his gorgeous face. “I hadn’t … I didn’t hear that.”

      Notice how he doesn’t offer an apology. But I guess I can appreciate that, and at least he isn’t wearing a sympathetic look.

      “That’s surprising, considering half the East Coast has. Yes, I’m officially a divorcee.” Just saying the word makes me want to vomit.

      I’ve always been the believer in one marriage for life. I’d say yes to the man I loved above all; we’d have a brood of little babies and then grow old together and sip tea on the porch while gossiping.

      Here I am, twenty-six with a ring indentation on my left hand but no diamond sparkling there. That had been one of the hardest days, when William had asked for my three carat emerald-cut stunner back because it’s a family heirloom.

      “I can only imagine how high-maintenance you were as a wife.”

      My right shoulder jerks back, like he’s jabbed it and I’m up against the ropes. It singes, like I’ll have a bruise there, when really it’s only my ego, heart, and confidence that have taken a massive blow because of his words.

      I’d seen Porter a handful of times since high school; a couple times when I was home from college, once when I was engaged, and once when I was married. Each time, he not only sneered at me and judged, but he’d said something extremely rude to my husband last time that William wouldn’t repeat. I just know I got an earful about my wretched, impoverished town and how he wanted to get back to Miami as soon as possible.

      “And I see you’re still as big of a pompous asshole as you were back in high school, Porter. At least I got out of this town, and didn’t make money off the heartache of my own mother.”

      The words burst from my lips, coming from a place of furious hurt. I slap my hand over my mouth, barely believing I just said that. I’m not that person, I don’t take my feelings out on others and I’m rarely rude. God, I was voted Nicest Classmate our senior year of high school.

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Porter growls, stepping toward me.

      I suck in a breath, more shaken up that I’m not scared at this moment but … turned on? What the actual hell? How am I fresh off a divorce and haven’t spoken to this guy in years, yet he still has the ability to do this to me?

      Just one more eye smolder, and not another word, Porter swerves around me and off in the opposite direction, leaving me alone in the aisle, still clutching a shelf full of pancake mix.

      Not even a month into moving back to my hometown, and I’m arguing with an ex-fling in the aisles of the grocery store.

      As if this year could get any worse. Though, I guess I shouldn’t wish it upon myself. Based on my track record recently, it can only go down from here.
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      The groceries go down with a thud on my kitchen counter, and the smack feels about comparable to the visual one I got at the market.

      Madison Goldwin. Back to her maiden name, because Cathcart was no longer in use.

      Divorced. Jesus Christ, I’d missed some hell of an update when I decided to get off social media last year. And I can’t believe Harry and Diane didn’t tell me, considering I’ve been working for her parents for the past two years.

      A jingle sounds down the hallway, and then my seventy pound golden retriever, Jenny, appears in the kitchen.

      “Hey, girl.” I scratch her behind the ears as she rubs up against my leg like a cat.

      Co-dependent should be her middle name; the animal is like my shadow. With russet blond shaggy hair all over her body and no ability to talk back, Jenny is the only woman I’ve ever decided to live with.

      She sits right on my foot, a roadblock to me unpacking and putting away the food currently melting on my counters, but I kind of don’t mind. Going into those bags means reliving what just happened at Sprig and Sprout, and I’m not ready to do that.

      Not that my brain listens to that logic. From the moment I saw her standing in that aisle, the tip of her button nose rosy from the cold and her sunflower blond hair looping in and out of the pink plaid scarf around her neck, I’ve not been able to think of much else than Madison.

      She’s still so damn pretty, and it burns me up inside with rage. How dare she waltz back into our hometown looking like the picture of sunshine when she has just been dumped and sent packing?

      Divorced. No longer married. No longer off-limits, or forbidden for me to touch or think about.

      Shit, this was going to be the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever had to put up with, and that’s saying a lot.

      Jenny makes a whimpering noise at my hand, and instead of putting the ice cream in the freezer, I head for the back door of my ranch to let her out.

      I bought this place with half the advance I was paid by the publishing company who picked up my book. A two-bedroom, two bath ranch on a side street about ten minutes from downtown Rutlend, the place cost me a cool five hundred thousand and change. But what else was I going to spend my money on?

      I’d gawked at the price my agent pushed across a table to me when we inked the deal for my first book. But what publisher wouldn’t want a book where the banished, hidden son of the most famous rock star in the world paints a thinly veiled true story of what his life was like having his father keep him a secret?

      Yeah, you bet your ass I took my emotional trauma and laughed all the way to the bank.

      My little ranch might be small, but it does the trick, and the owners who lived here last did most of the renovations. I have a kitchen decked out in stainless steel and subway tile, my living room boasts wainscoting in a manly navy blue, and a master bathroom with heated floors. After all, what or who else was I fitting here? It’s the perfect size for a single me, a status I very much intended to keep.

      “Come on, girl. It’s freezing.” I motion to Jenny to get going on the piss front because my hands are starting to numb.

      As my dog skitters around the yard, flopping in the snow, my mind turns back to the predicament I’m in.

      Madison’s parents are like the co-mayors of Rutlend. Harry and Diane Goldwin are some of the nicest and richest people in our affluent suburb of New York City. Located about forty minutes via train line from the city that never sleeps, Madison’s family lives in a stately colonial that was built back during the Civil War. It’s been restored many times over, and that last time I was there about a month ago, Diane was redoing her master bathroom … again.

      Harry was a big deal in the early days of the Internet and sold his company for a whopping two hundred million when his kids were young. That’s to say, he’s set for life. But the two of them didn’t want to just settle down and retire. So they bought the old brunch cafe at a defunct train station, fixed up both the restaurant and the line, and now run a seasonal business where families come to ride holiday-themed excursions on the train.

      It’s one of the most popular attractions during November and December. Anyone who is anyone in Rutlend buys yearly tickets to the Polar Express.

      Christmas in my life is lonely, especially now that my mother and I barely speak. Three years ago, I made an unforgivable decision, at least in her eyes, but I was tired of living a lie. It was either my truth that came out in my book, or the love that came with being silent. I chose myself, and she’s hated me for it ever since.

      Which is why, when the Goldwin’s needed a guitar player on the Polar Express, I said I’d do it. I was bored and looking for a way to avoid real life, so why not play some Christmas tunes for my hometown for a few weeks in December. I got free cookies and coffee most rides, and I liked Harry and Diane. They’d always been nice to me.

      They probably wouldn’t be if they knew how I treated their daughter way back when, but that bit of narcissist in me ignored the voice of disappointment whenever I thought about it. I like being around them most because the Goldwins are the most normal, platonic, happy family I’ve ever been around.

      For someone who never had that, it was like crack. Just to be around it, get high off of their normalness, bask in the genuine relationships they all seemed to have … I craved it.

      Jenny trots up to me, plopping down on my foot for some scratches behind her ears as if it’s not cold enough to freeze my balls off outside. Ushering her back inside, I unload the groceries and settle down on my sunken leather couch with a cold beer. It’s Christmas-themed, with notes of cinnamon and mint.

      When I turn on the TV, Elf is playing on the channel I left off on last night. It had been a pre-season basketball game, but of course, seeing as it was December first, the networks were completely playing into the theme of the season.

      “Is this shit going to be everywhere?” I grumble to no one but my dog.

      I don’t mean to be so grinch-like; I actually really like Christmas. It’s just that, in the past, I could typically muddle through and gain joy from the train rides and seeing other people’s family happy around this holiday. I could feel their glee by osmosis, almost.

      Now, with her home, it’ll be a painful reminder of everything I don’t have in my life.

      And that even if given the choice, she’d never pick me. She picked that snot-nose, trust fund asshole. He hurt her in the end.

      But I guess I’d been the first one to break her heart, after all.
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      “Honey, are you coming over to the cafe with me?”

      Mom raps on the frame of my childhood bedroom door, and I groan into my pillow.

      Yes, I’ve been lying face down ever since coming home from the market, because I’m both fiery with rage at how Porter Kelly judged me, but also so ashamed of how I acted and what I said.

      “To see more people who only want to gossip about my divorce? Yeah, no thanks.” I firmly plant my head back down into my pillow.

      I sound like a ten-year-old rather than the mid-twenties woman I am, but I’m letting myself sulk in loathing and pity. That’s how everyone else looks at me, anyway.

      “You sound like a hermit, and we both know you’re not. Get up.” Never one to let us kids indulge in boredom, Diane Goldwin gives me a swift pat on the ass.

      Even though my parents are millionaires many times over, they’re about the most down-to-earth people you’ll ever meet. Sure, we live in what could qualify as a Southern-style, pre-World War II mansion, have a summer house in the Hamptons, and my brother and I were gifted our own cars for our seventeenth birthdays. But my parents always instilled good values, work ethic, and manners in us. There was never a question of if we would go to college or work the rest of our lives. A lot of people in my position probably lived off their parents’ money, but that was never even presented as a whisper of an option.

      “I made you a smoothie and an English muffin. You can eat in the car.” Mom points to the counter when I get downstairs.

      Hastily, I threw on leggings and an old Rutlend High sweatshirt under my winter coat. Because hey, who cares what I look like in public anymore. The town already knows about my divorce anyway, so that’s really all they’re seeing when they look at me.

      “But I thought we were going to the café,” I whine, because I really want the lavender pancakes on the specials menu this week.

      “Unless you’re cooking them yourself, Chef isn’t going to whip you up a batch.” Mom harrumphs.

      I forgot how bossy and optimistic my mother can be. It’s rather annoying, given that I want to mope in self-loathing for the next year. But Mom has never been the type of person to stay down, or let anyone around her do it either. Fresh air, exercise, a healthy diet … those were the medicines Mom prescribed whenever one of us was having a tough time.

      “Is Dad at the cafe?” I ask her as we walk cautiously down the driveway.

      Our neighbor across the street, Mrs. Cohen, fell on black ice two days ago and ended up with a broken wrist. The last thing I need to add to my already broken life is a broken bone.

      “No, he went to look at possibly acquiring another train, so he’ll be down in Connecticut for the day.” We get in and she starts the car.

      I rub my hands together, the cold biting them. “And Matthew comes home when?”

      If my brother was also in her line of sight, maybe I wouldn’t bear the brunt of her nagging.

      “His last final is next week, so I assume he’ll drive home after that. But you know with that girlfriend of his.” She rolls her eyes.

      My little brother is a sophomore at a college about two hours away from our hometown, and he’s in a very on-again, off-again relationship. I want to tell him to run in the other direction, because of what just happened with my college-sweetheart, but then again, I never saw any warning signs of William leaving me. Maybe if Matthew and Janelle are already toxic, then they have a heads-up for how fucked up love could be.

      “I think I might go to dinner with Gigi tomorrow night,” I let slip as I drink some of the smoothie she made me.

      Strawberry and pineapple, my favorite. While she’s annoying the crap out of me, I am glad I could come home to my mama. Licking my wounds is going to take some time, and I know she cares about me in her own hustling way.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful! I know Grace was saying she might come home for the holidays. That’ll be so good for you to just get out. Maybe flirt with a boy or two.” Mom wiggles her fingers as if we’re girlfriends gossiping.

      “Mom, men are the last thing on my mind.” As if I didn’t just sign my divorce papers and come off one hell of the ending of a marriage.

      Mom waves her hand as if it’s no big deal. “Time to get back on the saddle, honey.”

      Gross.

      I’m thinking about how many margaritas my best friend will make me down when she gets here, and how I wish I was with Gigi instead right now.

      Grace is mom’s best friend. They met at a birthing class when they were both pregnant with my best friend Giselle, or Gigi, and me. Growing up, the four of us were inseparable, and we did all the mother-daughter activities and trips you could imagine. But as we got older, we were too cool for our moms and broke off on our own. Now, we tend to go out without our mothers because they’re always spinning theories or gossiping about someone in town when we’d rather focus on getting drunk.

      The cafe comes into view, a cute old shingled building set smack dab in between the departure and arrival tracks for the small train station. The ticket window is tacked on the end, and even though it’s on the end of Rutlend’s main street, it’s bustling at lunch time.

      Christmas lights twinkle at Mom and me when we get out, and I notice that Dad has already had the company come and put up the massive Christmas tree out front.

      Christmas used to be one of my favorite times of the year. Honestly, my most favorite time. But it seems that ever since I got together with William, and subsequently married him, my love for the holiday was slowly sucked out of me and replaced with his family’s fake shine.

      My house, growing up, was filled with Santas, red and green lights, bunting down the staircase, and a big old traditional Christmas tree in the living room, freshly chopped by my dad at the tree farm on the outskirts of town. We’d sing carols on Christmas Eve around an enormous table filled with the traditional seven fishes and all twenty of my dad’s closest family. Dad would take us out in the snow after to throw snowballs in the dark. Christmas morning would be filled with presents at the crack of dawn, pancakes, and a crackling fireplace.

      With the Cathcart family, Christmas meant swanky thousand-person Christmas Eve parties with people you didn’t even know. Sweltering Miami heat and revealing floor-length dresses. Glitzy silver and gold decorations and a palm tree with color-coordinated ornaments. There was nothing cozy or loving about it. If there is one thing I can be glad about when it comes to the divorce, it’s that I get to have a regular Christmas this year.

      The bell over the cafe door jingles, and the familiar smell of baking bread and my father’s favorite minestrone soup hit all of my senses. I’ve missed The Last Stop. My parents bought this place when I was six, just after my little brother was born. Dad was so successful, he really didn’t need to work again after selling his Internet company. But they wanted to give back to the community, and when the railroad was going to shut down, Mom and Dad bought both it and the restaurant, providing jobs for some locals and a delicious place to have breakfast and lunch.

      Mom stops to chat or waves at booths or tables as we enter, and everyone seems excited but also too curious as I walk at her side. I move to the kitchen, not wanting to attract more attention than necessary. Chef John will probably have some homemade grilled cheeses that no one has laid claim to yet, and though I haven’t had much of an appetite these days, I could scarf those down any time.

      I worked here in high school, and was paid an allowance to mop the floors on the weekend. This place was practically my second home. So I navigate it with ease, finding John at the stove.

      “Any grilled cheese for me?” I ask sweetly.

      The stout, black-mustached man with a Brooklyn accent turns and his face lights up. “I was wondering when you’d find your way in here, bella. For my girl, anytime.”

      He shuffles to one of the stainless-steel prep tables and plucks one off a place, then squirts some kind of sauce onto it and wraps it in wax paper.

      “You are the man of my dreams.” I sigh, hopping to sit on one of the counters still in my coat to chow down.

      “Porter, you look so handsome today.”

      My stomach drops just as I’m about to take a bite, because my mother’s voice just put the fear of God into me. When did she even enter the room?

      I’d been too busy to survey the kitchen for anyone else after I zeroed in on John, because the grilled cheese was at the forefront of my brain. Now it feels putrid in my hand and I can’t even manage one tiny sniff.

      I’m afraid to turn around. I should be, because when I do, Mom is standing there patting the cheek of my nemesis and the guy who took my V-card then broke my heart.

      “Thank you for noticing my hair cut, Diane. No one else did.” He smirks, and I know he hasn’t seen me yet or he’d be scowling.

      The bastard is flirting with my mother.

      “Now I know that’s not true. Half the women in this joint swoon and faint when you start playing that thing.” Mom points to the guitar he sits down to retune.

      “What the hell?” It pops out of my mouth before I can stop it, because apparently that’s going to be a thing whenever I’m in his presence.

      Porter startles while Mom turns around to look at me like I’ve grown a third eye. “Madison, what is wrong with you? Come say hi. You remember Porter, you went to school together? He plays guitar for us during the Christmas season, accompanies the elves and Santa on the train rides.”

      My mother doesn’t know what Porter Kelly means to me. To her, we were classmates who probably rarely hung out or spoke. For all she knows, we lost touch the day we graduated and I haven’t thought of or spoken to him since.

      But the blue-eyed devil standing across the room knows I know better. If I uttered even one sentence of the shit he’s put me through, my parents would be kicking him to the curb. Maybe that’s why he looks so frightened right now.

      Did he do this on purpose? Was being hired by my family some kind of weird revenge plot? Some kind of way to inflict torment if I ever found out? I have to admit, it’s freaking working.

      My mouth screws up into a scowl, and I swallow all the bitter coating my throat. If I react, throw a tantrum, my mother will not only be embarrassed, but furious with me. I know which way this will go.

      So instead of railing against him, I hop down and walk to them, extending a hand.

      “Hi,” I clip. “Good to see you.”

      I have to physically bite down on my tongue as his hand makes contact with my own. Absolutely not will I acknowledge the sparks that zip up my arm, or the way his eyes dilate when our skin touches.

      And there is no way on this godforsaken earth that I’m admitting how much more right it feels when his hand is in mine than it ever did with my ex-husband.
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      “You Shook Me All Night Long” blares from the speakers on the small stage at the front of the bar, and Gigi shimmies in her seat.

      “This song reminds me of sophomore homecoming.” She chuckles, still wriggling her body in her seat.

      “Ah yes, the random AC/DC song that a bunch of high schoolers thought they were old-school while listening to.” I roll my eyes, even though I like this song.

      “We need to get you another drink, you’re still grumpy.” My best friend motions for our waiter, who is all too happy to come over.

      Gigi has been flirting with him all night, even though he’s at least ten years older and has no shot in hell. But that’s my best friend, ever the enigmatic extrovert to my conservative introvert.

      The Rutlend Inn is a fancy restaurant up top, with a Michelin star to boot, and a gastro-pub located down the outdoor cellar stairs. Most of the local young professionals gather here on weekend nights, noshing on tapas and drinking local microbrews while gossiping, flirting, and even sometimes taking someone home.

      And although I protested that we’d see too many familiar faces, Gigi forced my hand because she knows the ahi tuna nachos here would be my death row meal if I ever had to choose one.

      Two more glasses of white wine are plopped down in front of us, and I hastily take a gulp of mine. I’ve already seen two guys I crushed on in high school, and countless other girls who probably wouldn’t hesitate to ask me about my divorce if they got drunk enough.

      It feels like I’m sitting in the middle of shark-infested waters.

      “How long are you here again?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      Talking about anything in the past these days makes me not only sad, but jumpy. I want to move forward, forget about anything before this moment because it all just feels like a dagger to my heart.

      “Until a couple of days after Christmas. The magazine is giving us remote work extensions for the holidays. I’m pretty sure they’re only doing that because Heidi is taking a three-week trip to the Maldives and doesn’t want to be responsible for any of us.”

      Gigi works as a feature writer for Interior Spaces, one of the hottest architectural magazines in the world. She landed the job out of luck, hard work, and that ever-effusive charm. She’s not only the youngest writer on staff, but also just scored a huge six-page interview spread with an up-and-coming teenage pop star. She snuck-texted me photos of the property when she was there for the interview. Let’s just say the sprawling mansion put my Star Island wedding venue to shame.

      “When do we get Heidi’s life?” I muse, thinking of Gigi’s ridiculously chic and glamorous boss.

      “I’m telling ya, man …” She shakes her head like she’s already trying to become the woman.

      “If only we could rent out one of those houses in the magazine. Oh! Maybe the one with the bowling alley and in-house theater. Who needs Rutlend Christmas when you could binge Bridgerton on the big screen in your pajamas.” I rub my hands together.

      “Wouldn’t that be the dream? As it is, my mother has already asked me to go through my closet and pick which cheerleading trophies I want to keep. None, Mother. The answer is none.”

      We cackle as we sip our drinks. I was in high school politics, while Gigi was the head cheerleader. Us being friends was kind of strange, other than the fact that both of our families had money and our mothers were pregnant at the same time. Everyone in our hometown is wealthy—mostly—that’s just how it is.

      The two of us are completely different, yet we just work. She’s the only sister I have, and the day after William told me he wanted a divorce, she flew down to Florida and basically held up my withering carcass when I could barely make myself walk.

      “We should have a bonfire. You can burn your cheerleading trophies. I can burn my wedding dress.”

      The thing is sitting in my parents’ basement now, and I don’t even know why I took it with me. Just thinking about that box down on the lower level of their house haunts me.

      “Fuck it, I’m in. Let’s torch all your pictures of that asshole, teenage style.” She holds out her fist for me to bump.

      I hate talking about the divorce, but somehow it hurts just a little less when I can complain about it with Gigi.

      “Did Mr. And Mrs. Claus rope you into working the railroad this year?” Gigi smirks when referring to my parents.

      “One of the elfin hot chocolate servers, at your service.” I flourish a hand.

      “Oh hell, I’m going to have to come see that.” She claps her hands in a malicious, giddy fashion.

      Our food arrives and I dive into my nachos while my friend stabs into pieces of fried chicken and slathers them in the gravy on the plate. It’s funny, but I don’t even care what we look like right now. I’m beginning to thicken my skin, to worry less and less about what people think of me. Sure, I’m still horribly embarrassed, but it’s as if I don’t have the energy to put more thought into it.

      “Oh shit, look who’s here.” Gigi interrupts my thoughts and tips her chin in the direction of the other end of the bar.

      Lo and behold, Porter Kelly, in all his glory. Instantly, the breath stops circulating in my lungs, but I try to play it cool. I haven’t mentioned to Gigi that I saw him not just once at The Last Stop, but also in the grocery store. I haven’t told her about the words he said, that haven’t stopped echoing around in my head.

      “Ugh, why?” I mumble. “It’s like he’s haunting me.”

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes are round when she turns back to me.

      “He’s working for my parents. Guitar player on the train. Kill me now.”

      “Fuck, that’s hot.” Her pupils flare.

      “Stop it! You know how horrible he was to me.” I hit her arm with my napkin.

      She shrugs. “People change. I read his book, it was damn good. And explains a lot. You should read it. Plus, you’re single now and he’s so much finer than he was in high school.”

      I never read the book. I knew that if I did, while married to another man, I’d open a Pandora’s box that I was already trying to keep a tight lid on.

      “You’re really annoying me.” I scowl at her.

      “Word is he’s quite the ladies’ man around town.” Gigi smirks into her drink.

      I roll my eyes. “Of course he is. He always was. The guy couldn’t keep his dick in his pants if he donned a chastity belt and studied the bible four times a day.”

      My best friend chokes on her sip, sputtering, until people start looking at us. She regains her composure and dabs her mouth with a napkin before staring at me.

      “Wow, the divorce really has made you bitter and sarcastic. I like this new you.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter like it’s the worst dig anyone’s ever made against me.

      “I’m serious. I didn’t particularly like country club Madison with her heirloom pearls and coifed chignon. Sure, you’re a rich girl, but you’re an East Coast bitch rich girl. Not a southern prep, ‘bless your heart,’ lunch at the club kind of girl. Don’t you realize we didn’t talk as much the whole time you were with William?”

      My jaw drops. “You were the maid of honor at my wedding!”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, because that was about you, not him. I love you, but that marriage was not your end game. Porter Kelly however …”

      “He is not my end game. He never was,” I snap, because I can’t take another minute of it.

      The way that guy broke my heart six ways from Sunday is exactly what sent me rebounding right into William’s arms. I’ve spent the last year wondering about my entire life’s trajectory, if maybe I just missed my ex-husband’s intentions and flaws because I was still reeling from Porter.

      “You never think about him?” Gigi’s voice is quiet over the drone of the bar.

      My eyes can’t help but stray to him. Porter is leaning against the bar, chatting up two women who look like they’re a couple of years older than us. I wouldn’t be surprised if he goes home with both.

      The draw I feel toward him, toward his lean, tall, enchanting form … it’s scientific. There is something in my molecular makeup that can’t fend off the feeling I get when I’m around him. I hate it, but I can’t stop it.

      “I was married.” I whip my head back around before those aquamarine pools find me staring.

      Gigi looks at me as if I’m the biggest bullshitter in the world. Her stink-eye could really break down any liar, if they weren’t her best friend.

      Because here is the truth; I think about Porter Kelly all the time. I thought about him when I was dating William, on my wedding day, when I’d lie in bed at night with my husband. I thought about Porter constantly, about the moments we shared and how he made me feel.

      The ugly, horrific truth is that I don’t think William made me feel, not for one day of our marriage, an ounce of what Porter did when I was a teenager.

      Sometimes I think I’m dreaming about our connection, that it was just angsty, lovesick teenage emotions I’m playing up in my head.

      But as I look at him across this bar, I know it’s not. I know he could ruin me with such little ease.

      That’s what has me turning to my drink, minding my own business, and hoping like hell I can pick myself up and leave my hometown before he has the chance.
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      The buzzing of my phone is the thing that wakes me, and I blink against the darkness of my bedroom when the screen flashes in my eyes.

      Next to me in bed, Jenny huffs out a snort at her beauty sleep being interrupted, and I give her sandy blond fur a quick pet before attending to whoever is calling.

      “Hello?” My throat is scratchy with dreams and the remnants of REM.

      “Porter, it’s Jay Maceval calling again.”

      The name rings some kind of bell in the back of my head, and I’m sitting up trying to remember it.

      “Okay?” I grumble, scratching my bare abs.

      “I want to talk about possibly presenting you to my label for an EP. I’ve seen your stuff on YouTube, man, and I’m impressed. Plus, with the recent hype around your book and who your father was—”

      “That man wasn’t my father.” All senses are alert now, and I’m standing at attention on the side of the bed.

      “Of course not, sorry.” His voice is calm and even, like he’s soothing a child.

      I’m sure this guy is used to handling pissy artists and creative types all day, but he doesn’t fucking know me.

      “You woke me up,” I accuse, because I don’t know what else to say.

      “Oh, I thought …” He trails off, and I know he’s checking his watch.

      After that awkward interlude with Madison and Diane at the cafe, I came home with a pounding headache. Madison touching me was not the thing I needed. Not when I’m trying so hard to keep away from her with my very real curiosity about her divorce.

      Not seeing anything holding me back, since I have no one else to care about but a golden retriever, I crawled into bed and blissfully passed out.

      “It’s only nine there?”

      “Like I said, you interrupted me.” I’m being an asshole and yet I can’t stop.

      Guys like Jay have been calling for years, trying to get me to sign contracts for books or music deals. I’ve been too picky to get an agent or a manager, refusing to liken myself to him. At the same time, though, I love music. I love it like it’s in my veins, like when I’m playing I only exist to the melody and lyrics.

      But I don’t want music if it means my name will inextricably be tied to his. Gregory Monay. Legendary musician to most. To me? A deadbeat dad who kept my existence hush-hush.

      That’s all I am to them. A paycheck they could attach to a famous face and make big bucks off of. I’m the sideshow they could pedal because they’d read my book. But none of them read it closely. They didn’t hear the nuance or feel the rejection of a young boy who had no idea why his father wanted nothing to do with him.

      “Listen, Porter.” He calls me by my first name like we’ve ever met before. “You probably have gotten dozens of these phone calls over the past year. And you’re probably still fucking pissed at your old man. I get it. I do. But these calls are only going to come for so long. Shit, you’re lucky they’re still coming with the rate at which Hollywood moves on. But you’re talented, and if you want this, it’s yours to fucking grab. You going to let that guy take one more thing from you? Fuck, who cares if you use his platform to boost your own? Everyone in my world does that. Take it while the taking’s hot.”

      Jesus fuck, it’s like this guy can read my damn mind. For the first time in three years, just as I think he’ll be another one of those slimy agent types, Jay has just proven me dead wrong.

      And I didn’t know how to respond. Honestly, even though I’m no hermit, I don’t have a lot of close people in my life. No one calls me out on my shit, criticizes, or even teases me. He called me on my bluff, showed me every card in the deck, and I feel naked.

      Well, I guess technically I am only wearing boxers alone in my own house, but metaphorically, you know?

      “I’ll think about it,” I say before pressing the red button to disconnect us.

      It’s the closest I’ve come to being somewhat open to even talking about working on a project or music.

      The thing is, being one man’s secret made my life pretty isolated. Sure, I had friends growing up, I guess. But I subconsciously closed myself off and didn’t let anyone close enough to hurt me. To reject me.

      If I go into the hellscape that is Hollywood, if I follow in his footsteps, I will bring nothing but bullets. Skeptics, critics, doubters, users. I’ll be inviting it all into my life. And even though it’s all I want, to play music, or maybe write another book, I’m still not sure I want what comes with it.

      Honestly, I’ve lost too much as it is already.

      It’s common knowledge in this town that my mother and I don’t speak anymore. She lives three blocks away, and I have barely seen her in the last three years, which is why Madison’s comment in the grocery store stung as if she’d just sucker-punched me in the face.

      She had no idea what she was talking about, but then again, why would she? I never confided in her all those years ago, instead opting to cover my mouth with hers while I pumped my body to forget about the emotional pain I was feeling inside.

      Madison has always represented something ethereal to me; this kind princess who could not only do no wrong, but would never have harm come her way. To me, I was the worst kind of defilement she’d ever experience, and I kind of got off on it.

      Hey, I never said I was the shining prince in this story.

      I could have moved away, I know I could have. Started over or gone somewhere where no one really knows who I am. But hadn’t I ruined that? My face was plastered all over Internet articles and social media for at least a year after the book came out. Hell, I still make enough royalties per month to live off my book income and not get another serious job, so people are still devouring it. I wouldn’t be ignored anywhere I went.

      Plus, when you grow up with so little you actually can claim as your own, you tend to want to stick to what resembles the biggest part of yourself. That’s Rutlend, at least until I can get up the courage to jump.

      I flop back down onto the bed, where Jenny lifts an eyebrow like I’ve disrupted her again.

      Scratching behind her ears, I pose a question. “What do you think, Jen? Should I be a famous rock star? How about Hollywood, you want to go there?”

      She gives a noncommittal shrug.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure either.”
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      Holly branches prick my skin, the berries winking innocently at me in their red cheeriness as the greenery below makes me bleed.

      “Mom, you couldn’t have gotten fake shit at the store?” I curse, I’m that mad.

      I’ve never been prone to swearing and especially learned to keep a clean mouth when I was of society in Florida.

      “Language, Madison!” she scolds, and I knew that was coming.

      “Sorry.” I heave a breath as I set the devil decorations down. “But we could have gotten fake ones. These just made me bleed.”

      “The real stuff smells better, plus it makes everything authentic.” Mom says this like I’m being sacrilegious.

      God forbid the Polar Express amusement isn’t authentic. My parents go all out every year since they own it. Ripping out the innards of the old trains and redoing them with plush red velvet seats, green carpeted floors, and Christmas lights strung through the luggage racks above. The back of each seat, where old leather had once been, is now a beautifully painted mural by local artists they employ to put Christmas lyrics and images on every one.

      The kids who board the train all go home with a copy of the timeless story that inspired the train ride, and the stop in the middle of the amusement boasts a village complete with Santa, cookies, and hot chocolate.

      I have to admit, working on the train is a magical experience. Even though you know it’s all smoke and mirrors, it still feels like you are smack dab in the middle of the North Pole.

      “Diane, I have the mistletoe. Where do you want it?” Porter stomps up the train steps, looking way too good in his red and green flannel with a black beanie.

      “Between every car, hung just in the doorway for a romantic moment,” Mom says dreamily, and I know she’s picturing tons of couples kissing beneath them.

      All I can see is Porter carrying mistletoe, and it brings me back to a conversation we had when we were seventeen. We’d been seeing each other for about three months, it was December of our junior year in high school. I’d already given him my virginity by then, and was blindly in love with him. There was no way he couldn’t see it. He’d managed to ghost me on every major holiday or dance. On Halloween, he ignored my texts all night and I saw pictures of him playing mischief night pranks with the popular kids.

      But by Christmas, I’d forgiven him and really thought with a false hope that he’d show up with a present. What he did was climb in my basement window three days after Santa’s big day with a crumpled, fake piece of mistletoe and proceed to smooth talk his way into my pants.

      God, I was so gullible when it came to him. He was my kryptonite, nothing horrible he did ever stuck. My anger always dissipated even though he didn’t deserve it to.

      I still have that piece of mistletoe, dried in a book in my room at Mom and Dad’s house—God, how lovesick was I?

      “Madison, can you go to the caboose with Porter while the guests board? He needs to tune up the guitar and I need you checking that we haven’t left anyone on the platform.” Dad’s question is not really one, it’s more of an order.

      I open my mouth to protest, but know better. I need to grin and bear it for the next few weeks. This is my parent’s favorite time of year, and if I let Porter ruin my mood, he will. It’s as simple as that. I already have enough damper on my parade these days, so I might as well ignore the asshole I’m stuck with and decide to smile.

      Wow, I actually think Mom’s positive campaign might be working. Still, as I turn and look at Porter, I know I won’t last three seconds with him alone at the back of the train.

      “Dad, anyone else can go do that.” I sound whiny, I know I do.

      “And I’m asking you to.” His voice takes on a hint of annoyance.

      I am a daddy’s girl, through and through, but I know he’s stressed. It’s our first night of rides. He’s going to have to make sure everything runs smoothly for four trips in a row. He has a dozen other employees to oversee, from the conductor to the engineer to the high school kids he pays to act like fun-time elves. The last thing he needs is me being a pain in the ass.

      Porter returns from hanging the mistletoe, nods at my dad’s order, and turns on his heel before even sparing me a glance. I follow wordlessly as we pass by a stray elf or two, Santa putting on his beard, and the conductor trying to hustle to the front of the train.

      Outside the frosted glass windows, I see families gathering below on the platform. Little kids run around playing tag, parents stand with steaming coffees in their hands, and a pregnant woman is being hugged by her husband. They look so in love, and I have to avert my gaze as the sharp sting of tears threatens.

      That should be me by now. The plan had been babies right after the wedding, because I’ve thought of nothing else since I was a girl than being a mother. I love my job, but the one I really wanted from the time I could remember was to have children and raise them. It might be old-school, but it was my dream.

      Porter opens the rickety door to the last car on the train and I quickly step inside behind him. Still no words, but I can feel the tension pouring off of him. We haven’t said more than two words since we saw each other in the grocery store, and the ones we did exchange then were hostile and nasty. I said something I should apologize for, but I can’t get over how cold he’d been.

      It’s been years since he broke my heart, and yet he’s always been the one acting like I wronged him. My ego won’t let me move past it.

      There isn’t enough room back here. The caboose on this train is just a little cabin, no bigger than two bench seats worth. I have to smush my body against the far wall as not to be too close in Porter’s orbit.

      “Did he not want a baby?” Porter asks like he just can’t help twisting the knife when he knows it’s already in deep.

      The question knocks me upside the head, rendering me momentarily incapacitated.

      “That is such a rude and thoughtless thing to ask someone.” I say, my jaw hanging open.

      “I saw how you looked at that pregnant woman.” He doesn’t look at me as he takes his guitar case in his lap.

      I would swear he wasn’t looking at me the entire time we made our way back here, but that sentence proves otherwise. Just how closely had he been paying attention to me?

      “And what if it was because I was infertile? What if I looked at her because I’d lost a baby? God, you’re just as cruel as you’ve always been.”

      To his credit, Porter actually flinches. Apparently, talk of miscarriage is the only sympathy I’ll garner from him. But I can’t carry out the hypothetical, because it would just be wrong to use that as a barb.

      “I didn’t, by the way. Lose a baby. But yes, I want one. I wanted one. With my ex-husband, before he left me for no reason at all.”

      That’s way more than I ever planned to reveal, and I feel stripped raw as those ocean eyes come up to meet mine.

      “You didn’t leave him?” He cocks his head to the side.

      I turn to the window, watching as the passengers board. So far, all of the chaos seems to be contained.

      “Of course I didn’t. I love … loved my husband. I never thought I’d have more than one marriage in my life. So yes, if you must know, he left me because he didn’t love me anymore.”

      There is a beat of silence while Porter tunes his guitar, which is irritating. It’s irritating because I’m way too drawn to him in a moment when I should want to bash him upside the head with that thing.

      “Figures, you wouldn’t walk away even if you knew it wasn’t right. Always the traditional, idyllic fool.”

      He might as well have smashed the guitar to smithereens and used one of the wooden spikes to stake my heart. I rub at the center of my chest, trying to breathe correctly.

      I have to exercise precise control over my voice to stop it from shaking when I speak. “What the hell is wrong with you? I’m going through one of the worst times in my life, and you’re going to kick me while I’m down? You don’t even know me, you have no idea what my husband and I were like together—”

      “I know you.” That look tells me he’s seen me bare, underneath him, and that we would both do well to remember that.

      “You put your trust too blindly in people, Madison. It’s no wonder you end up hurt.” And now I know he isn’t just talking about my divorce.

      “And you’re a bully, Porter. Pointing out the harshest, most painful truths in people’s lives and shoving them in their faces. We get it, you’re an insecure, emotional manipulator.”

      It feels good to throw his awfulness back in his face, to see his expression turn dark and pissed off. I’ve never been the type to want someone to hurt as much as I do, but when it comes to him, to his arrogance, I love to see it.

      “Fuck this, I’m out of here.” He rises, towering in the space and making my heart gallop.

      For as much as I loathe him, as much as he cuts me down, I can’t help my physical reaction to him, which makes my body feel all that much more like a traitor.

      Porter pauses at the door, and I expect one more insult to be tossed my way.

      “For the record,” his hand braces against the jam, his body turned away from me, “he’s an idiot to ask you for a divorce. You may be naive, but …”

      Instead of finishing his thought, he just walks out and the door slams in his absence. What the hell? He just spent five minutes being a total asshole, and then ends on that note?

      No wonder I’ve always been thoroughly dizzy when I’m around Porter Kelly; his emotions warp at the speed of light.

      When I take note that no one else is standing on the platform and I hear the loud whistle of the train overhead, I take a deep breath and begin making my way through the cars. I say hi to some people I know, girls from high school with their tiny cherub babies in their laps. Pasting on a smile is the only way I’ll get through this holiday season working for my family business.

      It’s not until I get to a car in the middle of the train that the smile falters. Because there is Porter, perched on a stool at the front of the rows, guitar in his lap and hands. Dark locks flop onto his forehead as he concentrates, and I realize I’m barely breathing.

      And then he starts strumming. I think about seventy-five percent of the women on this train just experienced their panties melting. Holy hell, this guy has charm coming out of his freaking toes. He’s playing the chords of “All I Want for Christmas” super slow, the melody almost too haunting to be a Christmas song.

      Just when I think I’ve caught my breath and can turn away without being dizzy, Porter starts to sing. A throaty, rasping, serene string of words that entrances my entire body. This feels like an alternate universe, one I am paralyzed in.

      When he sings those lyrics, the ones about only wanting one thing for the holiday and just keeping that person to yourself, giving everything else up … my heart bleeds. Seriously, for all I know, it’s lying on the floor of this train.

      Then our eyes connect, and I feel my knees buckle. I’m in love with my ex-husband, I hate my ex-husband. I have feelings for a man who I loved when he was a boy, one who would laugh in my face if I ever admitted that.

      My heart is such a goddamn mess and I only realize the full scope of it now.

      It dawns on me that I have to leave town and go heal in a different location. It was a mistake to come here.
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      “You can play. I never knew that.”

      Madison’s voice is small as we wash up in the industrial kitchen back at The Last Stop.

      Honestly, there’s a lot she never knew about me, because I hadn’t shared it.

      “Not like I’m that good.” I try to deflect, taking the wet dish she hands me and drying it.

      Diane asked us to clean the dirty cookie platters, and I’d never say no to her mother. It might be torture standing this close to her daughter, but I’d never disrespect the woman who gave me a chance when this whole town labeled me several different, distasteful things.

      “Now we both know that’s not true, even if I don’t want to give you a compliment.” Madison smiles at the sink.

      How she can even say a nice word about me when I pulled that crap on the train before is beyond me. But that was always Madison, too nice for her own good.

      Our high school lust story started at the beginning of junior year, when we were tasked with helping clean out the supply closet in the school store. Mine had been a detention assignment, while Madison had volunteered her time as the class president.

      I have no idea what happened, but by the time we were done with those two hours, I’d already kissed her. The sexual tension when we first walked in was something palpable; it wasn’t anything you could describe. Lust at first sight might be appropriate, but I was a horny teenager and it just seemed like the norm for me.

      I remember how she shyly smiled at me, how our hands had bumped, reaching for a box of rainbow pencil sharpeners. I’d been cocky, daring. I hadn’t even asked when I grabbed her and kissed her. I don’t even know if I really knew her name at that point, it wasn’t like we ran in the same circles.

      But all the same, we ended up making out in that closet until my blue balls ached and her lips were chapped.

      A month later, we had sex for the first time, and we weren’t in any kind of relationship. No one knew we were hooking up, I was making absolutely no promises, and we had sex under the guise of night when I text her and she came over.

      Madison had been so innocent, so eager to try things, but also to please me. I knew that, as fucked up as it was. I was addicted to her too, but I was a damaged kid and had no business loving another.

      Everything that unraveled was just toxic as hell. We’d hook up like the world was ending, with the fever and reckless abandon that only teenagers have. We’d fight when she felt like I was leading her on, get into arguments that would end with whisper-hissing in the halls when I wouldn’t acknowledge her.

      She’d get fed up and stop talking to me altogether. It was like a few months would go by each time, and we’d have some sexy fun, but then she’d realize I still wasn’t going to commit to her. I saw the look in her eyes each time and knew, that I was creating fresh breaks in her heart with every instance we hooked back up.

      Back then, I was too damaged and cocky to really understand how much I was hurting her. I was a fucking dumpster fire of hormones, rage, misunderstanding, and self-pity. Sure, I was blindly in love with Madison in my own way, but over my dead body would I have ever told her that.

      Something in me, to this day, hates that I will never know the kind of security and love that she does. I let my childhood trauma cloud everything in my path. I’ve heard it from numerous therapists my mother tried to take me to over the years.

      And so, as she stands next to me, that pretty innocent girl transformed into a beautiful, mesmerizing woman, I want to poke at the cracks. I’m still a mess, and I want to reveal hers too.

      “You still love him.” It’s not a question, but part of me needs to hear her say it.

      Madison is silent, probably surprised by the subject change. She’s focusing on scrubbing a spot on a cookie platter that doesn’t exist.

      It’s been eating at me since she told me about the divorce in the grocery store. Why? And then in the train car, the awful things I hurled because none of it made sense. I’m the prick who broke her heart. She was supposed to have moved on, been happy with that boring country club bro.

      “The guy doesn’t deserve it.” I shrug, trying to make up for my deplorable behavior before. “Your love, that is.”

      “How incredibly ironic for you to say that,” she mumbles, and we both know why.

      I hang my head, knowing I need to give a little. “I’m … I apologize for what I said back there, on the ride. But I’m not sorry about the sentiment. He’s an idiot, Madison. But you’ve also never been the type of person to know when you’re in hot water until it’s boiling over your head.”

      Her cheeks pink up, and I know I’ve hit a nerve.

      “I probably shouldn’t have come home. I think I’m going to move. God, living in my parent’s house is pathetic anyway.” Madison shakes her head like she’s foolish, and I burn inside, knowing I called her a fool before.

      God, I’m an ass. But I get one feeling of anger and then just run with it. It’s how I’ve always been. My mother used to say my temper would be the end of me.

      “Don’t leave on my account.”

      “Says the guy who has done nothing but verbally whip me since I stepped foot in Rutlend. You really hate me that much? We’ve barely seen each other since high school.” Her chuckle is hollow and sad.

      “I don’t hate you,” I deadpan.

      No, I don’t hate Madison. I hate that she represents a lot of things in my life I never had. I hate myself for breaking things between us because deep down, I think I’m in love with her. I loathe that she married another man.

      But hate her? No, I think I hate how much I fucking loved her. I hate that I thought I wasn’t capable enough to be with her. I hate that I still do believe both of those things. I hate that I was too much of a coward to tell her what I was actually going through back then.

      She scoffs. “My God, you even managed to say it with a straight face. Cut the crap, Porter.”

      Her saying my name brings me all the way back to the first time I was inside her.

      “What are you trying to do when it comes to my parents?” She crosses her arms over her chest, her hair curling around her face.

      “What do you mean?” I try not to show one ounce of emotion.

      “Is this some long game to you? You fuck with my parents because you’ve hated me for years?”

      That has me rounding on her, backing her up until her perfect ass collides with the countertop. My voice is low, but I intend for her to hear every word.

      “I’m not fucking with your parents. I’m not playing some game. They were good to me when no one else was. Your mother has always approached me with an honest smile on her face, and your dad has given me direction when I had no idea what way I should be going. While you weren’t here, I helped them. Out of the goodness of my fucked-up heart, I wanted to help them with tasks their kids should have been doing, because they welcomed me in and listened to me. I love my mom, but for the first time in my life, someone actually listened to me. Your parents are the kindest, most conscientious people I’ve ever met, and it does them no justice that you’re reducing them to that. Because while you might think me capable of it, your parents are also so smart. They would never be taken advantage of like that.”

      Madison breathes and the gust hits my lips, we’re that close. My cock jerks, and that’s not the only thing that’s woken up from being in her presence. My heart pounds; my blood whooshes in my ears.

      “Good,” she spits out, not apologizing for her assumption.

      Damn, maybe she has more bite in her than I realized. A weaker woman would have started backpedaling, but she’s owning it and emphasizing just how much she cares about her parents.

      “I don’t hate you.” I turn away, not able to say this with eye contact. “I was jealous of you. Jealous of this.”

      My hand flings to her cafe, to the love that always existed inside its four walls.

      “Jealous?” The word is unbelievable out of her mouth.

      “Of course. My life was a secret, I was unwanted. I’d come to your house, in the dead of night, and burn up inside knowing just how good you had it. I couldn’t see past my own blinding jealousy. While I may have hated what you represented, I never hated you. Not in the slightest.”

      Fuck, hadn’t meant to go that deep.

      I remember sneaking through her basement window and seeing the finished rooms, that even in the lower level of their house, her mom had taken the time to make it beautiful and cozy. My mom did the best she could, but our house was pretty cold.

      “Madison?” Diane comes into the kitchen, clearly looking for her daughter.

      Our moment is broken, the truths that have been falling from our lips all but buttoned-up. This is how we always operated—in secret. By my design in high school and hers once she started up with that douche bag. It brings me back to the time she first brought him home when I ran into them at—

      “I’m leaving, so you can either catch a ride with me or wait until your father has locked the trains up and that could be hours.”

      “No, I’ll come with you.” She doesn’t even hesitate.

      “Good night, Porter. Great playing tonight.” Diane smiles warmly at me.

      Madison doesn’t even bother to wave as she exits.

      My chest feels heavy and light at the same time. We switched baggage, unloading our own and heaping the mess onto the other person.

      There was no way I wasn’t going to sleep tonight thinking about her and how she thought something was wrong with her.
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      Rachel McAdams walks across the TV screen, yelling at her on-screen mother played by Diane Keaton.

      I’ve already cried once during this movie, and red wine isn’t helping.

      “This movie is fucking sad.” Gigi reads my thoughts, gulping down the rest of her glass.

      We opted for a night in after the craziness of my train schedule this week. While she might be working remote and lounging on her parent’s couch all day, I’ve done three nights of back-to-back Polar Express rides in the last five days and am wiped.

      I’ve forgotten what comes with producing the amusement, and how much work and effort go into it. On top of my actual job, it’s a lot. But at least it’s keeping me completely distracted from the fact that my house, the one I bought with my husband and thought we’d live in forever, is being sold this week.

      “You’re right, I forgot how awfully upsetting it is.” I sniffle, because who the hell watches a Christmas movie about a mom dying of breast cancer.

      Me, that’s who. I picked it. Just add it to my pile of things causing me to be sad.

      “What’s that?” Mom pops her head up, completely oblivious to anything else going on.

      “Nothing, go back to your book.” I point at her latest Elin Hilderbrand novel and she does just that.

      I don’t even know why she’s joined us in here, because Gigi and I are doing nothing more than drinking wine and talking shit as we laugh at Luke Wilson in this movie.

      “Oh, did I mention that Layla Winters is having another baby?” She has an evil sparkle in her eye.

      “Oh my God, another one? But how old is her—”

      “Nine months.” My best friend claps with evil glee. “They literally fucked like a second after she got home from the hospital. Four kids under five, that seems like a stay in a psych facility.”

      I grimace. “Yikes, yeah, that does not sound enjoyable.”

      “I won’t be having kids until I’m at least forty. I have too much traveling and casual sex I want to do.”

      “Oh my God, Gigi!” I point to my mother, who has completely tuned us out.

      My best friend rolls her eyes. “She isn’t even listening. Plus, I can’t have kids or my boss would probably fire me. Work before any type of personal life.”

      I turn to her as Sarah Jessica Parker spills breakfast all over the floor in the movie.

      “Speaking of work … I got approached by a start-up brand, this new type of canned seltzer drink that they sent me and I actually really like.”

      “But you love your job?” Mom looks up, confused.

      Of course she heard that, insert eye roll.

      “I do.” I nod, thinking about how much I really do value my work.

      Social media marketing is just something I fell into. I joined a sorority in college, mostly because William was in the partnering fraternity and it meant we could hang out more. When the girls discovered I was organized and could take a decent picture, they put me on social media duty. I would create a schedule, plan posts, and deliver content to not only impress the Greek board on campus but also the chapter heads for the national branches of the sorority. Over time, not only did I get really good at it, but I enjoyed it.

      The structure, beautifying the pictures, coming up with creative campaigns … I really love it.

      My current job is one I’ve been in since I graduated from college. Admittedly, I got the interview at Arson Tequila because of a connection through William, but I rocked it and ended up landing the job as their social media manager. Arson is one of the biggest liquor brands in the US, and I have full control of their virtual branding and marketing. It’s a thrill. I get free tequila, and I genuinely love the people I work with. As it is, they’ll let me work remotely for however long I need since I told them about the divorce.

      But lately, I’ve been feeling an itch. I’m good at my job, too good. It’s too easy. I know how to keep both the brand and the customers happy. While a lot of people are keen to rest on their laurels, I find myself wanting a challenge.

      “Oh, I want to try! What flavors do they have? Is it sugar free?” Gigi asks this as she is pulling apart a Twizzler and shoving it in her mouth.

      “I tried the blackberry citrus and peach coconut, they were both delicious. Didn’t taste super fake like others I’ve had. And the bottles are so cool, really vintage looking. I could see so many possible Instagram layouts with them.” My brain is churning far more than it has in a year at my current company.

      “Take it then. You sound really hyped.” Gigi says this nonchalantly like it wouldn’t be another huge change.

      “So many things have already changed in my life. Do I really need to take a new job, too?” I muse, more to myself than to my mother and best friend.

      “If you want to, then yes. Come on, you said it yourself that you’re starting from scratch. If you feel like doing that in a new company as well, I say why not? You have basically nothing to lose.” Gigi steals a chocolate-covered peanut out of my bowl.

      I give her a stink-eye. “Gee, thanks for the pep talk.”

      She rubs my shoulder. “Tough love, baby. That’s what you come to me for. I’m serious, though, if the start-up sounds cool and you don’t love Arson anymore, then why not?”

      “But I do love Arson, and they’ve been so good to me.” I can hear the edge of unsureness in my voice.

      “You’re not completely set on that, though. I can tell. What is it?” Mom pipes up, and she freakily knows just when to enter the chat.

      I lift a shoulder and let it drop. “I kind of want a challenge. It feels like I need to shed my skin completely, lean in to this new life I’m going to have to pave for myself. Plus, part of me has always felt like I got that job because of William.”

      “Fuck that guy, he shouldn’t have any more room in your life.” Gigi flicks up her middle finger.

      Mom sends her a stern glare, but turns to me. “Then shed that skin. New relationship status, new job, do it all. You’re still so young, sweetheart. You deserve to lean into anything you want. You can always go back, you’re not the type to burn bridges and career paths are always left open. I say jump.”

      It’s not lost on me just how amazing my mom is. I know there are parents out there who don’t care about their kids after they’re out from under their roof. Porter flashes into my mind as an example of someone who has a parent that actually doesn’t care at all. A twinge of sadness fills my chest, because I realize now why he said he was jealous.

      I’m a fully grown woman, but I know my parents will be my safety net if I ever need them. That’s an empowering and comforting thing that a lot of people don’t have.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Rachel McAdams is grabbing things around the kitchen back on the TV screen, and it reminds me suddenly of all the stuff I left behind.

      “Do you think I should send all the stuff in the house back?” I ask this as if William is even going to give any of it to me.

      “What do you mean?” Gigi looks confused.

      “My wedding gifts. Technically, we were only married for a year when he asked for the …”

      I trail off, realizing I still can’t say that word in normal conversation without flinching. There’s something societally judgmental about admitting you’re divorced, that you have failed at love and partnership. I know a ton of people do it, even multiple times. But it feels like this black mark on my record, a stain I’ll never be able to rub off myself.

      “What nonsense are you spewing?” Mom pipes up, looking up from her book. “You will do no such thing.”

      “We aren’t together anymore and we were meant to use them the rest of our life—”

      “And he’s the one who ruined that. So fuck him, and that monstrosity of a house he made you buy. Keep your shit, I will go get it with you, and we’ll find you the cutest house up here to fill those things with.”

      “Hey, that house wasn’t all bad.” I pout, knowing the Spanish cottage-style mansion is so not my taste.

      It’s an open, airy layout, with red tile everywhere and ornate fountains on every floor.

      “That house is hideous and we all know it,” Mom confirms, sticking her nose in again.

      I throw up my arms. “Glad to know you all hated my life so much but never said anything.”

      That’s the part that sometimes annoys me most. If everyone could see it but me, why hadn’t they said something?

      “What were we supposed to say?” Gigi genuinely asks. “Anything that would have been discussed would have offended you or you would have become defensive and retreated into him. I told you before, I chose not losing you over interfering. If you had stayed with him, had his babies, I would have been their loving aunt. But part of me hoped, even if it’s killing you now, that you’d be set free. Because I can’t wait to see how you blossom in this next chapter.”

      “Well, now, I’m really going to cry.” I throw my arms around her.

      “Will you two shush with all the emotional stuff? I’m trying to finish a good chapter.” Mom huffs.

      Gigi and I just laugh. It’s the lightest I’ve felt in a while, and the magic of Christmas seems to be worming its way into my heart.
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        “’Cause when you get to the fork,

        and the road turns dark,

        who will be there to guide you through?

        Oh yes, I want to be that man holding your hand,

        but first I have to earn you.

        Yes, dear, I have to earn you.”

        

      

      I strum out the final chords of the song I wrote, letting them soak my soul and leave me in a trance that nothing but music seems to do. It’s only when the guitar stops vibrating in my hand, and my throat is coated in something that needs washing out, that I look up at the blinking button on my phone and hit stop.

      A quick edit of the video and a filter for lighting, and it’s up on YouTube. My fingers crossed that the people who subscribe to my channel like this one.

      Then I grab for my water bottle, chugging it, and take a few calming breaths. Even in the depths of my bedroom, playing and singing transport me to another realm. And when I snap out of it, I feel spent and hungry, a human who has ignored his urges for who knows how long and needs to replenish.

      “Come on, girl, dinner.” I motion to Jenny, who follows me into the kitchen from where I was playing in my bedroom.

      After scooping her food into her bowl and setting it on the floor, I pull a protein bar from the fridge and eat it in two bites. My phone pings, the first few comments on my video, and I open up the app.

      One says I sound pitchy, but the other two comments are complimentary and claim they like the new song. I wrote that one last week, while I was in between train rides and trying to get warm inside the cafe. It’s a bit of a slower melody, with chords that last until the very drop of the note has strummed its way out of the guitar.

      Another comment pops up, this one from what looks to be a man’s account. He’s talking about the lyrics speaking to him about a breakup, about being ready to be worthy enough for the woman who showed him the door.

      And that’s what my songwriting is about. Well, any kind of writing, really.

      For me, writing down my interactions and feelings has always helped me examine them better. No Name, the book I wrote about being fathered by a celebrity who wouldn’t claim me, helped me purge all of the things I’d kept trapped inside for a long time. Rather than going to therapy to talk about them or relying on the friends I didn’t really have, I penned it all into a fictional tale about belonging and identity.

      My songs help me do the same thing, but if the issue is big enough that I need to tackle it from multiple angles, I’ve found myself in front of a document with a blinking cursor.

      It just happened that I sat down at my laptop the other day and opened up a Word document, much like I did for No Name. And a romance came pouring out. Or well, the first few chapters of a novel that somewhat resembled a romance. A star-crossed story about an asshole kid and the perfect girl.

      Not unlike how I saw the timeline with Madison and me. Because now that I have to see her multiple times a week, I can’t remember why I was ever so angry. I can’t swallow treating her so miserably, especially when I feel her eyes on me every time I’m playing as the train chugs along. Our late night cleanups have gotten, dare I say, cordial. Two nights ago, I even asked her to explain her job to me. It sounded like way more personal interaction with humans than I’d ever want, but that’s Madison for you. She’ll always be the woman voted kindest or most willing to help.

      And whether I like it or not, I am experiencing the fall of coming under her spell again. I may have made that first move all those years ago in a supply closet, but it was because I was drawn to her in some inexplicable way—the robustness of her laugh, something so big for someone so petite. Madison always seemed to have a genuine appreciation for how other people spoke or the way they described things, and it just made you want to keep telling her things.

      She gave me advice, unwanted, the other night. That I should pursue music no matter what other people say. She didn’t mention my father; she didn’t need to. It was like she could read my mind, see into its depths and know innately why I was shying away from going after my dream.

      How the hell, after all these years and a marriage separating us, am I still half in love with this woman? I never wanted to be before, despite my stupid feelings. What about now?

      Before I can think, because I need to get my goddamn mind off of her, I’m picking up my phone.

      “Jay. It’s Porter Kelly.”

      “Just watched the new song video, it’s real good, Porter,” he greets me, and I can practically hear his smug smile coming through the phone.

      “Are you stalking me or something?” I chuckle, because jeez, this guy seems desperate.

      “No, I just follow up-and-coming artists. It’s my job. I take a vested interest in creators I think could make it big, and you’re one of them. Is that a crime?”

      Well, when he says it like that, no. “Uh, no I guess not.”

      “You wrote those lyrics?” he hazards a guess.

      “Of course, I don’t sing other people’s songs.” To me, someone who doesn’t write their own songs shouldn’t call themselves an artist.

      There’s a huge debate about that in the industry, but I believe you have to do both to really get music.

      “They’re smooth, Porter. Very smooth. Imagine what you could do on an entire album backed by a label.” Jay dangles the carrot.

      “Own the album, if I have anything to say about it,” I grumble.

      I’m so weary about entering into a deal, even though I know it’ll be the most likely way for my music to be heard. Sure, I’m getting hits on YouTube, but I’m barely making money with that.

      “Those are all things we can talk about. You know you have much more power and control than a lot of people think. And you seem like a headstrong, grumbly motherfucker so I’m sure all of your terms will be met.” Jay laughs like he already knows me.

      I’m both pissed off and kind of happy I made this call. While I want to pursue my music, I also don’t want what comes with it. But sometimes we just have to bite the bullet and swallow the pain to get the thing we want.

      “Listen, I’ll be in New York City for a recording session next week. Why don’t you come down, and I’ll buy you lunch. Anywhere you want to go. We can talk music, deals, and I can show you a little bit of the studio. It’s just a first step, Porter, one you need to take. You’re doing yourself a disservice if you don’t.”

      His and Madison’s voices have begun eating at my conscience, and I hate how they can guilt trip me and I barely give them more than an ounce of my real emotions.

      “Fine. I’m picking the most expensive place in Manhattan.” I sound like a petulant child.

      “You wouldn’t be the first artist I’m courting to do so.” I hear the chuckle in his voice.

      We hang up and although I’m grumpy, which is my normal setting of being, there isn’t that itching fury under my skin. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’ve done something for myself that is leading me to the next chapter in my life.

      Strangely, I have Madison Goldwin to thank for that.
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      I wake to snow drifts frosting my window, and a driveway piled to the gills with fresh powder.

      There must be two or three feet when I finally let Jenny out front, my boots crunching as she leaps and disappears into the puffs. It doesn’t look to be coming down any longer, because if it was, I’d pack it up and go inside until the storm stopped. But since it appears to be a sunny, yet frigid, day, I stomp to the garage and fuel up my snowblower.

      My driveway and sidewalk are small, so it only takes about thirty minutes tops to get it all plowed out and salted. Then I go over and do Trina’s driveway, she’s my seventy-five-year-old neighbor. And before I pack it up, I also hit the Meyers’ across the street; their father is away on business and she has three little girls at home.

      But instead of putting all the snowy weather items in my garage and curling up on the couch with Jenny, I load everything, including her, into my pickup truck.

      For the past two years, I’ve been going over to the Goldwin’s house with my snow blower and doing it for them. Sure, Harry could just hire a service, because lord knows, they have enough money. But I think they know, even though they don’t say it to my face, how nice it is to feel useful. I’m seldom needed or wanted by anyone, so they indulge me.

      It makes a cranky guy with a quarter-life crisis, also known as me, feel marginally more like a part of society.

      When I pull into the driveway, someone is bundled to the nines and shoveling tiny piles of snow along the edge of their massive drive. I swear, it’s at least a mile long and you can barely see the house from the street. If this person thinks they’re going to get anywhere in the next three years doing that, they’re insane.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask as I hop out of my truck.

      Jenny pops out behind me and begins romping in the snow again. Good, she can turn someone else’s lawn yellow.

      Madison’s face is ruddy and red from the cold, but, Christ, does she look like a goddamn snow angel. Bow lips, that red button of a nose, piercing green eyes the color of fresh spring grass, the small beauty mark just above the right side of her upper lip. I want to take her inside, undress her and warm every inch of her skin up. I want to wrap her in a blanket in front of some enormous cabin fireplace and do unspeakable things to her while the flames burn behind us.

      Fuck, when did these thoughts start again? I’m now standing in the ice-cold driveway of her parent’s house sporting a full-on boner. It’s a damn good thing I have a parka and snow pants on or else I’d be tented for the world to see. As it is, my cock presses sharply into all the thick materials, begging me to follow through.

      I haven’t gotten laid in a while, that’s all. Has nothing to do with my high school hookup shoveling her driveway in below freezing temps with an outfit on that reveals less than my grandma at her eightieth birthday party.

      “Um, trying to clear this snow? Is this a trick question?” She cocks her head to the side. “Actually, what’re you doing here?”

      I tap on the back of my pickup, indicating the big orange snow blower in the back. “I come by when it snows and clear this for your parents.”

      A beat of silence passes.

      “You snowblow my parents’ driveway?” She looks dumbfounded.

      “Yeah.” I climb up onto the truck and start to bring the blower down.

      “Like, every snowstorm?” Her voice is incredulous.

      “Yeah.” I take out the fuel and make sure I have enough for the large area I’m going to have to clear.

      “Why? I mean, do they pay you?” Madison has now dropped her shovel.

      “No. I do it for free.” I chuckle, loving this back and forth.

      “Just to be nice?” And now she’s studying me like I just told her I come from an alien planet and raise three-headed chickens up there.

      “Yeah, I do my neighbors’ driveways too.” I shrug, bending down to try to start the blower.

      “Wait a damn second!” she exclaims, and I freeze.

      I’m pretty sure this is one of a handful of times I’ve heard her curse, and I’m not missing whatever tirade she’s about to throw at me. So I straighten, not turning the thing on just yet.

      “And you have a golden retriever?” I swear, Madison is mystified as my dog comes up to greet her.

      “That’s Jenny. Don’t encourage her, she’ll never leave you alone.” I glare at my dog, who is currently trying to adopt Madison by way of snowy snuggles.

      Traitor, I try to tell her with my eyes.

      Jenny just wags her tail and nudges her nose deeper into Madison’s hip. To her credit, Madison looks absolutely delighted to be petting and loving on my dog, which sends this uneasy warmth cascading through my stomach.

      “Who the hell are you? And what have you done with Porter Kelly?” She’s smiling at me, a brilliant dazzle against the blinding white of the snow.

      I could answer her sarcastically, make a joke out of myself and mock me in the way we know I’m both good at. I could not take her seriously and play it off, turn the conversation around and keep it moving.

      But part of me doesn’t want to.

      “The Porter Kelly you knew grew up.” I hold her gaze, my blue clashing with her green, and that spark we’ve always had goes haywire.

      I’m surprised it doesn’t shock the electricity lines down on the street, sending the neighborhood into a blackout.

      Those blond waves, peeking out from under her white pom pom knit hat, move as she shakes her head. “You really are full of surprises.”

      “Oh, yeah? Like what? I think this is the first time anyone has ever called me surprising.” My lips twist in an amused sneer.

      “I mean, you wrote a book. I always thought you hated English.” Madison chuckles, the red dot of her nose too cute right now.

      I shrug. “I did. I hated school in general. My brain just never worked like that. But one day I just sat down at the advice of a therapist and wrote it all out.”

      “You went to therapy?” She perks up. “Did it help?”

      Shaking my head, I toss another shovel of snow over my shoulder. “Not for me. I guess it gave me the book so I can be thankful for that. But talking to someone never solved me, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m still the same fucked-up guy you knew in high school.”

      She worries her bottom lip, like I just dashed a hope. “I’ve been thinking about talking to someone. About the divorce. Thought it might help.”

      “Why? He’s the one who did something wrong.” I point out like it’s the simplest answer in the world.

      Madison sends her eyes skyward. “And yet, here I am, thinking about what must be wrong with me to make him walk out. Jesus, did I really just admit that to you, of all people?”

      I stay silent, biting my tongue, because there is no way I can be the guy to cup her cheek and smooth away the worry lines in her mind. I’ve caused so much of that doubt, I know it. I’m twisted up and have no idea how to repair myself, much less her. As I just admitted, therapy didn’t do fuck all for me.

      “My head really is not screwed on right these days. Anyway, you wrote a book. And it seems like a great one, so many people loved it.” She changes the subject.

      “So many people gawked at it,” my response is instant, but then I register the first part of her sentence. “Wait, you never read it?”

      Madison shakes her head. “Felt … I don’t know. Like I shouldn’t.”

      “Why?” I drop my shovel, intrigued by this revelation.

      She looks so damn pretty standing there, wrapped up in her coat and scarf. The hood of her winter jacket billows around her perfect face, revealing peeks of that sunny hair.

      “Because I knew you, once upon a time. And you never mentioned it. It felt invasive to read your inner thoughts like that.”

      Good lord, this woman will be my undoing. She always got me the most, always saw me when I didn’t even really want her to. Even now, all these years later, she’s taking an approach I can do nothing but respect and admire.

      “It’s work of fiction,” I argue.

      “But we both know it’s based on a very true story, if what I hear about the book is correct.” Madison gestures with her hands, as if pointing out an obvious fact.

      I half-nod, half-shrug, not committing to either. “I can’t believe you never read it. You should.”

      “I think I’ll wait for the real story from the horse’s mouth.” She smirks at me.

      Is she flirting? No way. Not this classy, collected woman who just went through a marriage and probably still hates me for what I did to her in high school.

      But if she is? That opens the door to so many dangerous thoughts in my head. I’m not equipped for love, or even casual relationships. I do one-night stands, dates that lead nowhere. Madison is a long-term kind of girl, always has been, even though I convinced her otherwise when we were teenagers.

      Out of respect for her, for her current predicament, for her parents … I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole. Even if I want to. Even if I’m so tempted, my cock might just decide for me.

      Hell, I guess I did grow up after all.

      We end our conversation with me telling her to go inside and get warm as I fire up the snowblower. But she doesn’t. Madison sits on her cold front porch the entire time I work, petting my dog, who is now apparently a Madison-convert. I try to ignore the pull in my stomach, my heart, and the crotch of my snow pants. Because I can’t have anything to do with it, with her.

      I finish up, pack up the truck, and say a swift goodbye.

      Now I’ll head to my mother’s house. Because even though she’s barely spoken to me this year, I still make sure to clear her driveway in every storm. I cut her lawn once a week. And I leave flowers on her doorstep on Mother’s Day. She doesn’t deserve the way I publicized her haphazard relationship with my father, but it was my truth to tell.

      Still, I’m so sorry I hurt her. Which is why I keep showing up, keep going over there to do the little things a son should do.

      After all, she’s been abandoned by the men in her life over and over. I won’t be added to that list, no matter how much it kills me inside that my only living parent has shunned me too.
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      Santas dot Rutlend’s downtown like red confetti, waving their bells and asking for donations or posing for pictures with little ones.

      A part of me misses being so naive, believing in anything just because it sounds magical. A couple of shops down, speakers are belting out “Silver Bells,” and a group of teenagers pass me with candy canes in their mouths.

      I wish this Christmas that I could have amnesia or something, that everything going on in my life would cease to exist so I could enjoy the holiday. So I could just soak up the decorations, cookies, hot chocolate, songs, movies, and everything in between. I wish I could sit down at Christmas dinner and not think about the fact that I’m no longer wearing my wedding ring or that I’ll never wake up on Star Island on a holiday ever again.

      I wish I could forget that the Christmas before he asked me for a divorce, William bought me cooking classes with a renowned Italian chef. We took them together, laughing and kissing between bites of cannoli.

      My phone rings, breaking me out of my dark thoughts, and I smile when I see who it is.

      “Isn’t calling me against the divorce decree?”

      “Oh, honey, fuck that. I took your side and he knows it, as does everyone else. I don’t care if they buy me Cartier for Christmas, I’d still be an awarded asset to one Ms. Madison Goldwin.”

      I can practically hear Freddy’s tsk through the receiver.

      “Thanks, boo.” A warm hum vibrates my chest.

      “I’ve known you since you were eighteen. I went with you to get your first Brazilian wax. And you stood up to Aunt Rhonda when she called me an opinionated gay that one time at Thanksgiving. If I’m picking sides, it’s yours through and through. How you holding up, sweetie?”

      Freddy is William’s cousin, but he’s right, we have known each other for years. In fact, part of the reason I actually looked forward to moving to Florida was so I could be closer to Freddy. Which, now that I look back at it, is kind of messed up. I should have been more excited about living with my husband.

      “Eh, I’m okay,” I respond, suddenly missing Freddy terribly. “It’s cold as hell up here, but I kind of like it. Gives me a reason to bundle up instead of slink into those ridiculous Christmas gowns.”

      When I lived in Florida with the Cathcarts, we’d have to spend each day of the holiday season in various skin-tight outfits, parading around the country club.

      “Damn, I wish I could wear my sweats and fuzzy socks twenty-four seven. It’s a nightmare here. Apparently, Bobby was caught with his pants around his ankles on the ninth hole and Carissa is not happy at all. But she won’t leave him, we both know it. Not until he pays for her next boob job. Anderson came home from Hong Kong with a tattoo, so your former mother-in-law is having a conniption. Hm, what else?”

      I can practically hear Freddy thinking, and even though I kind of want to tell him I don’t want to hear the family gossip, it’s refreshing. This was our usual habit, sitting in the back of the party with a cocktail each and whispering about the lunacy going on around us. Freddy is a publicist for one of the family’s firms. I’m honestly not sure which one. The Cathcarts have so many companies it’s hard to keep track, and nepotism is the name of the game.

      Which is why I am kind of leaning toward taking the job offer at the start-up. Not that Arson is affiliated with my ex-husband, but his last name did help me get it. I’m ready for a clean break.

      “Is … is he bringing someone to the Christmas party?” I ask, even though I shouldn’t.

      I hate putting Freddy in the middle; even though he loathes how most of his family is, he still loves them. I’m the outsider, the one who only keeps in contact with him. But a part of me needs to know if William will have another woman on his arm.

      Though my stomach isn’t queasy at the thought. I’m not sweating like I might have a panic attack. I don’t even have the urge to social media stalk if Freddy tells me that yes, he’s bringing a date.

      “Not that I’ve heard. I think William is way too concerned with taking control of his father’s company to even date right now. Honestly, I don’t know how that half-wit bagged the likes of you.” Freddy scoffs as if it’s impossible that I would have loved his cousin.

      The truth is, it was easier than he knows. I was a wreck when I got to college, still heartbroken and angry over Porter. There William was, refined and eloquent. He was so sure of himself, sure of how to navigate our relationship. I let him take over. I put myself on autopilot and into his hands, and had never felt more loved. No, loved was not the word. Not when I could look back now and see that wasn’t it.

      I felt secure. I felt handled. At that time in my life, it’s what I wanted. I wanted someone to tell me what to do, how to act, how to dress. William was never abusive about it. Maybe he got off on the control but he wasn’t mean. He was just sure. Confident. This was the way we were going to do things, and I followed his instructions to a T.

      God, how pathetic. I was living inside a life that had been constructed for me, a figurine in a snow globe, just waiting for a command to be shaken up.

      “Of course he’s fighting Cantor.” I roll my eyes. “That relationship is so toxic.”

      I didn’t even want to think about my former father-in-law and his competitive ways. How he goaded his son. I didn’t have to any longer.

      “What’s going on with you? When are you coming to visit me?” I pout into the phone, wanting to change the subject.

      One of the Santas starts singing “We Wish You A Merry Christmas” and I fish out a dollar for his red bucket and stuff it in.

      “Well, depends. Are you going to be there for much longer? I thought you told me it was just a stopping place. A stepping stone. What about traveling?”

      Freddy always manages to call me on my bluff. “I don’t know. Eventually I’ll go somewhere. But I kind of like being home.”

      I don’t tell him the underlying motive of why I also like being back in Rutlend.

      But as if I conjured him, Porter appears on the sidewalk wrapped in a dark gray peacoat and navy blue beanie with a leash wrapped around his wrist and a magnificent golden dog trotting in front of him.

      It’s a freaking L.L. Bean catalog come to life in front of me, and I try to hide the heart eyes I’m making in his direction.

      “Jenny!” I bend to rub behind the golden’s ears and she gives me a big, slobbery kiss straight to the face.

      “Um, no, Freddy. Are you two-timing me, bitch?” my cousin-by-marriage scolds.

      “Sorry, I saw someone I know. Hey, I’ll call you this week?”

      “You better. We’ll plan a trip. Something huge when your half of the divorce settlement comes in. Ta-ta, love you.”

      “Love you.” I chuckle as I hang up.

      “Jen! You can’t just go around sticking your tongue in people’s mouths,” Porter laments, catching up to her.

      I straighten. “From what I remember, her owner might have taught her that. He was known to do just that way back when.”

      As soon as I say it, I freeze. Literally. I think my heart stops beating and my lungs are incapable of functioning.

      “Did I really just say that?” I squeak out, thoroughly embarrassed and confused.

      Porter chuckles, but the devilish gleam in his eye tells me he most certainly loved that. “Why yes, you did.”

      The grumpy demi-god and I are actually being cordial these days, which is surprising. Over the last week and a half of train rides, that involve both setting up and breaking down or cleaning everything, we’ve lapsed into a friendly truce. We keep our conversations above board, talking about random things, and sometimes we even smile at each other.

      It’s like an alternate universe.

      And no, I am not willing to address the butterflies in my stomach that seem to flutter around whenever he’s in my presence.

      “What’re you doing down here?” he asks politely, now that I’m tangled up with his dog.

      “I was just browsing, actually. If I saw anything that caught my eye as a good present, I would have picked it up. I’m way behind in my shopping this year.”

      Porter nods, but his face is tight. “Honestly, wouldn’t know what it’s like. Jenny is the only one I have to shop for.”

      Sympathy radiates through my heart for him. I see it now, the lines of loneliness etched in his face. They probably match my own. Something changed between us that day he came to shovel my parents’ driveway. I truly saw him, for the first time, as the man that he is now rather than the cocky boy who mistreated me all those years ago.

      This Porter seems dimmer, sadder than the one I knew back then, but he hides it well.

      “Well, I’m sure my mother would just die over a present from you. I think she wants to adopt you.” It’s not really a joke but we both laugh.

      My mother adores Porter. I watch the two of them on the trains as we chug from station to station. He’s sweet with her, capitulating to her whims and always lending a helping hand.

      “Diane has really—”

      He cuts himself off, his eyes averting to a spot behind me. I turn, and standing right there, not feet from us, is his mother.

      “Mom.” Porter nods, his mouth slightly agape.

      As if it’s not already freezing outside, the temperature in the vicinity of the three of us drops another twenty degrees.

      “Porter,” she clips out, her eyes looking anywhere but at her son.

      A beat of awkward silence, emphasis on the awkward, passes and I try to jump in. It’s the least I can do, and Porter and I are on good terms, so …

      “Mrs. Kelly, it’s good to see you.” I wave and plaster a polite smile on my face.

      Please don’t let her remember me, please don’t let her remember me, please don’t—

      “You’re Diane Goldwin’s daughter. The one who …” She doesn’t need to complete that thought.

      We all know what she was about to say.

      The one and only time Porter’s mother ever met me, I was half-naked in her basement while Porter sucked on my nipples. She’d walked down with a basket of laundry in her hands, flipped the lights on, and there we were. I was so mortified I didn’t know what to say. Porter yelled at her, didn’t even bother to introduce me, and then his mother went back upstairs before calling down, telling her son he’d better take me on home.

      I was so embarrassed that I didn’t speak to him for two weeks after that. It had been senior year, almost a year into our situationship. That’s what I liked to call it since we were not a couple, but we weren’t not a thing.

      I have no idea what he told her, but clearly it wasn’t much. She knows who I am, but has no idea what exactly we were to each other. Which, now that I think about it, is why I didn’t speak to him for a while after that incident. We’d been hooking up for months on end, getting naked and exploring each other, but he couldn’t bother to tell his mother my name. That had gutted me.

      “I didn’t realize you were back in town, or that Porter was spending time with you.”

      She’s assessing me with her cool blue gaze, eyes the same color she passed to her son. It’s no mystery why a famous musician would have latched onto her; even in her fifties, the woman is stunningly beautiful. Lithe like a supermodel, with thick black hair and bright, big eyes the color of sapphires. Her cheekbones are natural, you can tell, but so many celebrities pay for theirs to look just like that. And she has this air about her, like she’s too cool for every single person standing on the street. She must have been a dynamo back then, all effortless and irresponsible.

      “We’re not. Absolutely not. I’m … no, we just bumped into each other. She and I are nothing.”

      Porter is so quick to blurt that all out that it feels like I’ve just been wounded, drive-by style. If I look down, I wouldn’t be surprised to see my heart bleeding on the snowy street. Even after all these years, after the couple of weeks we’ve spent building what I thought was a small friendship, he could still cut me down like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

      “Hmm.” His mother clicks her tongue.

      “Ma, let me take you to lunch. We can go to Mori, I know you love their lunch bento box. Let’s talk—”

      His mother holds up her hand, cold as ice. “No, thank you. I have things that need to be done.”

      And with that, she walks off. Holy shit, I knew their relationship was not great from the rumor mill around town, but that was brutal. Never in my life would my mother speak like that, and I’m talking about a woman who told me my ex-husband was a giant prick. My mother might dole out tough love, but she would never disown me, no matter what I did.

      But the part of me that feels terrible for Porter quickly dies, replaced by a surge of anger that has me whipping out my tongue.

      “You know, here I was, thinking you’d changed,” I spit out as his mother walks down the sidewalk.

      Porter rounds on me. “It’s not the time, Madison.”

      Every ounce of anger my body could ever muster fills me up, burning me from the inside out with rage.

      “Not the time? Was it ever the time? Have you ever, in our entire existence together, given me even a morsel of a second? I mean nothing to you. I never did, and I never will. You treated me like absolute shit back in high school, Porter. You treated me like dirt under your shoe when I was ready to give you everything; my body, my mind, my freaking heart! And now, just when I think you might have turned out to be a decent guy, you smack me right back down to the level you put me at all those years ago. No, we’re not technically anything to each other. But I would never speak about you that way in front of my mother. And lord knows I have a right to, to tell my parents what you actually mean to me. Thankfully, for you, I have more manners and kindness in my right pinkie than you have in your entire body!”

      My chest is heaving by the time I’m done, and I’m well aware that several Santas are staring at us on the street.

      “We … I-I can’t do this right now. You’re right, I’m not a changed man. It would serve you right to remember that instead of getting your fucking fairy-tale ideas in that head of yours.”

      With that, he retrieves Jenny’s leash where it’s been laying on the ground, since she’s been occupied licking my gloved hand, and stalks off in the other direction.

      Just like that, all the newfound good will I’ve been harboring toward Porter slips through the cracks of my fingers. I willingly let it go, relishing the feel of the rejection and heartbreak that seems to follow closely wherever he’s concerned.

      This is good. This is better. Because at least I know where I stand.

      That would be completely alone. The men in my life have shown me time and time again how important I am to them. It’s about time I started listening.
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Porter

        

      

    

    
      Another reason I don’t fully give in to pursuing music?

      I generally hate people. And hating people leads to hating crowds, which cities that you need to visit to make music successfully, tend to have a lot of.

      I avoid driving down to New York City as much as possible. It’s loud, disgusting, oversaturated, and takes forever to get anywhere. You can never concentrate straight, are always on edge, and I tend to leave for my quiet sanctuary upstate with a pounding headache.

      But, of course, this is where Jay Maceval is going to set up court when he’s on the East Coast, and so down I go. When I make it to the parking garage that I put into my Google Maps, I’m appalled that I need to pay forty bucks to park for a couple of hours. I’m not cheap, but I’m not made of money, and unneeded expenses like this really grind me because parking in this city is fucking annoying.

      Shit, I’m just in a bad mood, period. Traffic getting here was bad; I got stuck on the inbound bridge for half an hour due to construction and I desperately need to pee. Not to mention, when I step out of the parking garage, it smells like shit and a wind tunnel of frigid air blows between the skyscrapers.

      Swallowing my rising anxiety and annoyance, I text Jay, and he messages back quickly, giving me an address. I thought we would be meeting at the restaurant; I made him book a reservation at Per Se because I knew he could, and I wanted him to take me to a place that would cost him a couple hundred dollars for lunch. But that’s definitely not the meet-up he sends me, because I specifically parked close to the famed eatery, and now I have to walk twenty minutes to go find him.

      I weave between white-collar snobs on cell phones, tourists here to see the Rockefeller tree, homeless people asking for handouts, sales type people trying to shove flyers into my hands and everything in between. This city has a pulse, a heartbeat, and while I’m not a huge fan, I can’t deny its charisma.

      When I get to the building in question, Jay comes strolling out of pristine glass doors encased by gold metal. He’s a middle-aged guy, though in good shape, rather tall in black trousers and a beige chunky sweater. He looks like one of these typical Wall Street guys on a date night, dressed down enough to be casual but still telling you that their money talks. His blond hair is slicked back with gel on top and shaved sides, and when he reaches to greet me, I see the Rolex squinting from his wrist.

      “Porter, thanks for meeting me here.” He jovially extends a hand, which I shake.

      “And here would be?” I ask him skeptically.

      He chuckles. “You know, I like your grumpy exterior. Never lose that, not even when I make you a megastar.”

      I roll my eyes, because he’s slipping in promises he couldn’t possibly know will come to fruition. “Where are we?”

      “This is one of my label’s studios. I’ve got an artist just finishing up. I wanted to show you, let’s go up.”

      And because I’m a sucker for any kind of music technology, I follow behind him. This building is sleek and ridiculous, marble and gold everywhere. He has to scan his ID badge to get us past the front desk, and then again to get us into the elevator.

      “We could record here when we start laying down some of your tracks.” Jay smirks nonchalantly.

      “Oh, are you signing me to a deal?” I smirk back.

      I like this guy, though I’ll never tell him. He seems unbothered by my piss-poor attitude and gives me shit back. I respect that.

      “You already know I’d like to.” The elevator passes by floor after floor.

      “I don’t have his last name, you know.” I point out the elephant in the room.

      “Never said you needed to. Sure, you were on my radar because of the book, because of how you came to be known to the world. But you’re talented Porter. All it takes to make it in this industry is a lucky break. That’s how some people go from YouTube videos to playing stadiums. Yours just happened to come in an unconventional and complicated way, but don’t shy away from it because of that. If he gave you one good thing, let it be this.”

      I contemplate those words instead of letting them infuriate me like usual … and I guess he’s right. “It’s why I’m here instead of sitting at home.”

      “I knew him, you know. Gregory.” Jay looks up at the numbers counting the floors.

      Surprise is an emotion I can’t hide, so it’s good he isn’t looking at my face. “You did?”

      He nods, looking back at me. “Everyone in this industry worshipped the ground he walked on. But I saw him in moments where no human being should act the way he did toward other people. When your book came out, I wasn’t that shocked at the revelations. Not the way the world was. It’s why I’ve worked so hard to convince you to even meet with me, Porter. Gregory was … well, he wasn’t a good human. I have a feeling, even if you try to tell me otherwise, his son is far from the apple tree.”

      With that, the elevator doors ding open and he strolls out. I nearly trip over my feet trying to keep up because I’m so damn surprised at what he just said. And I know in my heart of hearts that this is the right pairing, the exec I’m supposed to start out with. It feels like, for the first time in a really long time, someone truly understands me.

      My untrusting outlook begins to dim where Jay is concerned. I’m trying to tell myself to keep up my defenses, but with what he just sprung on me, it’s kind of hard.

      We walk into a room and I’m struck by the muted lighting, hum of machines, and a kick-ass fucking voice.

      The studio is done in dark wood and black leather, a sanctuary made up to make you forget what time of day it is. Made up to make you forget about anything other than music. The one and only time I ever saw my father make music, or him in the flesh in general, it was in a place like this.

      No wonder bile seems to be creeping up my throat.

      My mother had held my hand that day, stroked the top of it with her thumb to calm me down. I’d been so damn excited to meet my father for the first time that I couldn’t stand still. I will never forget the way he dismissed me, barely even  flicking his gaze in my direction, and then asked my mother why she brought “the bastard.” Told her that she’d thrown off his rhythm for the recording session.

      I was too young to understand a brush off then, to understand that she’d had to seek him out to get her child support checks because he’d been late the last three months.

      I’m aware of the way I hurt my mother when I put out my book. She’s the only one who ever supported me, who took care of me in every way a parent should. When the book came out, she screamed at me that it wasn’t my secret to share, that I’d blasted her news to the world but also her neighbors next door.

      That betrayal, evident in her eyes, is why she brushes past me on the street. Why she won’t even entertain the idea of a conversation with me. I exposed her, the person who loved me most in this world. She probably thinks I did it for clout, to gain off my father’s name in a way I never could as a child. That couldn’t be further from the truth, but she won’t even listen to it.

      On that downtown Rutlend street, I rounded on the one person in the line of fire who stayed behind after my mother left. It was a wrong place, wrong time situation for Madison, but I couldn’t seem to get the words out to explain. I needed to focus on fixing the only family I have, and introducing her to my mother as what, the girl who used to sneak into our basement? It wasn’t the time for that.

      I saw the dejection in her eyes, but I couldn’t smooth it away. Not when I was bleeding from the cuts my mother keeps inflicting.

      I try to focus, swallow it down, and observe what’s going on around me. Two guys, one hefty and one rail thin, sit at a soundboard that glows like an alien spaceship, there are so many buttons on it. Their arms and hands are flying, tuning and perfecting as someone sings in the booth.

      I recognize the voice, and when I look up, a pixie with bright blond hair is belting into the mic. Her voice suffuses the air, wrapping it in warm notes and a rasp that tickles even the coldest of hearts.

      Raven, no last name, is an industry icon and one of the hottest singers on the pop charts right now. I shouldn’t be geeking out, because I’m usually the grump who fucking hates fangirls, but this is way cool. Raven’s songs are a mix of electronica and R&B, she’s a total oxymoron and I completely appreciate anyone who can do something like that.

      The song is a slow, melodic rhythm that she’s absolutely beating to death. Just her vocals alone on the sullen track are a masterpiece.

      “Wow.” I don’t realize I say it aloud.

      “Yeah, she’s something.” Jay shakes his head slightly, looking mesmerized.

      Raven has her eyes closed as she belts, and when she’s riffing at the end of the song, she finally opens them and fixates on everyone in the room on the other side of the glass.

      She hops out of the booth as if floating on air, and there is something to be said about being in the room with a star. It’s true that they just glow brighter, attract the attention of every head in the building.

      “That was incredible. I don’t think you even need another take.” Jay is teasing her.

      “Says the guy who left in the middle.” She rolls her eyes but smiles good-naturedly.

      “Ray, this is Porter Kelly. Porter, Raven,” Jay makes introductions.

      “Really nice to meet you. I love your music,” I say honestly, because I give credit where it’s due.

      “Do you really or are you just saying that?” She cocks her head to the side.

      I laugh and it almost comes out like a nervous sound. “No, I do. ‘Tears on Metal’ is one of my favorite angry cry anthems.”

      “A guy who admits to angry crying,” she assesses me, “I like it.”

      “Be nice, Raven, I’m trying to sign him. This guy is the next John Mayer, but his voice is more raspy like Springsteen’s.”

      “Well, this I have to hear. Want to step into the booth?” Raven asks me, smiling devilishly.

      A bead of sweat drips down the back of my neck, and I find that for the first time in a very long time, I’m intimidated. Maybe this is why I don’t come to the city, why I don’t pursue music. In Rutlend, I’m always the coolest person in the room. People have always given me this respect that I command, even if I haven’t earned it. But here? I’m way out of my league and going into this industry, it’ll be like that for a very long time.

      “I think I’ll pass for today. After all, no one is paying me.” I quirk an eyebrow in Jay’s direction and they all laugh.

      Raven hits me on the arm like she appreciates my response. “This one has guts, Jay. I like it. Don’t lose that, Porter, a lot of people in this industry will try to take it from you.”

      “Should we get to dinner?” Jay looks pleased with my interactions with his prized star.

      Twenty minutes and a freezing cold six-block walk later, we’re seated at a window table at Per Se.

      “That could be you, you know.” Jay fluffs his napkin out and then places it in his lap.

      “A short blond bombshell with a voice better than anyone in the industry thus far? I doubt it.” I’m being a sarcastic ass, but he knows this already.

      He motions to the waiter, holds up two fingers and then circles his hand around the table, and the waiter hurries off without even talking to either of us. I assume I was just ordered for, which should piss me off, but I can’t imagine anything they bring to this table could be considered bad.

      “Stop playing coy, no more bullshit, Porter. I want to sign you, and you want to make music, let’s make it happen.”

      I sigh heavily, because now he’s going to shoot straight with me. “What happens if I agree?”

      “A twelve-song album. Name your advance price, just not an outrageous one. We’ll release next year, I’ll record it wherever you want. You want writers, I’ll hire them. You can have final say on the marketing, but we’re going with a plan that plasters your face everywhere so know that in advance. You’ll have to do events, tours, media appearances. I can limit them and have you only doing hip or alternative shows, but you can’t forgo them altogether. If you want to make music, the stardom also comes with it. Better to know that now before it starts.”

      A beat passes, and Jay folds his hands before setting his chin gingerly on them. He’s waiting me out, a shark lawyer, trying to determine if he cut a good enough deal.

      “No,” I say, looking down at my water glass as I trace the condensation droplets with my finger.

      “No?” Jay sounds flummoxed.

      “No, you won’t hire writers. I write the songs, I come up with the melodies. I want my pick of which producers I work with. I want the full rights to the album, and you better be with me every step of the way. No handing me off to some intern chump. I will do three media interviews, max, and then I’m only playing small venues for this first album. No bullshit, no trickery. I want to record songs, make an album, and go about my life.”

      We’re squaring our shoulders, ready for a negotiation.

      “Fine,” Jay relents, a small smile playing on his lips. “I already knew you’d ask for pretty much all of those.”

      I snort as a bottle of red wine is set between us, uncorked, and then poured into our glasses for us to swirl.

      “To your album.” Jay holds up his glass and I clink mine to it.

      My hands begin to sweat, and the room seems too hot. I feel like maybe I just sold my soul to the devil, but there is no conviction behind that emotion. This feels like it’s been inevitable, something I’ve been running headlong into since I found out who my father was.

      “You’re not fucking with me? This seems too simple.” My heart is racing and I’m already coming up with lyrics in my head.

      “You said no bullshit, and I’ve been trying to sign you for close to a year. You wouldn’t take my calls up until a month ago. Hell, I even sent a fruit basket way back when.”

      The memory clicks in my mind. “You sent those peaches?”

      “Yes, I did.” He chuckles.

      A plate with rice balls, steaming in a broth of vodka sauce, is placed in front of us.

      “You know you’ll have to get on social media.” This is his final blow, the one he didn’t land before, because he wanted me to agree to all of the other things.

      “Fucking hell … no,” I mutter, taking a rice ball and putting it on my appetizer plate.

      “Porter, it’s part of the deal. We can’t have an artist who doesn’t interact with his fans. I’ve seen you do it plenty on YouTube, responding to comments.”

      Fuck, busted. I actually do enjoy doing that. It’s the only musician thing I did do besides produce songs.

      “We’ll see. But hell no am I dancing on TikTok.”

      “I’d like to see you eat those words one day.” Jay’s smile is Cheshire as he cuts into our appetizer and steam rises over his face.
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      “Yo, fam jam!”

      Matthew’s voice echoes through the foyer of the house, and I roll my eyes at his language.

      “In here, you poor imitation of Jamie Kennedy,” I call out.

      My laptop is in front of me, tracking trends and examining posts I have set to go out in the coming days. My job is a lot of data examination, seeing what hits and what doesn’t. Pairing which posts can be directly correlated to a spike in sales.

      “Oh shit, is that new product? Come on, we have to sample it!” My brother bounds into the room, not unlike Porter’s golden retriever, and makes a grab for the case I have sitting on Dad’s desk.

      He’s letting me use his office while I’m here, considering he doesn’t do much work other than at the cafe and on the trains.

      “Good to see you too. Please, come in and use me for my job perks.” I roll my eyes again, but brandish two glasses that were included with the case.

      Matthew plops down in the overstuffed armchair on the other side of the room while I go to work unscrewing one of the bottles and pouring amber liquid into the Arson-etched highballs.

      “Damn, I need this. That drive was a bitch; the roads have snow and ice all over them. And I had Janelle screaming in my ear half the ride over the phone.” My brother shakes his head and takes a glass.

      He’s underage, but this is our parent’s house and none of us are oblivious to the fact that he’s getting wasted every weekend. And most weekdays. Hell, I’m a goody-two-shoes compared to him and was drinking vodka out of water bottles when I was a freshman in college.

      “How is Janelle?” I ask carefully, because I know the exact consequences of a toxic relationship.

      Or one you didn’t even guess was toxic. Maybe I was blind and oblivious to some things in my life.

      “Pissed off that I won’t talk about moving to Atlanta with her for her internship this summer. What the fuck am I going to do there? I don’t have an internship yet, plus, I want one in film production in New York. She’s so needy and clingy and I’m just over it.”

      “Maybe you should break up.” I shrug, because suddenly my filter is off.

      “What, you don’t like her?” He immediately sits up in the chair where he was just slouching.

      I take a sip of my tequila, knowing it’s barely one in the afternoon and not caring at all.

      He’s getting defensive, just like Gigi pointed out I would have if they’d said anything about William when we were married.

      I’ve been hiding out in the house ever since Porter gave me a tongue lashing on the street. Sure, some might call it cowering, but I do have a lot of work to do before I’m off for two weeks at the holidays. Plus, besides Gigi, who else do I need to see? I even convinced Mom to let me have a few days off from train rides because I couldn’t stand the thought of occupying a moving vehicle with my ex …

      Ex what? God, I don’t want to even think about it anymore. I don’t want to think about all of it, which is why this tequila sure is going to help.

      “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying you are young and there seems to be more drama than positives in your relationship. Take it from someone who spent a lot of years with a person who ended up leaving them anyway; relationships aren’t supposed to be so much work. I know society dictates it like that, that if you want to be with a person, you’ll go through the challenges. But you’re supposed to walk through challenges together, not have the relationship be the challenge. I don’t know, Matt, you can do whatever you want. But I only seem to hear you complain about Janelle more than talk about how much you love being with her. Take this with whatever grain of salt you want, but no one told me how much of an asshole my ex-husband was and look how that turned out. Sometimes I wish you guys had said something before I had to find out for myself.”

      Matthew blinks at me. “Way to unload right as I walk in the door.”

      “I’m too tired to filter these days.”

      We sip our drinks in silence, and although I can tell he’s pissed that I just laid it out so bluntly, he doesn’t leave.

      “William was a dick, by the way. And I’m sorry, I should have said something. You’re a good sister, Madi.” A rare heartfelt moment from my little brother.

      “Aw, does this mean we’re best friends?” I tease him.

      “As if. I will never forget when you threw my Woody and Buzz toys in the trash.” He brings up what is akin to World War III in our house.

      “It was an accident! I knocked them in without realizing it. Gah! When will you believe me?” I throw my hands up in the air.

      “Never. I’ll take it to my grave.” He is putting on a faux bravado and it makes me giggle.

      The tequila swirls around in my mouth and tastes bland. Well, I guess not, because how could authentic Mexican liquor from the plants that grow in the best region to find it ever taste bad? It can’t. But to me, it just tastes too familiar. I’ve been doing this job for four years, and while I love Arson and what the company stands for, I realize at this moment that I’m not passionate about it at all.

      Have I ever been truly lit on fire by anything in my life? So close to the edge of danger that it’s scary to make a certain decision, but I do it anyway?

      Only once, I suppose.

      I’m letting myself wallow, rest in a miserable place because it feels better than going out and tackling the world. Christ, I almost struck up something with the guy who took my virginity and then smashed my heart to smithereens. What have I been thinking?

      Starting today, no right now, I’m not sitting back and letting life happen to me.

      “’Scuse me,” I say to my brother before walking out of the office.

      I’m leaving a college frat bro with an almost full bottle of tequila and no supervision, which isn’t a great idea. But if I don’t take this leap now, I never will.

      Without hesitation, I select a number from my call log and let it ring.

      “Hi, this is Gage,” the man on the other says.

      “Gage, it’s Madison Cath … Goldwin. I wanted to return your call about the job interview.” I trip over the use of my maiden name.

      It’s something I’m still not used to, but I’m insistent on changing it back legally. No way will I continue to live my life under William’s moniker when he doesn’t want me to have it anymore.

      “Madison, great to hear from you! And that was an offer, not an interview. We’re not looking at anyone else for the job.”

      “That’s awfully confident of you, you had no idea if I would even agree to an interview, which I truly want.” I’m kind of floored, but honored at the same time.

      “Your work speaks for itself. We’ve kept tabs on what you’ve done for Arson as a brand. You doubled their Instagram followers in six months, had that video go viral on TikTok. Five million views. Yeah, we’ll settle for those things as a brand.”

      “Stuff like that takes time to build,” I reason with him.

      “We’re aware of that. But our team is small and works well together. We think you’d be a great fit. Remote flexibility, creative integrity, company perks, unlimited vacation …” Gage keeps going on, trying to sell me.

      “Those all sound great,” I interrupt him gently because all of that is just minutiae. If a company doesn’t offer perks these days, no sense in working there. “I just want to know more about the product. I want to know it’s being ethically produced, like you said. I want to know what small batch producers you’re working with. I think that will be the crux of your marketing plan, and I’m excited about that.”

      Gage chuckles. “See, already pinpointing exactly how to put us on the map.”

      “We can talk more about it at my interview.” I smile, because I think I’m truly going to like working with him.

      Wait, I didn’t make up my mind yet. I’m not leaving Arson yet. Am I?

      “You know this is just a formality, right? The job is practically yours.” Gage laughs through the phone.

      “Don’t say that. I want to interview. You should see what ideas I have, hey you might not like the plan I would want to implement.” I shrug.

      “Are you trying to get me not to hire you?” There is amusement in his voice.

      “Heck, I don’t know what I’m doing.” Shut up, Madison. “Either way, I’m happy to interview, thank you for the opportunity.”

      “Our executive assistant will send you over some scheduling details and a Zoom link. We really look forward to it. Thanks, Madison.”

      And with that, Gage is gone and the line beeps off.

      “Madi, another drink! We have to! I’m officially on winter break,” Matthew shouts from the other room.

      So I happily walk back in and take the glass from him. Making decisions for me and only me?

      I’ll drink to that.
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Porter

        

      

    

    
      Another Friday night, another Polar Express ride.

      We’re about halfway to the Santa’s Village that Diane and Harry decked out. Even me, in my broody reclusiveness, can appreciate what a joyous thing they’ve managed to create, not just for this town but for people coming from fifty square miles from here. The Polar Express is a tradition, and I’ve seen so many of the same families boarding each year I’ve worked here.

      “Rockin’ around the Christmas tree, at the Christmas party hop …” I sing, nodding and smiling at the riders to sing along.

      I walk from car to car, behind the teenagers dressed as elves handing out candy canes and jingle bells, hyping the passengers up. Most of the times, I don’t even have to fake the smile, I just enjoy doing this. Call me a truffle; hard outer shell with a soft gooey center.

      Tonight, though, I’m a bit preoccupied.

      Jay sent over my contract the other day, the one I need to sign if I want to make an album and promote it to the world. Of course, I’m no idiot and I’ve kind of done this before, with the book. So it’s out with the lawyer, the one I hired when I wrote No Name, and he’ll scour it to see if I’m being fucked over or not. Talk about fucked over when I’m paying him five hundred bucks every hour he reads the damn thing, but it’s necessary.

      Meanwhile, I’ve been writing songs like a madman. All I do is perform at the Polar Express, help them set up and clean up, then retreat to my home to come up with songs all hours of the day and night. It’s the most creative and passionate I’ve ever felt, and who knew it would take a kick in the ass from a record label to do that. For some reason, I always thought I’d feel more stunted having signed my soul to one of those large entities, but it’s quite the opposite.

      Making my way to the end of the train, which is actually the front since I started from the caboose, I sing the last chorus of the song. The click of a camera snatches my attention from lyrics that are running through my head. I haven’t been able to get this song, one about broken people ready to trust again, from my mind, as if it won’t go away until I put pen to paper.

      Madison looks down at the screen of her camera, some fancy thing I’m sure daddy or her ex-husband bought her.

      “Why are you always snapping pictures?” I grumble out, tapping out a few strings of my guitar.

      “It’s kind of my job.” She looks at me like I’ve grown a fifth head.

      “Huh?” I’m confused.

      “I run social media for a living. For the tequila brand, Arson? That’s my job.” Madison looks at me like I know nothing about her.

      Which I guess I don’t, not really anymore. I’ve had Arson tequila, and it’s actually good.

      “Wow, I didn’t know that. They have a good clear tequila.” I nod.

      “That one is my favorite,” she agrees. “Since I am literally paid to know how to do social media, I’ve been doing it for my parents this year to draw more of a crowd to the rides.”

      “The rides have always done fine.” I don’t understand why people are obsessed with social media.

      “But ticket sales and visibility are up even in the last couple weeks of me posting on our Instagram.” She smiles like she’s outmaneuvered me.

      “You people and your tweeting and posting and storying. Jeez, isn’t it enough?” Part of me is just annoyed that my new label is going to make me engage on the platforms.

      “Maybe if you were on social media, you would have known that I got divorced, and then you’d stop insulting people in grocery stores. It has its perks, even for assholes.”

      One of the families seated right near where we’re talking looks annoyed at her cursing, and Madison sheepishly smiles then points the camera in their direction. They instantly perk up, and she says she’ll get them a free copy when the pictures are uploaded.

      “I don’t insult people in grocery stores, just you.” It’s so childish, but I smile like I’ve just hit her with the I’m rubber, you’re glue comeback.

      “Seems it doesn’t need to be in a grocery store either. You’re happy to insult me anywhere,” she whisper-hisses.

      Hm, angry Madison is a whole new version and I’m not enough of an idiot to deny it’s kind of turning me on. There was always something so satisfying about the toxic push and pull of our relationship. We’re like masochists, and that energy is still here.

      “So you market the brand?” I ask, my interest piquing after my conversation with Jay.

      The beautiful woman in front of me ruffles, as if surprised I’m asking about her work. It grates me to do it, because I hate both social media and asking for help, but there is that masochism again.

      “Yes, essentially. It’s a new digital age for those of us living outside of the dark walls of our home. Brands make millions from Instagram posts alone, influencers reign supreme, and it’s a direct link to get your customers to buy. Everyone has their persona, you can cultivate a following. Essentially, it’s easier than ever to create an audience and be known for something.”

      “And how would you market me? If my music was a brand?” I’m hesitant to ask, but if anyone is going to give me an honest answer, it’s Madison.

      She blinks at me, those big emerald eyes a little shocked. I know I’ve been hot and cold when it comes to her, I’m completely aware. But like I said, she always just seems to be in front of me when it’s the wrong damn time. Seeing her with my mother there … it threw me for a loop. I need to apologize for it, but I play the sullen asshole well.

      “You’re very John Mayer.”

      “Everyone says that.” I roll my eyes because I hate to be compared to anyone.

      “But take that as a jumping off point and run with it. You’re kind of broody, have a sound like his, definitely a ladies’ man, a little self-deprecating. If I were you, I’d get on social media in the first place. You’ll never be able to have a career without one. And just be authentic. Make fun of yourself while posting angsty, sad songs. Talk about being a commitment-phobe while professing undying love in your lyrics. Post thirst traps in shadowy light. Your brand should be moody desirable with a bit of recluse wounded boy. It works on you.”

      My heart thumps in my chest. Once. Twice. Three times.

      That moment when I said Jay could see me like no one else had before? Hell, this blew that out of the water. Madison pegged me so thoroughly that I think my jaw might be on the floor.

      The train is slowing, and I can feel the little kids all around us getting antsy. They want to see Santa, drink hot chocolate, buy the overpriced toys Diane and Harry offer in the little gift shop.

      “I’m sorry … about the other day. You … well, just like I didn’t know about your divorce, there is a lot of stuff I don’t broadcast. My relationship with my mother being one of them. You were in the wrong place.”

      I blurt this out in response to how she just defined me, not realizing it until the words are laid at her feet.

      “Seems I always am when it comes to you.”

      The train whistle blows, signaling that it’s time for everyone to depart. Madison gets swept up in the crowd and it ends any further conversation we might have.

      Which is good. Because with the way the organ in my chest is reacting right now, I might do something crazy like tell her I might have been in love with her all those years ago.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      There could not be more chocolate, flour, sugar or baking utensils on my mother’s counters if the Keebler elves themselves walked in here and set up shop.

      “Did you buy the damn market out of supplies?” Dad looks bewildered as he picks up a rolling pin.

      “How else are we going to bake five hundred cookies for tomorrow?” Mom is near hysteria.

      When our cookie vendor, a local woman who bakes all the cookies for the train rides, came down with the flu yesterday, we didn’t know what we would do. That kind of order takes her a few days to prepare, and for amateurs like us, it would take weeks.

      But I guess that’s why my parents are the way they are; they have people who absolutely love them and will do anything to help them out.

      It’s all hands on deck; we’ve got Mom, Dad, Matthew, some of the teens who dress as elves, my mom’s friend Grace, and Gigi is on her way over. The train engineers, Dave and Harwin, should be here momentarily. Oh, and of course, Porter is here. Because fuck my life.

      Fine, I don’t curse that much, but this just seems like the universe laughing at me. Baking cookies in my mother’s kitchen with him? A house where he used to sneak in because he didn’t want to meet my parents as my boyfriend? Hilariously ironic.

      Apparently, we’re not going to discuss our blowup on the sidewalk downtown any further. He somewhat apologized, not that I said anything to accept it. But I’m not going to bring it up, at least, not with my mother in such close proximity. Then again, even if we were alone, Porter probably wouldn’t care to resolve it. It hurts so terribly that I’m still this oversight to him, something he chooses never to completely focus on.

      It shouldn’t matter, not when I’m freshly divorced and I have other heartaches to mourn. But there is something about that first heartbreak that never leaves you. It sits like dried blood in the cracks of your heart, just waiting to be picked open and reviewed over and over again. It never heals right, and so when I’m right here in front of him, it’s all I can think about.

      “All right, let’s start. We all have our stations,” Grace instructs, soothing my mom’s less than calm demeanor.

      I’ve been assigned to roll out dough and cut shapes into it when people make different kinds. We keep it simple; sugar, chocolate chip, thumbprint, and peanut butter. Everyone takes their station, and I’m inconveniently situated next to Porter, who is cutting the dough into shapes with festive cookie cutters.

      “Is this really necessary?” he complains when he cuts his first reindeer cookie.

      “Yes, it makes the ride more authentic.” My voice is even, but I truly want to lecture him on any asinine subject.

      “If the cookies are shaped in Santa form? They still taste the same. Hell, I’d eat it in dough form and it would taste better than anything.”

      “He’s got a point,” Ronnie, one of the teenagers who dresses like an elf, butts in.

      “Yes, cookie dough is better than the actual baked cookie, everyone knows that.” I huff out, annoyed to agree with him. “But the little kids love munching on chocolate chip cookies shaped like jingle bells, so that’s what we’ll give them.”

      I should be in a good mood; I have my interview with Gage in two days and most everything in my life seems to be on the uptick. But with Porter right next to me, and his barely there apology still lingering in my head, it’s like I have a bee in my bonnet.

      “Well, what do you do with all these scraps?” Porter points to the pile of excess dough, which is piling up on his station. “This is so wasteful just for some snowflake-shaped cookies.”

      I snicker. “You’re supposed to mold it back together and cut more out of the excess. Jeez, you really didn’t grasp the assignment, huh?”

      His face grows dark, because I don’t think it’s often that anyone makes fun of Porter. He usually never gives them the chance, seeing as how mysterious and dreadfully cool he comes off.

      “I didn’t realize,” he grumbles, but shoots me an amused eyebrow.

      This is how we always were; aloof and nonchalant on the outside, with an air of hilarity and a lot of sexual tension. I remember it even from the first moment we connected in that school supply closet all those years ago. It felt like, at least to me, when we were with each other, we only showed those versions of ourselves to the other person. It felt like I was only my real self when I was with him, and vice versa. It’s an unnerving thing, and one that sets my teeth grinding together as we work side by side.

      We all work for a while in small talk and Christmas tunes, nothing getting too serious and everyone joking about the latest cartoon in the small-town newspaper that’s delivered to everyone’s doorsteps. After a while, the teenagers have to go home, Grace takes a break to have a drink with Mom, and Dad takes the engineers out to the garage to show them his latest car restoration project.

      Which leaves just Porter and me slaving away. Neither one of us will say it, but we want to finish this both so we can stop spending the evening together and provide for the guests. I find it admirable that he cares so much about their experience, even if he acts like he doesn’t. Per usual, he’s a walking oxymoron.

      “Envelope for you.” Dad drops it on the counter as he comes in with the mail.

      I wipe flour off my hands on the towel nearby and go to open it because there is some weird confidential stamp on the white of the envelope. When I pull the paper out, I’m stunned.

      “You going to get back to helping?” Porter says to my back.

      He’s busting my chops, but I barely hear him. All those zeroes, the time and effort I spent putting love into that home. The fact that I didn’t even know it was being sold, or that I didn’t see it before it was.

      It feels like the sky is caving it.

      “This is the money for my house. Well, half of it.” My voice is breathless.

      “Oh, well, at least you can say that’s over?” Porter makes this sound like the most casual thing in the world.

      “I honestly can’t believe he actually sold it. I was just …” Going to give it to him.

      That’s what I was going to say to complete that sentence. The entire divorce and its process still blows my mind. We signed the papers six months ago, and with no prenuptial agreement, I was technically owed to half. But I didn’t want it. I’m not like the women from William’s inner circle, the wives who would gouge their husbands when they eventually left them for younger models.

      Part of it had been nobility, because I grew up with money and in no way did I need to make him bleed for what he’d done. Another part had been for honor, even if William didn’t deserve it.

      I had been in love with him. I was his wife. I would have remained that for the rest of my life. So I wouldn’t fight or bitch or ask for ridiculous things like spousal support or the property in Italy or really … anything. Whatever William wanted, I agreed to. Because I was honoring my love, the one I had for him and us, even if he wasn’t going to.

      And probably because I was so whiplashed by everything crumbling in my life, I just let him do whatever he wanted. So when it was determined we had a fifty-fifty stake in the house, I did nothing else about it. I moved before I could even look at selling it myself, but apparently my ex-husband was done with our marital home.

      I clear my throat. “I didn’t realize it had sold that quickly. I wish I could have gone to see it. Or maybe … you know what, it’s probably better that I didn’t.”

      Shoving the check back in the envelope, I throw it on the kitchen table and get back to work rolling out the sugar cookie dough. I roll it manically, not looking at the guy next to me who knows so much, so many intimate details, about me.

      “Like I said, the guy is an idiot,” Porter speaks after a few minutes.

      “You don’t even know him.” I have to smile though, because it’s kind of nice of him to say.

      “I don’t need to, not really. I saw his face; I knew what he was about. I’m a pretty damn good judge of character if you remember.”

      “I do remember.” He was always pretty accurate in how he saw people, from what I can remember of our pillow talk conversations.

      And then a lightbulb goes off in my head, about one of the times he actually did meet him.

      “What did you ever say to him that one time?” I cock my head to the side, because now I have to know.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Porter turns away, kneading dough in his hands.

      “Oh, yes, you do. I remember it so vividly. We were all at Allen’s, that bar downtown? A bunch of kids from our high school on Thanksgiving Eve. William and I were engaged, and I remember you sending me death glares across the room. That night when we got home to my parents, he was up in arms about something you said while I went to the dart board with Gigi. Called you a pretentious fuck, a peasant not good enough to be in his presence.”

      “That sissy fuck would go tattle-taling to you.” Porter scoffs, and then realizes he caught himself in a lie. “Also, why would you stay with any man who called another person a peasant?”

      Sometimes, when I lie awake in the dark, I ask myself the exact same thing.

      “So you did say something, huh?” I smirk, leaning back against the counter.

      My ex-fling sighs loudly, like he’s annoyed at my smugness and the fact that he’ll now have to tell me just what he said.

      “I told him that a man like him would never satisfy you. That you might look like a goody-two-shoes on the outside, but inside was a wild, blossoming soul that the likes of him could never tame.”

      I swear, my entire world stops. The clocks cease, there is no more spinning, we’re not orbiting the sun. No, the only thing I’m orbiting is Porter Kelly, he’s the only thing in my universe.

      Shock is an understatement. Surprise wipes me near off my feet, but when I move, I find they’re steady.

      I walk so close to him, studying him like he’s an ancient painting just unearthed. His jaw tics, but he doesn’t move, and those eyes are like heat-seeking missiles. They’re drawing me to him, and I know I’m initiating this. Porter is playing no part, but dear God, in some perverse way, he totally is. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he had waited to dole out this tidbit so I would kiss him, so I would come to him instead of the other way around.

      There is no avoiding this. I couldn’t stop myself if I wanted to. And so when I press up, reaching so I can gain balance using his body, it’s no secret what I plan to do.

      Cautiously, I close my eyes and press my lips to his.

      Slowly, not even a kiss. It’s a whisper; a haunting. He’s unmoving and I’m just … testing. Why the hell did he tell me that? Why the hell did he say that to my husband when it was clear I planned to be with him for the rest of my life? Porter was not even a thought at that point, and yet he still—

      Thought vanishes as he grips the back of my neck, hoists me up around the waist with the other arm, and brings the kiss full force. It’s so intense and fast it slams through my chest, and all I can do is cling to him.

      He tastes like sugar and mint, chocolate chips and the ever-familiar goodness of cookie dough. When his tongue rubs rough against mine, I moan, I can’t help it. The scruff of his jaw chafes my chin, and it should burn, but holy God does it feel like the ultimate pleasure. My thighs vibrate and I’m instantly wet, my clit throbbing with how little attention it’s gotten in a year.

      Porter lifts me until I’m sitting on the counter. My ass is probably covered in flour. It’s a distant thought as he grinds himself against me and my legs part as far as they can go. I roll my hips, relishing how sinful and delicious the friction feels.

      Then my mind scrambles, like an egg separating in the heat of a frying pan, and I pull back.

      “I’m married.” I slap a hand to my lips.

      Wait, no I’m not.

      Porter is in a haze, but I see my words registering in his expression.

      “I won’t be some understudy for that guy.” he bites off, disgust clouding his face as he nearly jumps to the other side of the kitchen.

      “No, I-I just got out of my marriage and …” I trail off, because isn’t that a lie?

      I’ve been divorced for six months. Slinking down off the counter, I feel like my own legs won’t support me.

      Porter straightens, brushing off his long sleeve like I’ve soiled it. I watch as his carefully crafted mask falls into place, and I want to slap my hand on his cheek now. Stop the drawbridges from falling, tell him to stop whatever attack he’s about to mount. But I can’t. I’m too lost in my own confusion, in labeling whatever it is I’m feeling rather than just going with it.

      “It’s fine. You wanted a rebound. All you ever were to me was a fling anyway, so forget it. We’ve now both used each other as easy pickings.”

      My heart actually singes with the burn of his words, and it crawls up my throat like I’m going to need to pop five Tums after this. I so badly want to rub the heel of my hand to my chest, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.

      Because I should know this; I’ve always been easy pickings to him. The girl who would come at his every beck and call.

      “That’s really what you think?” I’m doing this. We’re finally doing this. “Our motives, Porter, have always been completely different. I’m still emotionally healing from the trauma of my husband telling me he doesn’t love me anymore. In my heart, it feels too soon and I wouldn’t want to put someone through the drama of my mood swings or emotions if I were to date right now. You? You were a pathetic commitment-phobe who led me on for years before cutting me loose so you could go fuck random co-eds. Do you remember what you said to me before we finally ended things? Yeah, neither do I because you never even gave me the decency. Forgive me for stuttering for a moment because my life doesn’t look anything like what I thought it would a year ago.”

      My head throbs with all of the whiplash feelings of the past few minutes.

      Those brilliant blue eyes look to the floor, then up at me, piercing every part of my soul.

      “I was a screwed up kid who had no idea what love looked like, Madison. My father wished I was never born. No, not even that, he refused to even accept that I breathed life on this earth. I watched my mother struggle through seeing him from afar for my entire life. I heard her cry in the bathroom when she didn’t think I would notice. And while she loved me, and she was a good mother, I was still a secret from most everyone in her life. A secret in plain sight. What I did to you? Yeah, it was fucking shitty. I was a player, a shit-talker, and someone who was so undeserving of your attention. And I abused that. But you’ve never seen how short you sell yourself. You let yourself be small, and in turn, he took advantage of that. He wasn’t worth even an ounce of what you had to offer, and it drove me nuts that you didn’t see that. The fact you’re still holding yourself back after he tossed you aside? It makes me sick. Not on your behalf, but just the fucking universe. I’m still standing here, pretty much the same fucked-up kid, but I’m not running. I might be scared as hell, I might say the wrong things ninety percent of the time, but that right there?”

      He points to the spot on the counter where I was just dry-humping him.

      “I want to keep fucking doing it. When I kiss you, it’s like I can finally breathe correctly. It’s like, for a nanosecond of my fucked-up existence, something makes sense. Now who’s the one putting a stop to it?”

      “Santa’s little helper is here to bake her life away!” Gigi bursts into the kitchen with an elf hat on and a bottle of vodka in her hand.

      I squeak and nearly jump, surprised that we’re being interrupted in the middle of a fight so heartbreaking I think that my heart might be burning on the bottom of the oven.

      Porter’s burning gaze is still latched to my face as I turn to see my friend entering, and he doesn’t stop staring even when she stutter steps, because clearly, we’re in the middle of something.

      “Should I go?” she asks and points to the door she just came in, completely obvious.

      “I need someone to run to the market! I forgot jam for the thumbprints.” Mom bursts in, all a fluster over jam.

      “I’ll go.” Porter jumps to attention, grabbing his coat and keys.

      Before we can say another word to each other, I watch him walk out the door.
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      Gigi pours me an extra-large glass of white wine and plonks it on the counter.

      “Okay, what the hell was that? Porter just told you he wanted to keep doing it?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “It was nothing.” I drink nearly half the glass to stop myself from spilling the tea.

      “That was not nothing I just walked in on. That was a lover’s quarrel, and homeboy looked like he wanted to ravish you on the kitchen island.”

      “I’m newly divorced, Gi. I should barely be dating, let alone kissing a man who wanted nothing to do with anything other than my vagina.”

      I relent a little, admitting that maybe we were kissing, but nothing else was happening.

      “He was a teenager, Mads. Most boys only thought about pussy and nothing else.” She changes my sentiment to the more vulgar version.

      I roll my eyes. “Regardless, I can’t be kissing him.”

      “Why the hell not? Porter is sex on legs and you two have chemistry off the charts. Just seeing him stare at you like that made me wet. I say go for it. And who the fuck cares about your ex? He’s an ex for a reason and the motherfucker was a dumbass for letting you go.”

      I touch my lips because I can’t not. They’re swollen from his kiss, and I throb for him even though he took off nearly twenty minutes ago.

      “Funny, Porter said almost the same thing.”

      “So, what’s the problem? Have some hot sex.” Gigi sips her wine.

      Something inside me whispers all the doubts I’ve had about myself to my insecurities. I should be riding high from that kiss, bold and determined that I’m the one who came onto him after all these years.

      Instead, I’m allowing myself to sink into that negative headspace.

      How does someone just wake up one day and realize they’re not in love with you anymore? That’s the question still running through my mind.

      I’ll never, for the rest of my entire life, forget him looking at me across the breakfast table and saying, “I’m not in love with you anymore. I just don’t feel it. I want to get divorced and let’s just move on from this.”

      So cold. So completely unfeeling. As if he wasn’t the one to pursue me after we met the first week of our freshman year at college. As if he wasn’t the one who told me he loved me after a month of dating, under an old oak tree on campus like we were right out of Gilmore Girls or something. As if I wasn’t wearing a custom-selected family heirloom that he cried while sliding onto my finger the day he asked me to marry him.

      The thing that kills me is William was so sure. There was no wavering, nothing to take back like he said it in a moment of anger or fear. He was level-headed, made clear eye contact, and showed no sign of remorse for the blow he dealt.

      So, I’d love to know, what is exactly so deplorable about me that he couldn’t continue to love me? What was it? I railed everything against him; cheating allegations, financial troubles, called him names and begged for him to rethink this while sobbing. He said it was nothing other than he knew he wasn’t in love with me and wanted to go on his way.

      The sad truth is, I believe him. So far, from social media stalking using fake accounts Gigi set up for me, I can tell he’s not dating or doing anything out of the ordinary of my old life with him.

      I wish I could ask him what made it stop. What I did that made me unlovable. Having no answer is almost worse, because it brings out every deep-rooted insecurity a human being possesses. The thing I crave most is to be cherished by someone. So far, the only two men I’ve ever really wanted to do the job have quit outright.

      And I just threw myself at the first one. So while his words might have fixed something, might have made me feel like he wanted something different this time, the pattern of behavior in my love life says otherwise.

      “I can’t believe you were kissing Porter Kelly. Again!” Gigi claps her hands with glee.

      I drop my forehead into my hands. “I can’t believe I kissed Porter Kelly. Again.”

      “You kissed who?” Our mothers bustle into the kitchen and mine looks like her eyebrows are in her hairline.

      I shoot Gi a look that says I’ll kill you if you tell her.

      So, of course, my best friend does just that. “Mads and Porter were just making out in here. Oh, and did you know they used to do that in high school? In fact, Porter was the first guy to—”

      “That’s enough!” I yell, my voice like an out-of-body experience.

      “You’re being serious?” My mom whips her head back and forth between the two of us.

      “Dead.” Gigi giggles like she isn’t directing the worst nightmare of my life.

      “No, I would have known if Madison was dating Porter back then.”

      “Dating probably wouldn’t be the correct term.” Gigi adds more fuel to the fire.

      “I’m going to kill you.” I growl.

      “Porter is so handsome.” Grace sighs dramatically.

      “Mom, gross,” Gigi laments.

      “Oh, but it was okay for you to tell mine what was going on in my high school bedroom?” I snap at her.

      Mom holds her hands up. “That’s a phrase I’d rather not hear. But if you and Porter had history, why did you never tell me?”

      Great. Now I have to get into another difficult conversation tonight, one I would have rather avoided forever. I turn to Mom and try to take a leveling breath.

      “Porter and I had a thing back in high school. It was stupid and dramatic, and we just rehashed some things when I got divorced and moved home. It’s really nothing. Please don’t mention this to him. I know you two are close and I don’t want this affecting the dynamic of the train rides.”

      I really hope everyone can just drop this. I barely know how I feel right now, much less want to balance the opinions of everyone else.

      “We love Porter. We think of him as family. I guess I just … well, he would make any woman happy as a clam. I just didn’t realize it was you, sweetheart.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not me, Mom. Seriously, listen. We’re not a couple, he’s not making me anything. In fact, I think he hates me more than anything—”

      “Porter doesn’t hate anyone!” Mom is incensed at me calling her favorite employee anything but an angel.

      Gigi snorts. “Mama Goldy, I may have to disagree there.”

      My mom grimaces. “It’s true, Porter hasn’t had an easy life. But he’s really made something of himself and it’s his intentions and heart that make him the kind of man I’d approve of my daughter seeing. Your choices in the past have been questionable at best, Madison. The fact you’re wavering on Porter might indicate he’s actually a good match.”

      Ouch, that one stings. My mom has no idea what she’s talking about right now, and I don’t feel like getting into in front of Grace and Gigi. Not only did she just insult my choice of husband, put down my ability to follow my gut and ascertain who might be a worthy partner, but she also just took the side of the guy who smashed my heart to smithereens. She has no idea, because I never confessed to her in those teenage years, just how many nights I sobbed into my pillow over the guitar player she loves.

      “Why don’t we finish up these cookies and you two go have another drink?” Gigi does damage control, shoving a bottle of wine in her mom’s hand and ushering the older women out of the room.

      “Sorry,” she grumbles guiltily as she walks back in and sets to work with the rolling pin.

      I slump into a kitchen chair, sighing heavily. In the last hour, I’ve found out my marital home was sold without my consent, I have a huge check waiting to be deposited, kissed the guy who ghosted me and taught me about crushed hearts, then had to endure hearing my mom choose him over me.

      Is there a point where I start a winning streak? Because I’m really freaking sick of this losing one.
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      Fuck.

      Fuck, I’m so fucked up.

      The train rattles me until I sway and have to grab onto one of the seats, my mind as turbulent as the locomotive. I barely slept last night, and my head is groggy from the two glasses of whiskey I chugged down after getting home from the Goldwin house.

      Madison kissed me. I didn’t initiate, I didn’t argue or coax her into doing it. She just … kissed me. That moment shocked me like some kind of defibrillator to my soul. If she hadn’t ended it, I would have never stopped. I would have fucked her right there on that counter with her family in the next room. I wouldn’t have stopped touching her, consuming her, until the world ended.

      I’m not sure how I’ve gone all these years without her. Her stay in Rutlend started with me telling her off in a grocery store, essentially hating her, and now I’ve done a complete one-eighty. For weeks she’s been wearing down my icy heart, and the final straw was in her kitchen last night. No one, not a single woman, could ever compare to Madison Goldwin. I’ve had plenty over the years, had hot sex and good flings and fun times. But kissing her … I knew everything else was absolutely terrible in comparison.

      And she had to go and fuck it all up. Immediately after kissing me, she mentioned him. Then laid into me about our past. Sure, she made a lot of valid points, and I’ve said some horrible things since she’s been home.

      But …

      Well, shit. But nothing. We’ve both turned and twisted this situation into a complication neither of us can talk our way out of.

      It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since then, but we’ve both retreated to our corners. I haven’t heard from her, nor have I reached out. Madison completely avoided me when we first got to the cafe and then boarded the train, and has been giving me the cold shoulder since I arrived.

      It’s like she’s pissed at me or something, when I’m the one vulnerable here. I laid it pretty much out there, telling her that I wasn’t over her and that I wanted to continue what we were doing in her parent’s kitchen. She’s the one who let Gigi interrupt and didn’t stop me when I went to leave.

      The little kid in me, the one who constantly felt rejected as any child whose parent didn’t want them would, is a bleeding heart right now. My mind is not only clouded with thoughts of Madison and the record deal and my own issues I need to work out in therapy, but it is screaming that I’m about to be hurt.

      Like a defense mechanism, I’ve withdrawn into myself. Even the passengers are looking at me funny tonight, because I think I’m scowling while singing “Jingle Bells.” Every time I think about possibly being rejected by Madison, a flash from my past zaps into my temples like I’m being poked with a cattle prod.

      I remember the first time I found out who my father was. I was seven, and digging through my mother’s dresser to find candy I thought she’d hidden in there. The Skittles I found in the bottom drawer of her nightstand had sent me on a wild goose chase for more, and I ended up rifling through every drawer in her room.

      In the top drawer on the right side, under a bunch of socks, were letters and some papers. I pulled them out, the handwriting somewhat faded, and sat on the furry beige area rug in her room to sort them out. Letters with all kinds of dates, different sentiments … it was all too much to put together for my kid brain.

      But there was the settlement paperwork, the custody agreements, and support contracts. My father, Jesus fucking Christ, was the biggest rock star on the planet. At first I laughed. Even as a seven-year-old, I thought it was a big joke. I can still remember how naive I was then, how young and stupid and uninformed I was about any of the documents I was looking at.

      I ran down the stairs of my childhood home, waving the paperwork in front of my mother’s face as I entered the kitchen. Screaming about Gregory Monay being my father. Of course, I knew who he was, not knowing my biological father would be like not knowing Paul McCartney or U2. He was a legend, an icon. My mother had been playing his music in the house since I could remember.

      Looking back now, I have no idea how she did that. It must have killed her, broken her heart, incensed her. This man who wouldn’t acknowledge her, claim their child, or be a decent enough human being to at least visit his kid or baby mama a couple times a year.

      Still, she kept quiet. Shut her mouth, got her checks, and kept on living. I remember the shock, anger and panic on her face when I discovered the other half of my parentage. Mom had snatched the documents, told me I could never tell another living soul, and begged me to forget I’d ever even seen them.

      Throughout the years, we had the same kind of coaching sessions. Don’t tell anyone, this has to remain a secret. If anyone knows who your father is, he will ruin our lives. I didn’t realize until much later, after I’d grown up and developed the same nauseous hatred for my father that my mother wore as a cross to bear, that this was part of the agreement. She told no one about the baby, and he would pay for me to be raised in an upper-middle-class home comfortably.

      She would hide me, be complicit in his rejection, and I’d be able to live without a life of turmoil and public humiliation.

      Too bad I flipped the script and took that rejection public, doing it for them.

      I guess I just want to stop living a lie, in all aspects of my life. I told my secret about my parentage, but my inward thoughts and attitude haven’t changed. I’m still that sullen, secretive, complex person I was before even though I let the cat out of the bag.

      I still can’t make out clear thoughts, jerking Madison around to make her think this is all her fault when really I started it. I’m continuing it. I need to put a stop to it.

      I took the leap when I wrote the book, putting my rejection on display. Now I have to swallow the same fear and apologize, then make my intentions clear.

      Passengers are getting off now, carrying sleeping kids in their arms as they wind down from their sugar rush. The darkness blinks against the Christmas lights twinkling in the train cars, and I yawn, suddenly exhausted. My voice is a little ragged after so many nights of singing, and I know it’ll be over next week, but Jay is on me about resting my voice after this for a while.

      Madison is probably up at the front, collecting trash from the seats, and I know I want to talk to her before she has the chance to run off tonight. We need to hash things out, settle them, and then hopefully I can coax her to go back to the kissing we were doing. Even with the emotional strife warring in my chest, I had my dick in my hand the minute I got home. Thinking about her lips nonstop since she kissed me will do that to a man.

      “Porter.” Harry motions me over, and I’m somewhat annoyed to be derailed, but I won’t brush him off.

      This man has been more of a role model to me in the past two years than my real father ever was. When I reach him, I roll up my sleeves. Whatever he asks me to do, I’ll help. He and his wife extended a kind hand to me when everyone else in this town just wanted to gawk in my presence.

      “Hey, good ride tonight. I think they’re getting more festive with Christmas coming up next week.” The compliment is genuine.

      He eyes me, narrowing them, and I suddenly feel like I’m under a microscope.

      “You treat my daughter right, you hear me?” He points a finger at me.

      Well, shit. Something must have happened with her parents after I left. My jaw drops a little and I stutter to start talking, because I have no idea just how much this man knows. I also don’t know what his daughter expects, so I just go for a vague, respectful answer.

      “Yes, sir.” I nod curtly.

      “She’s been through a lot of shit this year, and I like you. You’re a good man, I’ve seen it firsthand. But she’s my baby. If you mistreat her, I will end you.”

      Not like that was straight to the point. I feel myself start to quake in my boots; I’m just about to go apologize and admit my true feelings for his daughter, a first for me to be that open and vulnerable with any woman. But now I have to deal with my first experience of having a girl’s father threaten me passive-aggressively? I never got close enough to a girl or women in my life to even come in contact with their dads.

      It’s a lot to digest all in one night. But I face the fear, stand right in front of it, because like I said,

      I’m tired of living in the shadows. Maybe it’s the lecture about being visible Jay has been giving me as we go through contract negotiations. Maybe it’s the fact that I know I can’t kiss Madison again if I don’t man up and try this the right way this time.

      “Understood, Harry. I promise, whatever you’ve been told, I—”

      He holds up a hand. “I don’t need to know details. I don’t need to know what stupid teenage boy things you did. All I need to know is that, moving forward, you treat her with all of the kindness, care, and love she deserves. It’s a whole lot, and that man didn’t realize it. I’m hoping you do, Porter.”

      No pressure or anything, I breathe through my nostrils. If I’m not a rebound to Madison, then I’ll be the first man to try and get her to trust him after her ex-husband screwed her over. That on top of what Harry is saying? It should have me running in the other direction.

      Instead, I clap him on the shoulder and go to find his daughter.

      When I get to the last car before the caboose, I find Madison just like I thought I would, with a half full bag of trash in her hand. She’s leaning over, grunting, trying to get something under a bench seat, and I have to make a conscious effort not to stare at her ass. But damn, it looks so good in those tight black jeans. My cock, which is already dreaming of her body, stands at half-mast. I take a deep breath to push that part of my male psyche away, because I don’t need that influencing me right now.

      “Madison.” I try to get her attention.

      She snaps up, and when she twirls around, her cheeks are pink. “Jeez, why are you sneaking up on me?”

      “I didn’t think I was.” I give her a small smile.

      “What is it?” She eyes me cautiously.

      Deep breath and then let it all flow, man.

      “I owe you an apology, and it’s a long time coming. Since the first time I saw you when you got back to Rutlend, I’ve been mean, disorienting, and at times, cruel. You’re already down on yourself and I’ve been adding to that pileup. I have no excuse besides the ones I’ve already told you about, and well, I’m sorry. I wasn’t lying when I said I’m still that fucked-up kid. But I don’t know, when I’m around you it’s like I both want to recreate the toxicity we had, but also blossom into this better version of myself where I can be the kind of man you deserve.”

      “The man I deserve? Who said anything about that?” Madison’s voice wavers. “I told you I just got divorced–”

      “I know that. And I’ve been insensitive about that, too. For a very long time, I’ve used you as a punching bag and I truly am sorry, Madison. I’m trying here, to be a better guy. I’m trying to purge my life of the darkness I was born into by no choice of my own, and I’m still not one hundred percent great at doing that. I’m rambling, but what I’m saying is that I want to be better. For me. For you. And I know you just got out of something, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to kiss you right now. That I haven’t wanted to kiss you every second since you broke it off yesterday. Touching you, tasting you? It brought me back to exactly how addicted I used to be to you. Maybe this time, as clearly flawed adults, we could do this the right way.”

      She’s looking at me like I’ve grown six heads and just told her I’m going on a trip to Neverland.

      “Porter, this is … wow.” She blows out a breath. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I just needed to apologize.” I shrug.

      And it’s true. I feel lighter, even if I’ve taken off the armor and allowed her the chance to wound me.

      “I’m not looking for anything. And while I appreciate growth, you hurt me a lot back then. I’m not even sure we’d be compatible now, that we’re looking for the same kind of life.”

      Truth hurts sometimes, and I guess Madison is laying that on thick.

      “But we are good at one thing, we know that. I’m sure better now than when we were teens,” I joke, trying to defuse the moment.

      Her blush is back from when she first stood and looked at me. “Porter …”

      I chuckle. “Just trying to cut the vulnerability. There is only so much I can handle of that for one day.”

      “Thank you for apologizing. And for showing me a little bit of your inner thoughts. There was a time when I would have relished those.” She nods like she remembers exactly how she felt about me all those years ago.

      “And you don’t relish them now?” I fake pout.

      She smiles. “I’m a grown-up now. I appreciate them more than obsess over them. After a failed marriage, you learn not to pin so much hope and happiness on another person.”

      “I can understand that.” Because I can.

      “Yesterday was …” Another blush, a little smirk.

      “Like I said, we’ve still got it.” I tip my head, and damn, I’m flirting with her.

      “Sometimes it just works like that between two people, doesn’t it?” She bites her lip.

      I’m about to lean in and kiss her, even though she’s made it clear she might not be interested in a rekindling, when the car door rattles open.

      “We have to turn back, go pick up some of the camera equipment and I want to work out some of the new features on the engine we installed. Meet you at home?” Harry says to Madison.

      She pipes up, stroking the red velvet ribbon on the side of a seat. “Actually, I’d like to come with you. Just a joy ride. I do love an empty train.”

      I suck in a lungful; it’s like she knows I love them too. Whenever Harry did these, I would sit alone on one of the cars with my thoughts, the dark night rushing past the windows. It’s eerie and freeing, and I love it.

      “Can I join you?” I look down at her to ask.

      She seems to weigh this question, then says, “Yes.”

      Harry nods at us and goes to the engine room. I take Madison’s hand and walk us to a bench seat, letting her take the window while I scoot in next to her. A minute or two later, the rumble of the train starts beneath our feet, and we’re off.

      The car is silent. There is no singing passengers or chatty groups. Just us, the Christmas lights, and the pitch-black night outside our window.

      Madison leans into me, her head settling on my shoulder, and I wrap my hand around her thigh.

      We sit like this, in contented silence, while the locomotive chugs along. It’s a peace offering; not a clean slate, but a new beginning. A chance at something we’ve never given ourselves before.
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      “Santa baby, slip a Sable under the tree, for me!”

      Mom points to dad as she says this, and while some of the people in the karaoke bar wolf-whistle, I hide my face.

      “Gross!” Matthew heckles her from where she sings on stage.

      “Damn, your parents are getting laid tonight.” Gigi cackles at both my brother and me, and I have to refrain from hitting her.

      The entire Polar Express staff is sitting at high-top round tables, sipping either cocktails or mocktails depending on their age, listening to terrible karaoke renditions by their fellow staff members.

      Dad rented out High Tune, the local karaoke bar, for our staff Christmas party. Anyone who worked the train rides this season, who works in the cafe year round, or really just knows our family was invited. It’s a relaxing, fun atmosphere for us to just wind down in since the rides are almost over.

      Only two more nights of working them until Christmas, and both my schedule and head are jam-packed with other things.

      I haven’t been able to really see Porter since my work schedule is crazy busy wrapping up before Christmas happens in four days. Not just that, but the train rides have been so crowded as a result of all of my social media posting that I’ve been swamped by Mom and Dad trying to figure out how to do that for the cafe. I’ve given the chefs and waitstaff some tips on how they could create some viral videos, but my parents don’t have to worry. They have more than enough business, it’s just they want to be put on the map. Social media attention will do that.

      My interview with Gage went off without a hitch, and I think he sold me more than I did him. Working on something new, especially a business that is in its inception phase, is really exciting. It lit up all my creativity and organizational buttons. While I’m still idling in neutral, I’m leaning toward giving my notice at Arson after the holidays.

      Knowing I’m going to leave makes everything more bittersweet during this week and the next. It always feels this way at the end of the year, like we’re closing some chapter and turning to a brand-new, fresh page. But when the clock strikes midnight, I am actually doing just that. This nightmare of a year will be behind me, and I’m not only thankful for that, but I’m optimistically nervous about a whole new start.

      Then there is Porter, who I’ve seen in passing, but we haven’t been able to truly do anything alone. I’m kind of glad about that, because I’ve needed a minute to sort out my feelings. Him apologizing and admitting his desire to be something more has me more messed up than I was. Porter saying those words are what I always wanted to hear, but now that I know his true intentions, I’m scared.

      As I told Gigi, I’m not ready for anything yet. It would be the same if I met a completely new man. I’m freshly divorced, a rejected wife who feels too old and yet too young to retire herself to singledom. Being that this is Porter? That brings a whole other set of complications into the mix.

      “God, that was awful.” I take the last sip of my vodka soda and jiggle my glass.

      “Let’s go to the bar?” Gigi asks.

      “Definitely.” If Dad is paying, I’m drinking.

      We pass Porter on the way, and I can’t escape his gaze. Our eyes connect and everything south of my waist goes fuzzy and warm. Just because I’m convincing myself I can’t take on a relationship doesn’t mean we can’t spend time together? Right? We were great at that back in the day, the no-strings-attached approach. And this time, I know exactly what I’m getting into.

      “You’re thinking about fucking him, aren’t you?” Gigi slams me out of my thought process.

      “Oh my God, keep it down!” I hiss as we near the bar.

      She orders us two vodka sodas and turns to me. “Will you please just stop thinking with your brain and use your vagina instead? She’s lonely, she hasn’t been fed.”

      My cheeks are for sure bright red. “I’ve never even said that.”

      Gigi stink-eyes me. “You’ve been divorced for six months. You’re really going to tell me you’ve had sex with someone in that time?”

      “Okay, so it’s been a while,” I relent, feeling a throb in my core.

      Not only because it’s been so long since I’ve been touched, but also because the guy I want to touch me the most is just feet away from us, giving me the fuck-me eyes.

      “And he apologized. And said he wants you. What’s the problem?” She rolls her eyes.

      “There are so many and you know it,” I say pointedly.

      “You’re single, your divorce papers are signed, you’re over that asshole.” She ticks them off on her fingers.

      Am I? When I think about William, I feel hurt and dejection. But I don’t feel heartbreak anymore. I know that I’m not still in love. I’ve mourned that marriage at least.

      “No, I’m not in love with another man. But I fear if I ever love again, especially the guy over there, I’ll never recover if it doesn’t end well.”

      Gigi circles her arms around me. “You can’t live your life like that, though. You’re the one who wants the picket fence and the babies. You have to be willing to put yourself out there to get it.”

      I lean my cheek against her shoulder, loving the comfort. “Says the woman who swears she’ll be a fifty-year-old cougar.”

      “That’s right.” She smacks my butt. “I’m going to stay single, mingle, and then date the young bucks when the time comes.”

      I’m too busy drinking from my new glass, snorting at Gigi being her usual idiotic self, when I hear him start to sing.

      “Last Christmas, I gave you my heart.”

      There is no cheesy machine melody behind him, or lyrics pasting across a rainbow screen. No, when I turn, Porter is sitting front and center on stage, guitar in those big rough hands.

      The whole room goes up in wolf-whistles and cheers, everyone in here knew this would be the main event. There was no way Porter wasn’t going to be convinced to sing, but we were all just waiting for it. He’s already blown everyone out of the water, not that Gigi and my duet of “Let It Snow” was anything to write home about.

      “But the very next day, you gave it away,” he croons in that raspy, breathy voice.

      My God, it’s like he’s trying to get all the women in here pregnant. This isn’t a Christmas song, it’s porn in lyrical form.

      “Oof, if you don’t hop on that, someone else definitely will.” Gigi fans her face.

      He strums, and I imagine him running his hands over my body. Finding every part of my skin that makes me sing. Using them to …

      It’s official; I’m wet standing just feet from my parents and brother, openly panting over the hot guy who works for them. Porter serenades the crowd, but he’s only looking at me, and I have no idea if it’s obvious.

      This song invades my soul; last Christmas I was sitting in the wing of my marital home, crying into my pillow because I wasn’t sure if my husband was going to file for divorce in the next few days. This year, I’m in a healthier place, and dare say, I’m beginning to get happy.

      “Tell me baby, do you recognize me?” That line and he’s staring directly at me.

      A few heads turn, and now I know it’s definitely obvious to everyone else that he’s singing to me. When they say show me with actions instead of telling me you’re sorry or that you’ll do better, this is what they mean.

      Everyone starts clapping or singing along, but I’m standing by the bar trying to keep my heart from flying across the room. Damn, we haven’t even spent alone time together and already he’s invading every part of me.

      When that last gave you my heart comes, Porter hits a high note, throwing his head back and holding it like he’s anguished and love-stricken. It’s so hot and does something funky to my stomach and chest.

      “You better freaking give him your heart and all your other private parts.” Gigi raises an eyebrow at me as everyone bursts into applause.

      Porter takes his bows on stage, smiling goofily and freely. That alone makes me want to throw my arms around him.

      Too soon, everyone is saying goodbye, kissing and hugging in half-drunk merriment. I tell several people that it was so nice hanging out, because it genuinely was. For a while now, I’ve been keeping to myself because I thought it was what I deserved, and because I also didn’t want to have to explain the turn my life took. But like most things, it was a bigger demon in my head than it ever was in real life. Because tonight, not a single person mentioned or asked about my divorce.

      I make my way to the parking lot, fully intending to get in the back seat of my parent’s car like a teenager who has had one drink too many. I’m not drunk, but toasty.

      “Madison,” I hear that gruff, sexy strum of a voice to my right.

      When I look, Porter is leaning against the driver’s side of his car. I can’t help it, I smile, and before I know what I’m doing, I walk to him.

      He fiddles with his keys, almost nervously, and with the way he’s drinking me in, it feels like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. Porter is a man of few words, which means when he lets you see his expressions openly, they say all you need to hear.

      “That was some song in there, cowboy.” I giggle, more nervous than tipsy as I near him.

      Why does my head always feel like it’s spinning when I’m in his vicinity?

      “Meant every word.” He grins like a child.

      “So did WHAM. Not sure they ended up with a better Christmas that year, though. Just a very monotone hit every December.”

      “Hey, are you calling my singing monotone?” He puts his hand to his chest like I’ve wounded him.

      Shaking my head, I chuckle. “That was incredible. I wouldn’t be surprised if I hear it on the radio tomorrow.”

      “Can I take you home?” Porter stares straight into my eyes, and I think my lungs stop working.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I breathe, just as snow starts to fall.

      A sign, isn’t that what the Gilmore girls say? The snowfall right before Christmas has to mean something special. Or maybe I’m romanticizing this moment, but it does feel truly magical as Porter brushes a flake off my cheek.

      “Let me take you to my house?” he tries again.

      Alone with him in his home. No chance of interruptions or parents or siblings. I wonder, suddenly, what his house is like. What does his bedroom look like? Will I unearth even more of Porter Kelly if I go there?

      “Porter, if I go there, things will get …”

      “Good. Things will be good. Great. Incredible.” He smirks, his lips inches from mine. “Come on, Madison, trust me.”

      Now that douses me like ice water on this snowy night. It puts a damper on everything. The fun flirtation, the way he sang to me.

      “I have trusted you, in the past. I used to wait night after night, dance after school dance. I hoped you’d walk up the bleachers in high school and claim me. God, that sounds so misogynistic and demoralizing, but it’s true. After everything I’ve gone through, both with you and now with my divorce, my trust level is six feet under. I don’t know if I could take it if I went home with you and then …”

      “And then what?” He’s patiently listening, blue eyes searching mine.

      I’m surprised Porter isn’t getting defensive, but maybe he really is trying to be better, like he admitted to me that night on the train.

      “If I go home with you and we sleep together, then wake up the next morning and you pull your old crap? I’ll be devastated. I don’t even want commitment but if you did that, it would trigger the wounds that already exist.”

      “That’s not going to happen. And I know in order for you to see that, you have to trust me. But, I’m telling you, I want to be better. Let me show you. Let me prove it.”

      His words rattle around my chest, both comforting and stirring up old insecurities. I have to laugh at this situation, because the roles are so reversed from what they used to be.

      “You know, there was a time where I would have fallen at your feet from you saying that. But then again, you never would have asked me to seriously start something back then.”

      Porter holds my face in his hands, and I’m almost sure he’s going to lay his mouth on mine before he speaks.

      “Wanting you wasn’t the problem. Deep down, I wanted more. I almost told you I loved you.”
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      “Wanting you wasn’t the problem. Deep down, I wanted more. I almost told you I loved you.”

      I never, in a million years, thought I’d be sharing this with her. I swore to keep it locked away, take it to my grave. I talked myself out of happiness, and it was possibly one of the worst decisions I ever made.

      “It was after senior prom, you remember, at that house in the Poconos.” I was too much of a coward to ask her to be my date, but had no problem fucking her the entire weekend after.

      “Of course I remember. I wanted you to ask me to the prom so badly I ached,” she whispers, her eyes both sad and reminiscent in the dim glow of the parking lot lights.

      “I’m sorry about that. I was a gutless coward.” Because I didn’t want her to get attached, and confirming something in public would have given her ideas.

      “You were.” She nods, smirking.

      “Anyway, on the second day, after a marathon of drinking and then you in my room all night, we woke up in bed together. It was the first time we’d really done that. Usually it was one of us sneaking out of the other’s house or leaving from a party. You were sleeping in my arms, so peaceful, and at that moment, I realized there was no one in the world I knew better than you. I’d been keeping you at arm’s length, treating you like crap and not committing. But we really did know each other. I knew you were always too cold, even in the summer. I knew that you loved Adele before she got mega-popular—you had her poster on your bedroom wall. I knew that you preferred cheap beer to sugary wine coolers, couldn’t stand when people bragged about money, loved when it would thunder and lightning so loud it lit up the whole room, and loved your family in subtle ways. You picked up your brother from football practice almost every day in the fall so your mom didn’t have to. You were the kind of person who volunteered to help teachers set up their classrooms, or babysit their little kids, so they had time to do that. I may not have given you the respect of a relationship you deserved, but I knew you so well in those stolen moments over the years.”

      Tears shine in Madison’s eyes, and she’s shaking her head like she can’t believe I noticed any of it.

      “At that moment, this overwhelming tightness squeezed my chest. It felt like I was looking at the entire solar system, right there in your peaceful face. I wanted to wake you up and tell you that I loved you. To admit I’d been a fool, that you were the most spectacular human I’d ever met. And then someone came clattering back into the house, yelling about the Jell-O shots being ready in the kitchen, and I chickened out. Fuck, I really was a coward back then. I broke things off, acting like they didn’t mean a thing, because I knew you had this whole life in front of you. I saw it even before you did. So I took the coward’s way out. I still am. Because instead of just admitting this, instead of comforting you the first minute I saw you back in Rutlend, I’ve been pushing you away. My defenses are always so high, but I’m taking them down now. I mean it, I’m open. Do your worst. I want that, and I hope you will also give me your best.”

      Snow is falling faster now, sticking to her eyelashes, and I reach out to brush it away. Madison closes her eye and the pad of my thumb sweeps over the thick black hairs, clearing her vision. I don’t move my hand from her cheek when she blinks them back open, and she tilts so that her head leans into my palm.

      “Take me home?” She breathes, setting her shoulders like she’s made a decision.

      “Yeah, I can drop you there.” I nod, happy that she’s at least letting me spend an extra couple of minutes with her.

      My confession may not have brought me more forgiveness or her trust, but slowly I hope I’m chipping away at the resentment I built in her.

      “No, I mean, take me to your home. Take me, Porter.” Madison’s gaze is so sincere as lust lingers just beneath the surface.

      I grab her hand so fast I nearly knock both of us off balance. We scramble into the car; the snow hitting the windshield in gusts as I navigate the streets of our hometown as quickly but carefully as possible. The whoosh of Madison’s mounting arousal is evident in her breathing, and I can’t help but reach over and suction my hand to her thigh. I massage the jean material covering it, my cock so hard that I almost ask her to relieve some of the pressure as I drive.

      But that would be cheap, and I’m trying to prove to her that she’s anything but. I want to worship her tonight, to show her exactly how much of an idiot I was back then for not admitting how I felt.

      We’re at my house in ten minutes instead of the fifteen minutes it should take. I round the car and help her out, lacing our fingers as I stride purposefully toward the door of my small, trendy ranch.

      “Your house is … cute.” Her voice holds amused wonder.

      “You thought I’d live in some rundown shack?” I chuckle, my hands shaking a little as I unlock the door.

      For as ready and sure as I am about bringing her here, it also has a lot of loaded meaning. Once we do this, we’re bringing our emotions and relationship into this decade. We’re going to have to unpack past mistakes, open up to each other about fears and insecurities and everything that is going on in our lives. I’m ready, but it’s only normal to be anxious.

      “No. But I didn’t expect something so charming.” Madison looks around in the dim light of the single lamp I have on a timer in my front hallway that leads directly to the open living room.

      “Jenny picked most of it out,” I joke, and then cup her face between my hands before crushing my lips to hers.

      I mean for the kiss to be soft, slow, but I just can’t help it. There are years of pent-up sexual frustration from missing her, promises I want to silently pour from me to her, and a gut punch of pleasure threatening to end this way before it starts because I’m way too geared up right now.

      Madison meets me with every stroke of my tongue over hers. This kiss is everything we’ve lost out on, and when I pick her up, her legs wind around my hips like they’re meant to stay there.

      We were always so good at this, even as fumbling teenagers. I took her virginity, and still remember that painstaking control I kept on myself not to hurt her. She put herself in my hands, and from then on, I knew her body like the back of my hand.

      Everything in me revs up to do it once again.

      Her hands thread through my hair, small moans vibrating down my throat as we explore each other’s mouths. I walk us blindly to my room, my hands massaging her perfect ass through her jeans. When I set her down to a sitting position on the bed, we shed our coats and shoes. Anything that keeps the other from touching bare skin.

      By the time I look down to where she’s sitting on the bed, I find her to be shirtless, going for her bra.

      “I want to do that.” I push her back, climbing over her until one of my knees parts her thighs and they fall to the side. We’re both in our jeans, my shirt and her bra the only thing standing between our bare chests.

      “So do it,” she challenges, and a zing of lust seizes my balls.

      The Madison I knew let me take charge, she had these breathy sighs and wide eyes whenever we were hooking up as teenagers. I know she’ll let me lead this time as well, I tend to do so in the bedroom, but this is a full-fledged woman. She just pushed me a little, something she’d never done before. Why does that make me so fucking horny, my cock is trying to punch through my zipper?

      Granting her wish, I reach under her, the smooth velvet of her skin making me grind my teeth she feels so fucking good. If I’m not careful, I’ll hurt her with how savage I want to be right now.

      The hooks of her bra are undone and then I’m pulling it off, sucking in a breath as I see her naked for the first time in eight years. Smooth skin, the color of coffee with a double helping of sweet vanilla cream. The dip her hips make as they melt into her jeans. Cornsilk hair spread over my comforter, and the perfect rosy pink peaks of her tits, ripe for my mouth.

      “You knew the song would get me.” She chuckles, then gasps as my teeth find her nipple.

      I roll it in between them, sucking and squeezing the luscious skin that tastes like warm vanilla.

      “I won’t lie, I hoped it would. Were you wet for me, standing there in that room watching me sing to you?” My voice is hoarse as I choke the words out, her breasts in my mouth.

      Madison groans. “Why don’t you check and see for yourself?”

      I’ve never accepted an invite faster. And damn if this newfound boldness doesn’t have sweat trickling down my spine. I’m trying to keep it together, but I want to sink my dick into her more than I want my next breath.

      As I slide down her body, I undo my pants and kick them away, my boxers following. When she gives me the go-ahead, I want to be inside her with no delay.

      Her skin is burning up as I unbutton her jeans, pull them off slowly, and hear the unevenness of her breathing. My hands seek her, fingertips sparking as I run over every silky smooth inch and finally come to kneel between what should be the holy grail. Madison squirms above me and I lay a hand on her stomach to still her.

      Then, before she can say another thing, I flatten my tongue against her dripping sex and lick from the bottom of her slit to the top.

      “Holy …” She exhales, jolting like a mustang unwilling to be tamed.

      I feast as my erection pokes straight into the bed, my hips canting to feel any kind of friction. Her taste on my tongue gets me drunk, no, high. I’m floating as I drench my mouth in her musky, erotic smell. Madison is chanting up above, nonsensical words that spur me to go harder, lick faster. She’s clawing at my scalp and the pain only makes my balls clench tighter. I have to get up on my knees to relieve the pressure on my dick, my comforter not being the place I want to finish.

      “Porter, I want you inside me. I need … need to come that way.”

      I about die on the spot.

      I climb back up her body. Her skin is rosy, ready to be plucked, devoured. My hands spread her thighs, her knees touching the bed on either side. When I look at her face, she probably sees the feral need in me trying to claw its way out of my chest.

      “I’m clean,” she whispers, and I don’t need to question anything else.

      Madison is giving me this gift, entering her bare, and I’m both humbled and on the brink of coming in one blink.

      I lean onto my elbows above her, nudging her wet hot entrance, and press a kiss to the corner of her mouth. She’s panting as she reaches down, finding my cock to guide into her.

      “I dream about this. Have dreamed about it for years. You’re the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted, and the noises you make, Jesus fuck, Madison. Thank you.”

      I’m thanking her for giving me this chance, because I was too dumb and young the first time around to know that I should appreciate it so much.

      “I dreamed of you all the time. I’d wake up with a jolt because you were always in my dreams. Even when you shouldn’t have been.”

      She’s admitted this like it won’t make my ego swell. How many times have I thought about her when she was married? To know that I was in her head, with that fucking idiot sleeping next to her … I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me feel like the biggest man in the world right now.

      I sink in, inch by inch, and I can feel us both holding our breath. My cock tingles with every movement, my balls aching and heavy. Her pussy is so tight and hot, white spots blink at the corner of my vision as I push to the base of my dick. We’re connected now, simultaneously one and the primal urge inside me to thrust until we’re both screaming is overwhelming.

      “You have to move,” she all but chokes out.

      Her green eyes are as big as a full moon, dilated with lust as her nails sink into the skin of my back.

      “If I move, I’m going to hurt you. I’m going to go crazy.” The switch that makes a human hold composure has been shut off inside my brain.

      “You won’t hurt me.”

      She gently strokes a hand down my back, but when she lands on my ass, rakes her nails across the cheek. I have to be leaking cum inside her.

      “Not anymore. Never again,” I promise, but it’s more than just right here, in this bed.

      Sheer physical need takes over and I pull straight out, then slam back in. Madison wails, latching her arms around my neck so she’s basically hanging on to me as I move us up and drive us back into the mattress over and over again. The walls of her pussy suck my cock so hard I’m afraid I’ll never stop fucking her if it feels like this.

      Madison’s biting my neck, exerting all of the tension her body holds into those love bites. She’s shaking under me, and I know she’s about to explode.

      “Need. To. Feel. You,” I grit out as I fuck her manically.

      She pulls back marginally, gripping my jaw in her hand, making me look at her. It’s so fucking hot, intimate, even more so than my dick plunging into her body. I watch her face as it draws tight, and then the relief. The release. The way her lips go slack and her body vibrates like it’s going through some kind of metamorphosis. Her eyes shut peacefully, and it’s as if I’m watching a rebirth, something so beautiful that I get to witness.

      I can’t take it anymore, unable to stop the rocket engine firing at the base of my spine, and pour into her. I’m buried deep, the sensations endless as I burrow my face in her neck. This is more than sex. This is fate. We weren’t supposed to be here, not after the number I did on her. Not after what we both have been through.

      But as I pull out of her and scoop her close, our bodies spent and sweaty as they mold together on my sheets, I know this is some cosmic doing of the universe.

      I’m too realistic to believe in signs or astrology charts or anything of that bullshit nature. But the voice in the back of my head won’t let me let this one go. There is a reason Madison came back to Rutlend, a train that was moving in a direction neither of us could see for quite some time.

      Her lying in my arms is not something I’m going to question. For the first time in a very long time, maybe my whole life, I feel …

      Complete.
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      I wake to soft kisses on my ear, the drowsy hum of sleep covering me like a blanket.

      “Good morning,” a husky voice whispers in between nips of teeth on my lobe.

      My hands reach for skin, hot and smooth over dips of muscle, and it all comes back to me. Porter taking me to his house, me opening myself for him, the unbridled pleasure, the way his eyes seared into mine as we became one. My heart flops over and runs a hand over its forehead; gosh, I feel like my teenage self giddy over this boy all over again.

      But this time, it’s different. I’m in his bed, the morning light peeking through. He made promises last night, and more than that, explanations. I saw more of his thought process, of his demons, than he’s ever allowed me to see before.

      I gave myself to him last night without fear or doubt, and I feel none this morning because of it. I’m not thinking about being recently divorced, or how the town optics will play out if we do go public. I’m not even letting myself think that far ahead. Because right here? I’m happy. So blissfully happy, so much more than I’ve been in a year, maybe five.

      A voice inside me whispers that I’m so happy because I’m in his arms. The boy I first loved, and probably never stopped, even if I promised myself to another man. Something about waking to Porter running his very talented fingers over my body just has my entire universe feeling right.

      He told me he was going to say I love you back on that fateful prom weekend when I felt on the precipice of something with Porter; he’d felt it too. I hadn’t been wrong, it wasn’t one-sided, and that’s validating. Does he feel the same? Is that four letter word still on the table? Do I feel that? Have I ever stopped?

      It seems too early and too unstable to even give credence to the thoughts, so I bury them.

      The bed bounces and then we’re attacked, the sloppy tongue of a dog interrupting Porter’s perusal.

      “Oh, jeez, Jenny!” he cries but buries his face in the sunflower fur assaulting us.

      I laugh, because I can just see how much she loves her big, moody owner. “Good morning, Jenny.”

      “She has FOMO, that’s for sure.” Porter tucks his eighty-pound dog under his arm, forcing her to lay down on the side of him and let us snuggle together.

      Jenny harrumphs but stays there, and it gives me a chance to check my own breath on my palm and then lean over to check the time.

      Grabbing my phone, I intend to check my notifications, because technically it’s a Monday, which means I’m working. But seeing as it’s a holiday week, there isn’t much on the schedule, and I make a mental note to respond to the one email I have in about an hour.

      Then I flip over to our social channels, making sure I have no fires to put out, when something catches my eye. It’s a video of Porter, from the night before, guitar in his hands and a smile on his face as he sings his heart out. One of the other staff members must have shared this, but from what I can see, it’s currently going viral.

      “Put that thing away.” He tsks, laying a hand on my hip that sends delicious shivers right to the center of me he made so sore last night.

      I click on the original video on TikTok, one of the teenagers who plays an elf posted it, and it has over a million views in less than twelve hours. The comments are going nuts.

      Holy shit, that’s the guy who wrote that book.

      Um, pretty sure that’s the kid that Gregory Monay abandoned.

      Damn, he can fucking sing. And he’s hot as hell. Who is he singing to?

      “Um, Porter?” I giggle, because I know he’s going to hate this.

      “Hmm?” He’s kissing my neck, moving from the crook of my shoulder to my jawline and making it very hard to focus on giving him this bit of news.

      “You’re going viral.” I hold the phone up so it invades his face.

      He pulls back from burying that five-o’clock shadow in my skin, which is a shame and I probably shouldn’t have interrupted.

      “What the …” He trails off, watching the video.

      Then I click open the comments, all three thousand of them.

      “Oh, Jesus Christ,” he bemoans, slapping a hand to his forehead. “I’m going to kill whoever posted this.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” I chide. “This is physical evidence of you singing to me, even if no one can see that. I’ll cherish it forever.”

      “But we could just delete it and I’ll give you private performances every day.” He wiggles his eyebrows.

      As if that doesn’t have everything south of my waist clenching. And his wording, like he wants to continue to do this. I swore I wasn’t going to get involved with him or anyone so soon after my divorce, but of course, he silently convinced me. This is Porter we’re talking about. The sex … goddamn it was better than it had ever been. The best of my life, and that’s sad considering I was going to settle for a lifetime of mediocre sex in my marriage.

      There’s something alive, electric, between Porter and me. I know I won’t find that kind of chemistry with anyone else.

      Porter is rolling over as his phone vibrates incessantly on the nightstand. When he picks it up, he grimaces as he reads.

      “Ugh, it’s Jay.” He groans, looking way too scowly for eight in the morning.

      “And who is Jay?” I grin at his grumpiness, flopping over onto his chest so I can look at his phone.

      “A guy from my record label. The one who got me to sign a deal.” He shrugs as if this isn’t the biggest news ever.

      “You signed a record deal?” I don’t even bother hiding my shock.

      Porter, in his usual grumpy state, rolls his eyes. “Yeah, and now I’m regretting it. Jay has been on me about establishing a ‘brand.’”

      He says the last word in air-quotes like marketing and social media, my entire profession, is just about the dumbest thing he’s ever heard.

      “Ah, so that’s why the questions about my job and social media.” Now I get it. “But that doesn’t mean you can mock what I do. And Jay, whoever he is, is right. You could capitalize on this in a big way. People are probably searching all over for your social media profiles, trying to get more videos of you singing.”

      “I have a YouTube.” He gets all defensive.

      “That is the last place they’d check.” Because it’s not on a lot of people’s radar to endlessly scroll through that platform. “You need to set up Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, maybe not Twitter because I could see you getting yourself in trouble over there.” I can only imagine the troll tweets he’d respond to.

      “So do it for me.” He both smiles and looks like I’m about to end his life.

      I tap a finger to my lips. “You know I get paid to do this for a living, right?”

      His hands move past my waist, massaging down to my thighs. “Oh, I’ll pay you, all right.”

      My eyelids flutter closed, but my brain is churning. “We should film a response video. Maybe something like a continuation of the video. You could sing ‘All I Want for Christmas is You.’ I’ve heard you sing your version, people would go nuts.”

      “Okay.” Porter kisses me full on the mouth.

      I have to gather my scattered thoughts, but realize he didn’t object. How un-grumpy of him.

      “We could do it in your living room, show them your surroundings, maybe have Jenny in it. People love a sappy animal post.”

      “Just video me right here.” He sits up in bed, the sheet pooling around his waist, and reaches over the side of the bed for his guitar.

      I mean, him holding this guitar in bed with not a shred of clothing on? It will break the Internet, not to mention be the clickbait for all of my future fantasies.

      “This is way too intimate!” I cry, setting the phone down.

      “Didn’t you say my brand was sex-God combined with self-deprecating recluse? Well, showcase that. You know how to brand me, to make this appeal to all those folks too absorbed in their phone screens for real life.”

      Rolling my eyes, I’m only slightly annoyed he’s using my words against me. “It would make an interesting entrance to social media. Okay wait, let me do some prep work.”

      Working fast, I set up his accounts and thank goodness his whole name isn’t actually taken as a username on any of the services. I grab a quick picture I snapped on the train the other day of Porter strumming his guitar with Christmas lights and garland around him. For now, it’ll do.

      “What should your bio be?” I tap my finger to my chin.

      “Grumpy recluse with smoldering sex appeal?” He grins, throwing some of my words back at me.

      “I never said smoldering sex appeal.” I roll my eyes.

      “That’s not what you said last night.” He tries to reach for my face but I swerve around him, my marketing brain whirling.

      I want to capitalize on this viral video for him, because not only do I want him to go after something, but I also absolutely love what I do. A fire is lit in my belly and I want to ride this wave of social media success.

      I speak aloud as I’m typing, “Grumpy recluse with a soft spot for his golden retriever and a penchant for helping others when no one is looking. Yes, I’m that guy who wrote that book.”

      When I look up, Porter is smiling. Like an actual, real smile with all of his teeth. One that crinkles his eyes and makes him start to laugh. I’ve never seen anything so glorious in my life.

      “You know me too well.” He shakes his head.

      I shrug. “Just studied you a lot over the years, Kelly.”

      “Call me Kelly again and I’ll make you swallow those words.” His eyes definitely smolder with sex appeal, and my stomach drops.

      “We have a video to make first.” I gulp, even though I really want to know what he has in store for me.

      “Tell me when you’re shooting.” He positions the guitar in his lap.

      I pull up his brand new TikTok and count him down, then he starts to play and sing. Right in front of me, a near demi-god completely nude in just his bed sheets, crooning a Mariah Carey song. The lighting is muted, the blinds still closed against the morning rays. His raven hair is tousled, flopping onto his forehead and showcasing those long, black eyelashes kissing his cheeks as he closes his eyes to sing.

      I can barely breathe; this moment is so beautiful and intimate. Even if it’s being broadcast to the entire world, he’s performing for me. This is the period of time I’ll picture as I close my eyes when he isn’t in bed with me. I know for certain this memory will stay with me forever.

      Porter sings the last note and pauses, the guitar still thrumming as the sound fades out. He blinks up at me, smiles, and then dives for the phone. I manage to turn it off before I flash my boobs to the entire world, but I know I’m keeping his dive in the video. It’s cute, and people will wonder what he’s doing. Intrigue is also part of the branding scheme.

      “Your voice is …” I shake my head as he lays me back, blushing because I never knew he could make me feel even more butterflies than I thought he could.

      “I guess I never sang to you back in the day.” He kisses me, gentle and slow.

      My mind is mush when he pulls back. “We never did a lot of things back in the day.”

      “And yet here we are. I truly never thought I’d get the chance again. When I heard you were getting married, I sulked for months.”

      Shock is probably evident on my face. “You did not.”

      He nods. “I did. I don’t know, I just thought that in some fictional world, you’d be waiting for me. I deserved none of that, having never reached out to you. But I thought, for some stupid reason, you might read the book and get in touch with me. Then I found out you were marrying that frat boy loser, and I was so angry. Like if you could just wait a little longer for me, I’d straighten out my life.”

      There’s a lot of irony in this bed, but a lot of fate intervening as well.

      “Is it crazy that we’re lying together right now? What are the chances?” I breathe, because it seems surreal.

      “Maybe. But I’m not taking it for granted. I’ll show you this time, Madison. You’re going to be swept off your feet, you don’t even know.” He has a devilish smirk on those naughty lips.

      I loop my arms around his neck. “Seems I already have been.”

      “Maybe we need to get you on your knees, then.”

      And oh man, does he get me on them. While he’s kneeling behind me. Whispering absolutely filthy things as he gives me two orgasms before breakfast.
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      “And where have you been all night?”

      Mom smirks over the rim of her coffee cup as I walk into our house.

      “That’s a walk of shame if I ever saw one.” Matt chuckles from the couch where he’s flipping through channels.

      I walk into our living room, my cheeks burning, and chide both of them. “I’m an adult, you’re not allowed to do this to me anymore.”

      “I can’t tell my daughter I’m happy for her because Porter Kelly is a wonderful man?” My mom squares her shoulders, but there is a smile on my face.

      “I’m not talking about this.” Because all I see when I hear Porter’s name is him on top of me, worshipping my body.

      A basketball game blares through the TV speakers. “You mean your sex life?”

      I nearly choke. “Gross, please never let those words come out of your mouth, or in front of Mom, ever again.”

      All I want to do is go up and take a shower, let the scorching water pour over my head as I fantasize about Porter. He drove me back to my parent’s as the sunshine twinkled off the snow mounds left over from last night. The roads were clear but empty, everyone still in their cozy winter cocoons. He asked me to stay at his house all day, but I needed some space.

      I need to digest what this all means. Sure, we slept together, but there’s a lot of stuff I personally need to work out, and not just in my love life. Currently, I have no place to live, I’m probably switching jobs. It isn’t technically the best time to up and start a brand-new relationship with a guy I have so much history with. And Porter has a burgeoning music career, with what I assume will be a lot of travel, on the horizon.

      Yet, all I want to do is drive right back over to his house, get naked, and have him take me into his arms.

      “I have some not so great news.” Mom chews her bottom lip and sets her cup down.

      “What is it?” I sink down on the couch next to her, exhausted.

      That’s what happens when you stay up until ungodly hours of the night with a sexy man doing all sorts of naughty things.

      “The witch called.”

      My stomach drops to my shoes and a cold sweat rolls down my spine. Instantly, I know who she is talking about, and my morning is officially spoiled.

      “How did she even … why? Why would she even want to talk to me?”

      My mother-in-law, Christina Wentworth Cathcart, is worse than Cruella. She’s worse than the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz, or any villain you could imagine. Born and bred in upper-crust society, her rules for etiquette, trophy wife-ism, and proper decorum are strict, ridiculous, and impossible to keep up with. Try as I might, I never fell into her good graces, and she was in no way subtle about letting me know it.

      I’m pretty sure she threw a party the day William decided to divorce me. Seriously, I might have seen balloons, which she deems tacky, but she was probably too excited about my exit.

      “Apparently, you took some things with you when you left Florida. Valuable things that were not yours to take, even though I mentioned they were probably wedding presents.” Mom rolls her eyes, recounting the story in shortened terms.

      “I took basically nothing.” Not a single stitch of the gifts we got for our marriage.

      “I know that, honey, but you know how she is. Kept going on and on about how they do not take silver that doesn’t belong to them, that the staff was looking for it to polish and you must have spirited away with a little to pad your pockets. Does the woman not know who we are?”

      Mom is never the kind to throw her weight around in money, but when it comes to Christina, all bets are off the table. I know how much that woman can get under your skin.

      My teeth set awkwardly and I cringe. “Why the hell would I steal her silver? This woman … God, I can’t stand her. I don’t say that about many people, but damn! I’m not even in her orbit anymore and she starts this. She’s the devil.”

      “She certainly is. It took everything in me to remain cordial, as she’s calling my daughter a thief.”

      “I wish you could have slapped her.” Matt’s face is both taunting and angry. “Your ex-mother-in-law is whack, sis. Don’t worry about her.”

      “Don’t worry about her?” I’m annoyed at my brother now, too. “I can’t let her go around all of those circles saying I stole their stuff. Those are serious allegations.”

      Then it strikes me what I’m going to have to do.

      “Ugh.” I throw my head back, because I’d rather eat live cockroaches.

      “What?” Mom rests her hands on mine.

      “I’m going to have to call him. Get him to call off his dog.” Because it’s the only way she’ll stop harassing me.

      If I don’t squash this little escapade now, Christina will keep calling me. It could get worse, I’ve seen what she does to people.

      “Oh, sweetheart, you don’t.” But Mom doesn’t sound so sure. “I could do it for you?”

      I shake my head and take a calming breath, resolving within myself what I know has to be done. “No, because then I’d be no better. Having my mother call to start drama? I’m a woman, I can stand up for myself even if he thought I would never do that.”

      William doubted so much about me. We haven’t spoken since the divorce papers were signed, and even before that, it was maybe three times during the proceedings. It’s like my ex-husband just lost every feeling he ever had about me, and then cut me out like I was cancer. The juxtaposition is startling, but I’ve accepted it. Clearly I’ve moved on. Now it’s time to sever the final tie and prove to him and myself that my life will go on without him.

      “I love you.” Mom kisses my cheek as I pull my phone from my bag.

      “Knock ’em dead, killer.” Matt gives me a thumbs-up.

      My feet carry me to the kitchen, and my stomach rumbles. I realize that Porter offered me breakfast but I said I should come home instead. Damn, I should have just stayed in the bubble of his home and remained in his bed. Then I wouldn’t be dealing with this.

      Expecting my hands to shake, I pull up a number I deleted from my favorites long ago. I almost blocked William’s cell, but then thought better of it. It’s not like he’d reach out, this would give me no power. And if I ever did need to get in touch … what then? I convinced myself to keep it.

      In this instance, and this instance only, I’m glad I did. With a calmness I didn’t know I possessed, I press his name, and the phone begins to dial.

      My ex-husband picks up on the second ring.

      “Uh, hi.” William’s voice fills the phone.

      It’s so familiar, yet so strange. I haven’t heard it directed at me in a long time, and I find that it does nothing to the muscle inside my chest.

      “Hi. I’m calling because of Christina.” I want there to be no qualms that this is a social call.

      “Uh, okay.” He sounds more unsure than annoyed about this call. “How … are you, Madi?”

      I kind of always hated that he shortened my name when I’ve always gone by the full one. Besides, there’s no need for small talk. He doesn’t care how I am. He never bothered to check on me after he crushed the vows we made to each other.

      “I’m good. You need to tell your mother I didn’t take any of our wedding gifts, much less any of the valuables that were in the house.” My voice is firm.

      A beat of silence.

      He blows a breath into the other end of the receiver. “What? Did she call?”

      My ex-husband may not want to be married to me, but he has no illusions when it comes to his mother’s behavior.

      “Yes, she called my parent’s house line. Told my mother I was stealing. I’m not a thief, William, and if anything, I think you can admit that. I’m sure the silver service is somewhere, and you can talk to her. It’s the least you could do.”

      I don’t add that it’s the least he could do for ending our marriage, breaking my heart, and erasing the future I thought I had. But he gets the picture. Like I said, my ex-husband isn’t oblivious. In fact, he’s sharp as a tack.

      “I’ll talk to her,” he grits out, and I can tell he’s annoyed not only that I’m calling him, but that he has to deal with anything in regards to me.

      But his mother is the one trying to start shit, for what reason? Because she’s vindictive and hates me. Even though she loves that I’m gone, she’s the type of cat who can’t stop playing with the mouse.

      “Thank you. Please see that she doesn’t call me anymore. You and I have no more business where the other is concerned, it’s all settled and divided. She can stay on your side.”

      I’m being blunt, maybe even harsh, but I don’t care. My morning is being ruined by this crap, and now I have to call my ex because of it. He’s the one who wanted me out of his life, and I’m furious it’s still following me just when I felt I’d put that world behind me.

      “Jeez, Madison, okay. This … it’s not like you.” He chuckles, like this is all some childish game to him.

      Because, of course, he does. He always blew off my emotions as dramatic or childish. The thing is, I would have stayed and been perfectly ignorant to any of his behavior and the empty tank I was running on emotions-wise. I was happy, in a way. It took me until now, until coming home and being around both my family and experiencing things for a second time around with Porter, to realize just how much of a Stepford wife I was.

      “This is me. The me you didn’t want, and you left. Please see that I won’t be bothered with any of this again.”

      And I hang up. Because any further conversation, and I’d say something that would actually make it sound like I care. I don’t necessarily care about William or our marriage or his family, but I am furious at how naive I’d been. Saying something like that out of my own hurt would only convince William I’m not over him, and I know how smug he can be.

      Setting my phone down on the counter, I sigh in frustration.

      My morning had been off to such a nice start. No, a fantastic start. I woke up with Porter, and I helped him in an area that I have expertise in. The video of him singing in bed already has three hundred thousand views, and I only posted it an hour ago.

      Now it’s tainted. Not spoiled, but not exactly this rose-colored thing I’d been floating through just minutes before. I guess that’s the reality of my life, which I could be happy for.

      After all, I’d been living in that bubble, content on being marginalized for quite some time and never realized it. If I’m looking at things clearly now, maybe that means they’re real.
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      For the past two years, with Madison spending the holidays in Florida and Matthew not arriving home until right before Christmas, I always went over to help Diane hang her Christmas lights.

      This year, it’s just another excuse to spend the day with Madison, because I can’t get enough of her and there aren’t enough hours in the week. We’ve spent nearly every night together at my house since the first night I was inside her, and I barely sleep with how much I’m trying to worship her body. I’m falling desperately fast, and every single second I spend with her, I know I’m in love. Last night, when I was deep inside her under the sheets like some lust cocoon, I had to bite my tongue to keep the words in.

      I’ve never felt this way. Maybe when we were first together all those years ago, I felt a variation. But I was a kid, and a messed up one at that. This time, though? It feels like my heart doesn’t beat until she’s in my line of sight. It feels like I’m choking on emotions any time she touches me, and that’s both overwhelming and a drug I need to keep feeding my system.

      So here I am, another year helping Diane and Harry hang their lights. Except this time, I’m boning their daughter and they know about it and keep looking at the two of us like wedding bells are over our head.

      “Mom, did you want the velvet bows on the railings or by the mailbox?” Madison holds up the big fluffy red things.

      Diane has a picture mapped out in her head, and we’re just her decorating bitches. “I actually want them in a line on the gutters, complementing the icicle lights. Can you get up on the ladder?”

      “You’re kidding.” Madison huffs but goes to grab it anyway.

      I jump in, some kind of gentlemanly gene that was apparently repressed until recently coming out of me. “I’ll carry it and make sure you get up okay.”

      “You just want to stare at my ass.” She says this under her breath.

      “Absolutely.” I wrap an arm around her waist and rest my forehead on hers.

      I’ve never been as into PDA as I am right now. I feel eighteen again, my hormones raging.

      “Oh, you two are just so sweet.” Diane claps her hands together. “I always knew you’d make a great couple.”

      Madison makes a strangled noise as she twists out of my hold. “Mom, we’re not a couple.”

      Her denial is like a punch to my gut, but I keep my mouth shut. I was the one for so many years who cast her aside, strung her along. I know what it’s like to cut someone’s feelings down, and there is a reason she’s doing it now. Madison has made it clear that we need to take this slow on the emotional side. She just got divorced. Well, not really, but I think she thinks there needs to be some undefinable appropriate amount of time where she doesn’t get attached to someone. As if we’re not already falling completely for one and other.

      I want to push her on it, call her bluff, and basically tell her that we’re a couple and she isn’t saying otherwise. I know she’d relent, that she’d smirk at me and I’d get satisfaction in pushing her buttons. But this is the new me, the one who is trying to respect her needs. So I won’t. For now.

      “Oh, Madison, that’s such a lie. You’ve spent every night this week at his house. I see how Porter looks at you, like he wants to make babies with you. Think about how gorgeous those grandbabies would be!” Diane waves her hand at us.

      “Oh my God.” Madison goes bright red.

      I laugh uncomfortably, because that’s taking it a little too fast. “I really like your daughter, Diane. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, though.”

      “What are you saying to them?” Harry hauls a fake light-up deer onto the front lawn.

      “That they would make beautiful children.” Diane shrugs as if it’s the most normal thing in the world to say to two people who have a ton of baggage and have only been on good romantic terms for a week or so.

      “Oh, jeez, Diane! That’s not … hell, the kids have been seeing each other for three days!”

      Madison points at her dad like he’s hit the jackpot on rationality, and I chuckle because her parents really don’t know what we used to get up to back when we were seventeen.

      “Thank you, Dad. Can we all stop talking about babies? I just got divorced. And Porter is on the brink of becoming a rock star. I’m not trying to cramp his style.”

      Another pang of worry hits my gut. Does she really think I’m going somewhere? I’ve made it clear to Jay that I want to record close to home, that touring will be a negotiation, that I’m in control of what happens moving forward. It’s early days, but I would hope that Madison wants to be figured into those plans.

      I’m not going to just up and leave her for Hollywood, if that’s what she thinks. I frown, noting that we need to have a conversation about that.

      “Oh, Porter, we are just so excited for you. I want a signed copy of your CD. Or maybe a vinyl. How old-school.” Diane wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Of course, I’ll be happy to give you one. Who knows when it will even be finished, though.” I shrug.

      Jay was thoroughly pleased with the social media video of me singing in bed. I have over three hundred thousand followers on both Instagram and TikTok now and people are buzzing about the way I sing and play. The label wants to capitalize on that, so I have my first recording session for my single right after Christmas. They want to fast track it to Spotify, Google, and all the streaming services, then have me record a video that goes viral on social media. Apparently, they have all kinds of people to accomplish this, and I’m just supposed to write the song.

      Which isn’t a problem. In the past three days alone with Madison, I have enough lyrics running through my head to fill an album.

      I position the ladder so that Madison can start tying bows, and we go inch by inch with her climbing down every few feet or so.

      After about ten or so are strung up, she ties one of the bows to the gutters and reaches over to do the next one. Except I’m trying to hold the ladder steady and she’s throwing it off balance. It buckles, and I abandon my post and go for her instead. She nearly topples, and my hands grab her waist. The world wobbles but I have her firmly in my grasp. The result is me falling flat on my ass in the snow behind us, Madison coming down heavy on my lap.

      The wind knocks from my lungs and it takes us a moment to react. She flicks her head back, her blond hair whipping my face.

      “Oh my God, are you okay? I’m sorry! I thought I could reach it.”

      Other than a possibly bruised tailbone, I’m fine. “The snow is cold as a motherfucker, but it did give us a cushion. If you want to sit in my lap, you could have just asked.”

      She rolls her eyes as I wink at her. “You’re awful, you know that?”

      “I just caught you like some princess falling from a tower and you call me awful? Damn, guess I’m not getting an appreciation blow job.”

      “Oh my God.” Madison turns and buries her blushing face into my coat. “You can’t say blow job when my parents are within fifty feet of us.”

      As if her ears are ringing, Diane calls from where she’s arranging a tinsel sleigh halfway down the acre of front lawn they have.

      “Are you two okay?”

      I wave a hand over my head. “Perfectly fine.”

      “Good. You’re too nice to help us like this, I wouldn’t want you injured.” Diane calls back.

      “I guess I never realized how close you are with my parents.” She shrugs. “It’s kind of cute, if not weird.”

      That makes me chuckle. “You were kind of just dropped into it, you haven’t been home in a while. When things got bad with my mom, meaning she just completely stopped talking to me, your parents were a lifeline. They really took me in, I want to repay them for that but not sure I ever could. Not financially, but in an emotional way. They were friends to me when a lot of people around here weren’t.”

      A sad expression, like sympathy, creases her face. “Your mother … she still isn’t speaking to you?”

      We haven’t talked much about my family, only that Madison hasn’t read the book. She wants to hear it from my mouth, my history and why I had been so sullen as a teen. I don’t know if I’m ready to open up those wounds, the ones I wrote onto those pages and closed when I was finished.

      I shake my head. “I’ve tried for years. I’ll keep trying, but it seems hopeless. She’s so upset about me exposing who she made a child with. She’s embarrassed that the world knows she was a dirty little secret, that money could silence her to keep who my father was a secret. I get it. My mother thought she was doing the right thing, if it was for somewhat selfish measures. But then I went and told the world our big secret, and she became the focus of this town’s—not to the mention the country’s for a while—attention and gossip. I wish she would see my side of things, that we could meet in the middle, but so far, she isn’t even giving me the option.”

      Madison thinks this over for a moment, palming my cheek. “There is still room for a Christmas miracle.”

      This woman knows me. She knows I’m not divulging the whole story yet, and she’s giving me space to do so. Soon.

      When the rest of the bows are hung and dusk is settling over us, we all decide we’re cold enough and need to retreat inside for cocoa and maybe something stronger. I shed my boots and gloves while Diane fixes us Baileys and hot chocolate, and the fire in my belly when I drink it is a welcome warmth.

      Madison’s mom and dad wander into the sitting room to read while I stay in the kitchen with Madison. She perches on a stool at the island, and I take the one next to her, our knees knocking as we face each other. My hand lands on her thigh, and I realize there is not a time where I’m not touching her these days. Her lips are chapped, from the cold and from my incessant kissing over the last forty-eight hours. The tip of her button nose is rosy red, matching her heart-shaped cheekbones. She’s just so damn pretty. Always has been, always will be. I could stare at her for hours and never stop finding endless ways that she makes my heart thump.

      But then I see her brow furrow as we sip our warm drinks, and I know something’s up.

      “What’s on your mind?” I trace the small lines of worry marring her forehead.

      Madison sighs, and her eyes dart to the side. She doesn’t want to tell me.

      “Out with it.” My voice is firm as I set my drink down and pick up one of her hands, lacing our fingers.

      “I had to call my ex-husband yesterday.”

      My heart stutters in my chest. Because while we’ve been prancing around in a bubble of explosive sex, holiday dreams, and snow-filled landscapes, I’ve been ignoring the reality she has to overcome. She has an ex-husband. She ended a marriage. Somehow I forgot it in this whirlwind of romantic festivity, but then she says something like that and all of my insecurities and vulnerabilities come roaring to the surface.

      “Why?” I bite out.

      Madison eyes me wearily, and I know she knows I’m dripping in jealousy.

      “My ex-mother-in-law … she’s the devil. Hades reincarnate. She fucks with people for fun, because she can. She gets enjoyment out of other people’s misery or downfall, and apparently was bored this week. She called my parents and said I stole priceless valuables when I moved out of my house in Florida. Which is a lie, we all know it. I just want her to leave me alone, let me lick my wounds in peace since I am no longer a part of her family. So I called him to have him tell her to cut it out. He’s the only one she’ll listen to, and I made it very clear that while I know he has no feelings for me, he could at least have the decency to stand up when it came to this. He said he’ll work it out.”

      “And do you believe him?” There are a thousand questions I want to ask from that little diatribe, but first I need to know she’ll be safe.

      “I do. He wants me out of his life. His mother stirring up drama only keeps him involved, and so it’s to his benefit to get her to call this bullshit accusation off.”

      My free hand taps on the counter out of agitation. “Lick your wounds? You’re still healing from that guy?”

      Which means she might still have feelings. She’s been in my bed, I’ve been giving everything I have to her, and she might still belong to another man.

      Madison looks away, and I know she’s weighing her answer. “You can’t be mad that I’m still healing from that. Take yourself out of the equation, Porter. The man who promised he’d love me my whole entire life woke up one morning and decided he didn’t want to. That’s not something you just easily get over.”

      I know what that’s like. More than I could explain.

      “I’m not able to take myself out of that. Because I’m here trying to …” What am I supposed to tell her? That I want to love her for her entire life?

      It’s too early for that, even if I do mean it. And I’m still too much of a pussy to fully give myself up.

      “Are you in love with him?” I ask, even if my throat feels like the words are shards of glass.

      Immediately, she shakes her head. “If anything, that phone call further proves that I have absolutely no good feelings when it comes to him. That life I had? I didn’t realize just how suffocating it was. I hope that eventually down the line I would have, but I truly don’t know. I think that’s what rattles me too. He divorced me, but I didn’t realize how truly unhappy I was until he did so. How can I trust myself?”

      A sinking feeling shakes my stomach. Maybe she thinks we’re just fucking around here, because she just said she doesn’t trust her feelings.

      “But sometimes I wonder why I wasn’t enough. How he could just stop loving me. He was the one who wanted to get married, he asked me. What is so wrong with me that he couldn’t go on doing it? I’m not in love with him. I don’t love him anymore. But I do wonder what the switch was that just completely turned off and made him stop loving me first.”

      At this moment, I realize that the two of us are so much alike, it’s indescribable. We’ve both been in painfully stark situations where the other person simply doesn’t want us. Doesn’t return any shred of feeling we have. Her with her ex-husband, and me with my father. My experience is something I can never reconcile because it wasn’t some random person who stopped loving me.

      No, my father simply didn’t want me. He did not care if I was dead or alive. Sometimes, I imagine what my life would have been like if I grew up the son of the greatest musician of our time. And getting in that head space pisses me off, makes me want to rage against him and the world. Too bad he’s dead.

      So I take her face in my hands and try to caress the insecurity away. “It was nothing you did, nothing you could have helped. This is his problem. You’re not unloveable, if anything, that’s him. I’ve told you before, the guy is a moron who never deserved you. He didn’t see you. Not like I do.”

      Promising her these things is dangerous, but I can’t hold myself back. Madison blinks and swallows, then tips her head so she can lean into my touch.

      Now if only I could ever accept the same things I just said to her about myself.
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      This is the image that will forever be tattooed on my brain.

      I reach up to roll her nipple between my fingers, and Madison’s lips pout as she sucks in a breath. My cock surges up as she takes it in, my hips canting higher as if I could fill her any deeper. The loss of her is both pleasure and pain as she pushes her hands into my chest, rising off me until she’s almost worked my tip all the way out of her pussy, and then slamming back down.

      “God, right there,” she whines, even though she’s the one controlling the pace.

      Watching this woman ride me might be the greatest honor I’ve ever had in my life. She’s my wet dream come to life, her pussy suctioning my cock as her juices drip onto my groin. Her curves dance before my eyes, the sunny curtain of her hair falling over both our faces, shielding our lust from the world.

      “Ride it out on my cock, make yourself come,” I whisper in her ear before biting the lobe.

      She grunts in erotic desperation, and I feel her pace quicken.

      “Oh, you like when I talk dirty to you? You? The good girl?” My voice is husky and I have to clench my ass cheeks to keep from exploding inside her.

      “Porter, fuck …” Madison is slamming up and down on my dick now, the suck of her wetness almost too much for me to bear.

      “I love it when you curse. When those filthy words come off your pretty lips.” If I don’t stop talking like this, I’m going to make myself come.

      “Ah!” she yelps, tossing all those blond locks back as she comes wildly, her nails digging into my chest.

      I wrap an arm around her waist and lean up on my other elbow, taking over as she winds down from the high. She’s still coming, and when I start drilling up into her, Madison moans this outrageously sexy noise that has me seeing stars as my release jets into her tight, slick heat. Fucking hell, this woman might kill me. When I finally stop thrusting into her, my dick is still hard, and my entire body tingles.

      Madison hugs me, our bodies still connected, as I rub her sweat-slicked back.

      “Merry Christmas Eve.” She sighs, planting a kiss on my forehead before dismounting.

      My cock tingles with the explosion of release that just erupted through me, and I pull her close as she snuggles in beside me. “Merry Christmas Eve, indeed. That was the best present I think I’ve ever woken up to.”

      “Mmm,” Madison purrs, all warm limbs and sexuality.

      “I’m serious, it’s the best holiday I’ve had in years. Because of you.” I almost can’t believe the romantic words coming out of my mouth.

      But she’s transformed me. I was on my way to becoming a man worthy of respect, putting in the work over the last few years. And then she came back, and being around her is like the final puzzle piece sliding into place.

      “You sure you don’t want to come over for dinner? You know my parents would love to have you,” she asks me for the fifth time this week.

      “Isn’t it … spending Christmas together seems like a big deal?” I only say it to be honest.

      Plus, I don’t want to be anyone’s pity invite, and I fear that’s what this is. Madison knows I’ll be spending the day alone, and since I’m already friendly with her family, she just wants to include me.

      “I guess it kind of is.” She shrugs, biting on her lip.

      “We’re taking this at whatever pace you want. So no, I’ll spend tomorrow without you. Though I’ll hate it,” I admit. “And … it would appear we were moving quite fast, just a second ago.”

      She hits my chest limply at the innuendo. “I can’t help it. It’s the best sex of my life.”

      “Are you trying to give me a big head? Because I mean, I could get one down there too and go again …” I’m all sorts of impish now.

      She props up on an elbow and rolls her eyes. “This is the part where you tell me I’m the best you’ve ever had.”

      “Jealous are we?” I smirk, letting her hang on the edge of her seat just a little.

      “I mean … you’ve been with a lot of women, right?” I see the insecurity flash in her eyes.

      Immediately, I put two fingers under her chin so she looks me in the eyes. “Stop that. Especially on Christmas. There has never been anyone like you.”

      I pull her hand to my chest, where my heart beats rapidly. “No one else has ever done this.”

      Madison gives me a small, self-assured smile. “And you say Christmas would be moving too fast.”

      “No, it’s okay. Anyway, I think I’m going to try to attempt another go at my mother. It’s the holiday, maybe she’ll be sympathetic. Plus, I learned how to make this chocolate ganache cake that she likes, so maybe she won’t slam the door in my face.”

      “He wants to repair his relationship with his mother and he bakes? Swoon.” Madison puts the back of her hand to her forehead like some damsel.

      “Speaking of baking, I better get to it.” I start to get up.

      “Are you kicking me out of bed?” She gives me a rueful grin.

      “Never. Stay naked in my sheets until the end of time. I just have a feeling your mother would not like that, considering she expects you to help for the church nativity play,” I remind her, though I know she didn’t forget.

      “Ugh, is it that time already?” She gets out of bed and goes to pick up her clothes and shrug into them.

      “For a baby to cry as you lay it in an uncomfortable straw bassinet? Yes.” I shiver. “I volunteered to play the piano one year, never again. It’s a mess. Organized religion and me are not a good mix.”

      “That makes two of us, but it makes my parents happy. All right, wish me luck. I hope I can make it through the birth of baby Jesus without too much eye-rolling.”

      “Merry Christmas, Madison. I …” I almost say I love you, but then pause and bring her in for a kiss instead.

      One of these days, I’m just going to slip up and say it, even if I’ve promised her I won’t rush things. At this point, it’s been years in the making, and I’m tired of pressing pause just because we think we have to.
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        * * *

      

      My childhood home has a simple string of clear Christmas lights over the porch, a red bow on the door, and I can see the twinkle of rainbow lights coming from the front window where Mom always places her tree.

      It’s not that I was unhappy here. In fact, I get a slight twinge of nostalgia as I look at the home I grew up in. It’s just that, behind that front door, there were so many secrets held it was hard not to feel silenced. I felt trapped, like I was living a lie I couldn’t talk about or escape from. I often felt like I missed out on being this whole other person; the son of a rock star, of a music legend.

      I know I shouldn’t blame my mom for that, and I don’t, but sometimes I wish even she talked about it, him, more. Maybe it wouldn’t have led me to the book, though I don’t regret a second of that.

      Mustering up all of the courage and denial of rejection I can, I walk to the front door and knock. Under my arm are flowers, and in the same hand I hold the cake box. It isn’t the prettiest chocolate ganache, but it’s damn sure tasty and I hope it butters her up.

      A minute later, Mom is opening the door. She’s in cream-colored lounge pants and a matching turtleneck sweater, her dark hair the same shade as mine twisted at the nape of her neck. My mother is elegant and timeless, it’s no wonder my father was drawn to her. I often wonder what her life would have been like if I wasn’t around.

      “Porter.” She’s hesitant, but I see a flicker of happiness in her eyes.

      “Merry Christmas, Mom. I thought I’d come by, see if you wanted a little dessert. I baked it myself.” I hold up the box and try to give her my most genuine smile.

      She averts her eyes to the side, like she’s about to tell me no. I’ve seen this reaction countless times, and it never fails to slice off a jagged little piece of my heart.

      “Don’t say no. It’s Christmas. And I have a lot of things I’d like to tell you, my mother. Just tonight, give me a chance.” I straighten to my full height, trying to act like a man who hasn’t just begged his mommy to come into his childhood home.

      Mom clears her throat. “Okay. Just for a little.”

      Then she turns on her slippered heel and unblocks the doorway. It feels like I’ve just won a very important battle, but there is still the war to end. Following her, I’m greeted with a blast of warmth from her fireplace. Mom’s house is almost identical to my ranch, except it has a loft upstairs in the Cape Cod-style, where her bedroom is. The house is done in Mom’s favorite neutrals, resembling a country chic Nantucket house she always lusted after in magazines. While my father wasn’t around at all, he did keep us comfortable. Mom is a successful party planner in town, and so she’s kept up her lifestyle through the years on her own.

      “The house looks great. I like the tree.” I nod to her Christmas tree.

      Mom’s trees always have a theme, and this year seems to be Paris. French grape ornaments, little wooden wine barrels, dainty glasses, Eiffel towers, and Notre Dame replicas dot the green branches.

      “I went to Paris a couple of months ago, it inspired me.” She nods, and I can tell she feels awkward.

      “Let me make you some tea and I’ll slice the cake.” I help myself to her kitchen and I hear her follow.

      Apparently, I’m the parent out of the two of us. She never had to raise me much, between her work and my reserved nature. I never got in trouble, and didn’t require much of her love. Sure, we had a close relationship, but I was often too mature for my own good.

      “Porter, you didn’t have to bring this over here.”

      I set out two plates with cake and put her teapot on to boil. “I wanted to. You’re my mother and it’s Christmas. And this has gone on far too long. I’m sorry for how I made you feel, and I’m sorry my book dredged up bad memories and embarrassment for you. It wasn’t easy for me to publish it either, but it was necessary. It wasn’t what you wanted, I know that. But you’re the only parent, the only family, I’ve got. I’m not going to stop trying.”

      I push the chocolate ganache toward her, and she reluctantly eyes me and takes the fork.

      “Buttering me up with my favorite cake, huh? It’s not a bad tactic.” The smallest of smiles turns up the right corner of her lips.

      I shrug. “Figured that and Christmas together were a lethal pair.”

      She takes a bite, sighs, and then puts down the fork to look at me. “I’ve missed you, Porter. It’s my own fault, why I’ve missed you, but that book … it really messed with my head. That was your truth, and when I was reading it, I could set aside my feelings and have pride in what you had done. You expressed your truth, you wrote a freaking book. But you were little, you were young during a lot of what went on. I’m not saying you were wrong, but you can’t imagine what it was like for me. I’ve never been ready to talk about it, and then the entire town knew. The entire country. People I never dreamed of knowing my personal business had it all laid there before them.”

      I drop my head in shame. “I’m so sorry for that, Mom. But I had to. As much as you couldn’t talk about it, I was busting at the seams to. He deserved to be outed, I deserved to get every emotion out that I’d held in for so long. I just wish I hadn’t hurt you in the process.”

      “I know you are.” She pats my hand, the biggest gesture of comfort we’ve had in years. “It took me awhile to swallow my own ego and hurt. I’m still not over it. But you’ve handled this with way more maturity than I ever have. And I’m ashamed. I feel a million things. But mostly … thank you for coming over here. It’s been too many Christmases, and I’m sorry for that.”

      Moving around the counter, I walk straight into her and hug around her thin shoulders. My mother goes stiff. She’s not the biggest hugger or affectionate person, come to think of it. But after a minute, I feel her relax and her arms move around my waist. I swear, she sniffles into my shoulder.

      “I think the Muppet Christmas movie is on tonight.” She chuckles, pulling back. “It was always one of your favorites.”

      I pick up our cake plates. “Say no more, grab the teacups.”

      So we settle down on her couches and watch a silly children’s holiday movie. For the first time in years, I spend a non-confrontational night with my mom. After the movie is done, we just talk as the fire crackles. I tell her about the recording contract, which she’s surprisingly happy about.

      Then I tell her about Madison, and though her own love life hasn’t gone the way she planned, she’s open to listening.

      It’s a Christmas miracle, if you will, and one of the only presents I need.
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      Christmas Day arrives, and my family spends it much like any Christmas before I was married.

      We get up around nine. Dad makes coffee while Mom lights the fireplace. I turn on the outside lights and Matthew pads down last, complaining about having to get up to open gifts we all got each other. The horror.

      Then we bring our steaming mugs to sit around the tree and pass out presents. There aren’t nearly as many as there were when we were kids. The allure of believing in Santa has worn off as we’ve grown older. While there is still a magic of sorts, it’s a nostalgic one that brings us together as red and green paper scatters to the floor. Matthew receives a new tablet, one he’s been asking my parents for since school started. They get me a gift card to my favorite online furniture store, for when I find my own place. Matthew gets me some goofy T-shirt that says “Divorced and Dirty,” which makes me laugh more than it makes me cringe. He also buys me two paperbacks I’ve had on my reading list, so I know he at least cares about my happiness.

      I get him tickets to a concert of a rapper he loves but whose name I can’t pronounce, and then I gift Mom and Dad their present; a vintage record player I found at an antique store and had repaired. They both love it, and Dad immediately dashes into his office to retrieve a Bing Crosby record to play.

      “Merry Christmas, everyone.” I smile, less upset than I thought I’d be on this morning.

      The musical notes float from the record player as I muse that this is my first Christmas as a single woman. It’s my first one not living in my married home, or attached to a person with a ring on my finger. In some ways, I should be devastated. I’ve failed at the one thing I always thought I’d succeed at. It feels like I’m starting over from square one with nothing.

      But in other ways, I’m not really all that alone. I have the love and warmth of my family, and it feels oddly nice to be just us four for Christmas. And then there is Porter, who has been a shocking but incredible development since moving home.

      “One more for you.” Dad waddles over with a huge rectangular present between both hands.

      “What is this?” I ask, baffled.

      “I had it commissioned for you.” He nods his chin as if to tell me to open it.

      I unwrap it and gasp as I see the ink on the canvas. Blues and greens and pinks collide on the background, artful strokes that draw the eye in. Standing out from all of that is a splash of black, in the shape of a bird.

      “It’s a blackbird, just like I used to sing to you as a baby.” Dad’s eyes meet mine, and I tear up.

      There has never been a time in my life when my father hasn’t referenced The Beatles’ “Blackbird” when it comes to our relationship.

      “For wherever you choose to land next. Take those broken wings and learn to fly.” His voice is gruff as he says it.

      “I love it, Dad.” I rise and envelop my father in a squeezing hug. “It’s … it’s perfect.”

      Because it’s exactly what I’m trying to do.

      After the emotions of that present, Mom makes us eggs Benedict and we all laugh and talk over breakfast. It’s the first time in years I’ve actually felt relaxed on a holiday rather than stressing about my hair or what I’ll say to distant wealthy relatives.

      Around noon, we head over to the cafe to open it up for those less fortunate. My dad started this idea years ago, opening our family business around lunchtime and serving whoever wanted to come in and get a hot meal with some Christmas spirit.

      When we get to the cafe, my dad unlocks the door with a line of people already behind him.

      “Merry Christmas, folks. Come in, stay as long as you like, eat. We’re so happy to have you here.” He nods his head in thanks, like they’re doing him an honor instead of my father having the biggest heart of anyone I know.

      “All right, let’s get up and running. Chef already has a lot of the food prepped, it just needs to be laid out, plates organized, you all know the drill.” Mom claps her hands to the staff in the back as we all crowd into the kitchen.

      I honestly don’t know the drill, I haven’t spent Christmas in Rutlend in about four years. I curse myself for it, shame and guilt burning my chest. I never should have let William take me away from my family like that. But I’m here now.

      The bustle of the lunch rush whisks any other guilty thoughts from my head as I run around like a mad woman, making sure everyone is tended to and has food.

      “Madi, can you grab some spoons from the back?” Matt is elbow deep at the carving station and we’ve run out of cutlery about an hour in.

      “Sure,” I shout at him across some tables, because it’s so loud with Christmas music and happy chatter that I have to.

      I pick up a bussing bin full of dirty dishes and carry it to the kitchen, opening the door with my butt since my hands are full.

      “Woah there, watch out.” Hands grab my hips and keep me from toppling over into whoever I just ran into.

      Looking up and over my shoulder, my face splits into a grin as Porter gingerly pulls the dirty dish bin out of my hands.

      “You almost had a Christmas concussion with the way you were wielding this thing,” he jokes, setting it on a shiny silver prep table.

      “Hi.” The only two things I can do are blink and breathe, because Porter is just …

      Breathtaking. The olive skin, the sharp jaw that I like to run my tongue across, the piercing sapphire eyes that seem to know exactly what I’m thinking at all times. That mop of wavy black hair, a lock falling onto his forehead like some old-time movie star. It seems like decades ago that I left his bed, and all I want to do right now is have him lay me down on his mattress and strip me bare. I had no idea that sex could be this good. With us before, it was all teenage lust, hot and heavy inexperience that was amazing but different. My sex life with William was good, but I’d been fooling myself.

      There was nothing like Porter being inside of me, his eyes boring holes into my soul, knowing every single angle, thing to say, and touch of my skin that would have me crashing from the highest peak.

      “I didn’t know if this counted as seeing each other on Christmas day, but I usually lend my time to serve or cleanup.”

      My heart actually skips two beats, that’s how dreamy this man is, and I walk into him before pushing up on my toes.

      “I’m so happy that you’re here. You’re the only person I wanted to see today.” Admitting that is a heady rush, but it isn’t the scariest thing I want to admit.

      I’ve caught myself more than a few times, when his arms are around me and sleep is loosening my tongue, attempting to say I love you. Which is insane. Except … I swear Porter looked at me yesterday morning like he was about to say the same thing.

      His lips sweep over mine, and I can’t help but wind my arms around his neck. Porter moves me, lifting me onto the prep table and coming between my legs, the roughness of his jeans creating friction in just the right place.

      “I told you to get spoons, not make out with your boyfriend,” Matt’s voice comes from the door.

      “Merry Christmas, Matt.” Porter chuckles as he lifts me off the table.

      My cheeks burn red, not only at my brother catching us, but at the word boyfriend. Matt heads for the sink to wash off the debris from the carving station, and I pull Porter by the hand out of the kitchen.

      “So, you’re my boyfriend?” I throw a raised eyebrow over my shoulder, because I didn’t hear him correct my brother.

      He leans in low so he can whisper in my ear. “You are mine. Whatever label you want to give that, I’m good with.”

      Being his rather than being called a girlfriend is somehow so much hotter.

      We work side by side at the serving table for the rest of the afternoon, and then Dad suggests one last train ride before it shuts down for the year.

      “There is no way I’m going to pass that up. Too romantic.” Porter smirks at me as he helps me climb the steps up to the car.

      Apparently, everyone wants to give us our distance, because no one joins us in this middle car. The Christmas lights twinkle in the dark as he pulls me into him, scooting us onto a bench so we can watch the scenery pass like flashes in the dark.

      “So much for not rushing it and spending Christmas apart,” I joke, nuzzling into his shoulder.

      “But isn’t this much better? I don’t want to spend today with anyone else.” He rubs a hand up and down my arm.

      “It’s perfect.” I sigh.

      Who knew a year ago that I’d be here, with him?

      “I didn’t know when to give you your actual present, so I brought it with me.”

      He produces a small box from his coat pocket, and my heart rockets into my throat. For a delusional second, I think it might be a ring. That Porter is going to get down on one knee and ask me to marry him. For another delusional second, the biggest jolt of happiness I’ve ever felt shocks my heart. What the absolute hell?

      I cannot get married again, not this soon. And Porter wouldn’t be asking. But it doesn’t mean I didn’t have the reaction.

      “I pulled it from the far recesses of my brain, so hopefully it still means something.” He chuckles as I unwrap the box, then pop open the lid.

      Sitting on a dainty gold chain, flashing in the festive lights, is a tiny golden bird with its wings outstretched.

      “You once told me that one of your favorite songs is ‘Blackbird’ by The Beatles. The lyrics seemed fitting for what is happening right now. I saw it in a store on Main Street and I just knew it was perfect.”

      If someone asked me to breathe right now, I could not. His remembering this nearly bowls me over, but to have him present the necklace to me after this morning’s gift from my dad? I swear, the universe is playing tricks on me.

      They always say marry a man like your father. Now I understand why.

      “Porter, this is …” I whisper hoarsely, not able to say much more.

      “Let me put it on,” he says, gingerly pulling the chain from the velvet cushion. I turn and love the warmth of his touch as it brushes my neck.

      When he’s got it fastened, I finger the charm on my neck and bask in his loaded gaze.

      “Wow, I never imagined I’d get a present from you,” I marvel, letting that slip out of my mouth.

      Porter hangs his head. “I was a little shit to you, wasn’t I? All those years ago, I couldn’t pull my head out of my ass to see what I had.”

      I shrug. “This makes up for it.”

      “Nothing? Seriously, nothing? I was an idiot.” He blows out a breath.

      “You gave me a piece of mistletoe one Christmas. You were running late, some party that I wasn’t invited to. I hadn’t heard from you in days, maybe weeks, and was desperate for any part of what we had. When you came over and handed me that, probably to smooth anything over, I melted like butter. I still have it, in my room in some book.”

      The night whooshes past as the train chugs along, and I try not to let a tear slip down my cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Madison. I screwed up so many things, and it kills me that those are the memories you have of us. I wish I could rewrite them, I wish …”

      Porter stops talking, and I swallow against the thick shame coating my throat. Then I feel his hands lace through mine and I’m being pulled before I know what is going on.

      “Look up,” he tells me, using two fingers to guide my chin in the action he wants.

      When I do, I see where he’s positioned us. Right under the mistletoe on the door of the train car.

      “I want to rewrite them all. Every bad memory you have of me, all the ways I fucked up and made your heart break? I want to replace them with new ones. I’m serious, Madison, because I’m serious about this. You’re mine, and you’ve had a chokehold on my heart for longer than I ever wanted to admit.”

      He stops himself before he says those three little words, I know it. It’s too much tonight, when we’ve already spent a very important holiday together.

      But I feel it, passing like electricity between us, as his mouth collides with mine under the mistletoe. We’re erasing all of the hurt in our past, and forging a new love that is so overwhelming it should scare me.

      Except it feels like the most right thing I’ve ever experienced in my life.
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      Emailing my boss my letter of resignation is honestly something I never thought I’d do.

      Juan has been so good to me, brought me on board as a rookie in the marketing world and taught me so many things not only about social media and appearance, but about the alcohol industry itself.

      He took a chance on me, even with the Cathcart name behind me, and I am eternally grateful. This move is just one in a series of many in my life that I never thought I’d have to make.

      We already talked about me leaving over the phone, and while he’d been so sad, he understands. He’s a good man, and I am leaving on terms that would allow me to come back if I ever planned to do so.

      As I hit send, it feels like a boulder is lifted from my frame. This is, technically, the last piece of my old life. Of William’s family meddling in my path. While I loved my job, I realize it’s necessary to get rid of every last shred of those years because they were only weighing me down.

      Next up, looking at apartments. That could wait for a minute, at least until we get into the new year. I’m not sure where Gage and the team will want me to set up shop. Fritzy, my new company, is based in California, but Gage spoke about getting a New York branch up and running. Either way, I’m staying in Rutlend for the time being, which is A-OK in my book.

      I’m not necessarily ready to plan out an entire future, but I am happier than I’ve ever been. Here, in my hometown … how insane. But it’s true. I’m not leaving any time soon.

      Looking at the clock, I realize I’m late. Porter asked me to meet him for lunch at the cafe today, a welcome break to my day. While my boyfriend’s schedule is a bit up in the air now that the train rides are done, mine is as busy as ever. I’m winding down at Arson, which means teaching whoever takes my position all of the responsibilities. I have to close out certain relationships with vendors, and then start my paperwork for my new job. Getting their social media department up and running will be a full-time job, literally.

      But he wants to take me out to lunch, which is cute, so I grab my jacket and run out the door.

      “Hey.” I slide into the booth and my mouth immediately waters for a diet Coke and a grilled cheese.

      “I already ordered you one.” Porter chuckles as if he sees my fiending.

      “One what?” I narrow my eyes, hoping he didn’t screw up my order.

      “A grilled cheese. As if I didn’t see you scarf one before every train ride we took.” He reaches across the table and laces our hands together.

      Butterflies ripple across my stomach. He noticed my food order. I mean, is there any better way to a girl’s heart?

      “Thanks,” I say, still stealing a sip of his coffee in front of him. “My God, do you put any milk in there?”

      “Black is the way, baby. I’ll have to make you a convert.”

      “Never. Sweet lattes or nothing.” I cross my arms like this is the hill I’ll die on.

      “Only one sweet thing I drink and I’m not allowed to say that in polite company.” Those blue eyes are devilish.

      The blush that coats my entire body must be furious, because Porter looks like he’s just won a prize.

      Two booths over, I see the mom of a girl I went to high school with. She’s staring at our connected hands, and before she sees me clock her doing it, leans over to her female companion and whispers. The point she directs toward our table is fairly unrecognizable if you’re not looking for it, but I was already watching her and so I see her make us her topic of conversation.

      I squirm, almost wanting to pull my hand out of Porter’s because what will the town think if they catch wind. I just got divorced, and it was big news that my kind of high-profile marriage ended. Now to be seen with the guy who is basically a local celebrity in town for outing his rock star father? Yeah, that’ll really have the rumor mill up in arms.

      Not that I’m embarrassed by this—of us. But I wish we could just stay in our bubble without outside opinions interfering.

      “So, uh, I got invited to this dumb New Year’s Eve party, and I’m wondering if maybe you want to come with me?” He rubs the back of his neck like a shy child.

      “Well, if it’s dumb, do I want to go?” I tease, but also, I want him to ask me for real.

      “I’d rather spend New Year’s Eve with you and Jenny on my couch, drinking hot toddies and undressing you as the ball drops. But Jay says this party will be good for my upcoming single, that I need to rub elbows a bit. And I’m kind of a fan of the girl it’s for. She was at the studio the day I met him in the city.”

      Jealousy, green and hot, surges through me. “And who is the girl?”

      Porter gives me a knowing smile and shakes his head as if to say, you have nothing to worry about. “Raven. Do you know her music?”

      My jaw drops. “Raven? As in the biggest female singer in the world right now? Yeah, I think I freaking know her.”

      Her music is all over my Spotify and I’ve dreamed about pulling off half the outfits she does. The woman is a dynamo. And I’m tinged a little green knowing that she and Porter have met. I’m not really self-conscious when it comes to other women, but Raven is the one female who could make me that way.

      Porter chuckles. “So, you want to come?”

      “If you don’t want me to come, I don’t have to.” I give him an out.

      I’ve been to these types of events. William would take me, make me dress up in designer wear and jewels just to show me off, and then leave me at a table with the other wives. Looking back, that should have been a red flag, but I was so insecure and blind. I’m seeing a lot of those same patterns when I look back and examine my marriage.

      “If you don’t come, I’m not going.” He levels me with his eyes. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” I act like there are no thoughts of doubt and insecurity running through my head.

      “Don’t act like I’m him. I want you to come with me. Not just on my arm, but as the person who makes me feel secure in a room full of people I’ll probably hate talking to. I want to spend New Year’s with you, kiss you when the ball drops. This isn’t a pity invite, I’m not going to abandon you at that event and expect you to sit idly by. I’m not him, Madison. I see you. I’ve seen you even when I loathed it, because I couldn’t sort out my own feelings. So I’m not asking. I’m telling. I want you to come with me. I want to hold your hand as the world turns another chapter.”

      Am I breathing? I don’t think I’m breathing? My eyes feel dry. Have I blinked in a while?

      Because I could swear, that’s as close to an I love you as I’ve ever gotten from Porter.

      “There is no one else I want to kiss when the clock strikes midnight,” I confess, because it’s true.

      “It’s settled then. Now eat your grilled cheese and then I’ll take you home and lay you across your desk if you let me.”

      I have piles of work to get done, but his offer has me hot, bothered, and distracted. I know I won’t touch a single keyboard key until Porter has his way with me.

      God, the things this man could get me to give up.
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      “That was good. I just need you to go a little more somber on that last line. Really make us feel like you lost something.”

      Jay motions with hands from outside of the glass, and I nod, knowing I have to tap into all the hurt and pain threatening to let loose in my chest.

      Today is the official first recording session for my album, in a studio on the Hudson that has a glass wall of windows behind me. Whenever I think about studios, I think of the wood-paneled, sleek black machines in a windowless room like the one I met my father in. But this is a breath of fresh air, and I’m glad I forced Jay to record up here instead of me trekking into the city. I’m only about half an hour from my house, in this small building right on the river.

      The icy water below flows as I turn my head, taking the headphones off for a second. I love music, love writing, and it’s been a solitary process for the most part until this very day. What I never anticipated was just how emotional this would get, in a room full of people, no less. When I’m alone, I can tap into that hurt without anyone seeing it or ignore it and come back to the song another day.

      But this is crunch time. We have the studio for twelve hours, and we were trying to produce three songs today. It’s a lofty goal, according to Jay, but I am so ready my body feels like it is its own thrumming guitar.

      The door to the booth clicks, and Jay comes in. “You doing okay?”

      We’ve been at it for two hours already, and I’m only halfway through recording the first song I wrote. “Yeah, I’m good. I just … it’s odd to let go of so much emotion in front of people.”

      He smiles knowingly. “This process is different now. That’ll happen when you’re big time. Just imagine crying as you croon in front of hundreds of thousands of people.”

      “We agreed no stadium tours.” I scowl.

      Jay holds up his hands like he’s innocent. “I think you’ll change your mind once this song goes viral all over the radio and Internet. It’s a drug, Porter, one that’s in your blood whether you want to admit it or not.”

      Part of me has been unable to forget that today. Sitting in a place where he sat, the throne where my father thrived. I feel powerful, and less ashamed or angry than I thought I’d feel.

      “You’re right. Music is in my blood. But I’m my own person, and I’ll show that.”

      He claps me on the shoulder. “Good. So show me. Let’s take it from that middle verse, and I want you to give it everything you’ve got. Think of that girl who broke your heart.”

      “What if I broke hers?” I chuckle, because I can almost joke about it.

      “Then you’re a moron, and I hope you fixed it.” His smile is wry as he pauses at the door.

      “Don’t worry, I did. Or well, she forgave me.”

      “Smart girl, but I hope she made you grovel. I look forward to meeting her.” Then he closes the door, leaving me alone in the booth again.

      The producer who has been running the session motions to me, and I hear the track start to play in my ears. I already recorded the guitar melody on this song, so I’m singing to my own playing without being distracted by it.

      A few chords pass and I clear my throat, getting ready. When the verse nears, I open every box of emotion I’ve shut off inside myself and let it out in the lyrics.

      Years gone by and all I see is you

      In the empty streets and a harvest moon

      Nothing in this whole wide goddamn world will ever compare

      Please, if you get this message, say you’ll meet me there

      I sing, belting the last line and pouring every ounce of soul and grit I have into this song. Because it isn’t just going to be the single, if I have any say, but this is for her. For Madison.

      I’ve sent her a number of pictures today, goofy selfies and beautiful views of the river valley from the wall of windows I’m recording in front of. She couldn’t come today, since she has a grown-up job. Not to mention she’s transitioning between her old company and the new one; her last day at Arson is in four days and I told her we’re getting a little tipsy on her old company’s vintage bottle they sent her to thank her for a job well done.

      But damn, do I wish she was here for this. My relationship with my mother is on the mend, but Madison is the most important person in my life. Crazy how she was at the forefront in high school, but I took it for granted, I took so much for granted with her. Then she got divorced, came home, and now I can’t imagine living without her.

      I thank God that asshat asked her for a divorce. His loss is my epic gain, and I will love and cherish her more than he ever did. I’ll give her everything she deserves.

      She has no idea the single for my album will be about her, but how could she not know?

      Maybe because you haven’t told her you’re in love with her, idiot, my brain yells at me. Yeah, yeah, I know. I have to. It’s nearly popped out so many times that I wouldn’t be surprised if I just confess one of these times I’m buried deep in her pussy. I never can keep my wits about me when she’s writhing beneath me moaning my name.

      But I didn’t want to do it on Christmas. It was too cliché. And before that, it just felt too early. It still does. We’ve barely been on good terms for a month. Though Madison and I have a history more intense than most. This love is a long time coming.

      I leave the booth, the three producers giving me gleeful smiles and congratulations.

      “That was perfect, man. Great song,” one with dreads tells me as he turns back to the board of hundreds of dials and knobs in front of him.

      “If I up the bass here and then mix it with something a little softer, maybe some piano keys, this is going to make them go crazy, Porter.” Jay slaps me on the shoulders and squeezes them once, like he’s found a prizefighter.

      “As long as I get to choose the album art.” An idea forms in my mind.

      Madison’s hair laid over my sheets, just a peek of her shoulder. I have to convince her, tell her it’s art. She’ll protest, but maybe I could use my tongue to sweeten the deal. That would be a treat for both of us.

      “You get to choose it all.” Jay rolls his eyes. “Can’t you let me do my job at least a little?”

      “I agreed to an album, didn’t I? That means you did your job.” I grin at him.

      “Careful, Kelly, I might actually like you,” he warns.

      Unfortunately, I think I am growing to like Jay, too. Okay, I get it world, you’re opening up my eyes and making me feel things.
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      The car Jay sent for me pulls up to the Goldwin home, sleek black luxury cutting through piles of fluffy white snow.

      I get out, buttoning my suit jacket against the cold, while my blood hums in my veins. Madison and I have spent the better part of a month with each other every day, but this is our first real night out. Our first event where we have to get dressed up, smile, and make small talk. Where I can take her in my arms on a dance floor.

      It’s corny, but I’m like a teenager about to pick up his prom date. This is the moment I should have given her back in high school, and I can’t wait to walk into a room with the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever had the honor of seeing on my arm.

      “Porter.” Harry opens the door and shakes my hand as I enter the house.

      “Feels like we’re back in high school, huh?” I joke, motioning to the flowers I brought for Diane.

      “I don’t want to know about you and my daughter in high school, thank you very much,” he says sternly.

      “What, you don’t want to hear about how I saw Porter sneaking out of Madison’s window every other weekend?” Matt walks past us and slumps onto the couch in the living room.

      “Thanks, Matty,” I grumble, because I want to look good in front of my girl’s parents.

      “And why would you have seen him climbing out a window if you weren’t outside?” Harry catches him.

      Matt pauses with his hand on the remote. “Uh … never mind.”

      “That’s what I thought.” His father smirks.

      “She’s coming down!” Diane rushes into the foyer, clapping her hands and readying her cell phone camera.

      “This really is like prom.” I kiss her cheek in hello and hand her the flowers.

      But I don’t hear anything else they respond with, because suddenly she’s standing at the top of the stairs.

      “Wow.” The word drops out of my mouth, too loud.

      Diane leans over to me as Madison descends the stairs. “Isn’t she just beautiful?”

      “No, she’s radiant. Breath-stealing.” But I nod all the same.

      She’s wrapped in green velvet, the sleeves reaching her wrists and her feet hidden beneath the fabric swooshing on the stairs. The dress is molded to her like a second skin, and when she rounds the bannister, giving me an unobscured view, I have to readjust myself using the hand in my pocket.

      Her collarbone, cleavage, and even the top of her ribcage are completely exposed. The V in the dress stops right before her hips, giving me a view that I could feast upon and die a happy man just looking at. A long, thin gold necklace hangs there, disappearing down beneath the dip of the dress, and I want to trace it with my tongue.

      Those green eyes marvel at me in my tux through smokey black eye makeup, and her lips are the color of blood. I want to bite them, have her lipstick smeared across my mouth.

      I want this woman so violently, an ache starts in my core. I have to readjust my cock, but there is no way to subtly do that right now.

      When Madison makes it to the bottom of the stairs, I take her hand and help her step down. Soft locks of her golden hair brush my hand as I lean in to kiss her cheek gently, even though I want to mount her here in the hallway.

      “Ready to go?” She looks just as eager as I am to get out of here, to be alone in the back of the car.

      Do I think she’ll let me get under her dress in the back seat? I hope to God yes.

      “More than you know.”

      “You got flowers for my mother, but not for me? Hm, I’m not sure that’s the right move, Kelly.” She calls me by my last name to be sassy.

      I lean in close, so her parents can’t hear us. “I got us a suite in the same building as the party and plan to make you come on my tongue in the jacuzzi. Is that better than flowers?”

      Madison makes a choking sound, and when I turn to look at her face, she’s bright red. “That’ll do.”

      I laugh, a head-thrown-back noise from my belly, and she chuckles beside me.

      “You kids have fun, okay? Be safe, don’t come home for days.” Diane tilts her head to the side like we’re the most adorable thing she’s ever seen.

      “Did you want a picture?” Harry asks, like we truly are going to prom.

      “No.” Madison narrows her eyes at him.

      “Dad, they want to get in the car so they can—” Matt is about to say something vulgar, so I cut him off.

      “Okay, have a great New Year’s guys!” I rush in cheerily and then pull Madison to the door.

      Once we’re in the warmth of the car and headed for Manhattan, I bury my mouth in her neck.

      “You look … Jesus fucking Christ, there is no way I’m keeping my hands off you tonight. I might just fuck you here in the back seat.”

      Madison giggles, looking at the partition that’s up. Then I nip the spot right between her collarbone and neck and she moans loudly.

      “You’ll mess me all up,” she complains.

      “Who cares? We don’t even have to go to this dumb party,” I challenge, trying to slip my hand into the slit at the front of her dress.

      She pushes me off, giving me a stern look. “You promised Jay, and I want to meet him. I want to hold your hand in a room full of people. I want to dance in your arms.”

      I nod, because I want those things too and she deserves to be shown off. “I’ll try to behave. But I can’t promise I won’t drag you to the bathroom to shove my cock in your wet, tight—”

      “Oh my God, Porter.” Her eyes dilate with lust.

      Before I can whisper any more dirty thoughts in her ear, we’re pulling up to the swanky hotel in Tribeca where the party is.

      The party is the most opulent place I’ve ever been. There has got to be several billion dollars here if we combine all the net worths, and each food display is more expensive than the next. There is an entire table covered in caviar, for God’s sake.

      “This is insane,” Madison whispers as I wrap an arm around her back.

      I can feel her skin from the V that almost reaches her tailbone, and it’s erotically distracting.

      “Didn’t you do fancy parties like this when you were married?” I say it with no malice in my voice, because I’m genuinely curious.

      “Nothing like this. These people are elite. I was in a wealthy community, but this is something else. And the extravagance, these dresses never would have flown on Star Island.”

      There are women practically half naked in sheer gowns, so I see what she means.

      “Want a drink?” I ask, knowing the answer.

      “Are you kidding? There is probably free, expensive champagne here. Absolutely.” My girl nods vigorously.

      We go to the bar and grab two glasses of Dom Perignon.

      “Ugh, this is so good.”

      “Don’t you work in the beverage industry? Can’t you get this for free?”

      “Not this stuff. Or Don Julio. They’re very exclusive.” She says the last word with so much sarcasm that it takes me by surprise.

      “Madison Goldwin, the frugal daughter of a millionaire,” I joke.

      “Porter Kelly, rock star blood in his veins,” she fires back.

      The banter is foreplay, and I almost pull her to the bathroom before our night has even begun. But then a voice catches my attention, and when I turn, Raven is coming our way.

      “Jay told me you recorded the single and he won’t let me listen to it.” She pouts.

      She’s in a revealing black floor-length dress, her hair a neon green these days. She’s nursing something amber in a short glass, and I greet her with a smile. It feels surreal that the biggest name in music wants to hear mine, but Raven seems so down to earth with all of the pomp and circumstance surrounding her.

      “You’ll have to get behind the radio stations,” I joke. “What Jay says goes, after all.”

      “We both know that’s not true.” She winks and leans in for a greeting—an air kiss. “I can get him to do whatever I want, so long as I agree to a multi-venue European tour.”

      Then she turns to Madison. “And who is this?”

      “Raven, this is my girlfriend, Madison.”

      Raven smiles at her, looking her up and down. “Wow, you’re fucking gorgeous. No wonder Porter stays up in that small town instead of coming to the city. I would, too. If you guys are ever looking for a third …”

      She smiles wolfishly at my woman, who looks amused but shy. “Well, if we were into that, you’d be the first one we’d call. Unfortunately, I’m a selfish woman and can’t bear to share him.”

      Fuck, but if that doesn’t have my cock hard in three seconds. Madison just shut down the queen of pop music in a classy, effortless way. But she’s staking her claim, and I fucking love it.

      Raven shrugs as if it’s no skin off her back. “Ah, such is life. How did you two meet?”

      We look at each other before I speak. “High school.”

      “No shit? That’s fucking adorable.” Raven laughs. “Don’t meet too many people around here who have that commitment.”

      “Oh, no, Porter and I haven’t been together since high school. I used to be married, so now I’m going for money, not love.”

      She says it so seriously that Raven busts out laughing and I look at my girlfriend like I have no idea who she is.

      “Oh, I like her. Maybe even more than you,” Raven says this to me as she points at the girl I’m head over heels for. “Ah, that’s DJ Angstus. Gotta say hi. Find me later and we’ll do tequila shots at midnight!”

      With that, she scurries off and yells in someone else’s direction.

      “She’s mesmerizing.” Madison’s gaze trails after her.

      “You are. Dance with me?” I ask as a John Mayer song comes on.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted you to ask me that.” She smiles and lets me take her hand.

      We move together on the dance floor, my arms wrapped around her body and hers around my neck. We couldn’t be closer if we tried, and as much as I want her alone in our hotel room, I love this. Swaying with her, my cheek pressed to hers, I can imagine doing this for the rest of our lives. At our wedding, at our children’s weddings. The future expands and opens before me, showing me exactly just how long I’ll love her.

      The song transitions to a faster-paced one, and we stay on the dance floor, Madison laughing at my moves.

      “Is that …” Madison trails off, her eyes wide and suddenly full of panic. “Let’s go get another drink.”

      But it’s too late. I turn and lock gazes with a woman I’ve only ever seen pictures of in magazines growing up. Carolina Nonanai. My father’s long-time partner.

      Her steely green eyes inspect me, picking me apart from across the room of hundreds of people. She stands a head above most people, a famous model in her youth and even later into life. Suddenly, I wish we never came here. I wish I took Madison up to the room when I wanted to.

      There is nothing I want from her, no interaction will help me. Only hurt. Way more. Because the way she’s looking at me as she moves across the room toward us can’t be good at all.

      I honestly never thought I’d ever come face-to-face with her. As it is, I never thought I’d be “famous.” Jay is the one who convinced me to get into the music business, and before that, I was perfectly fine with my recluse author status and posting videos on YouTube. Carolina is a person of a different world, an exclusive one I’ll never break into. She’s more famous than the Kardashians. She’s friends with Oprah for God’s sake.

      Madison grabs my hand and angles her body in front of me. My reserved firecracker, coming to my defense. I could dip her back and kiss her right now. What she’ll do against Carolina, it will never measure up. But for me, she’s going down trying.

      “They’ll let just about anyone in here, these days.” Her Spanish lilt hits my ears like a snake’s hiss.

      “We don’t know each other, let’s keep it that way,” I bite out, because we can stop this before it begins.

      “You determined this with your silly little book. What filthy lies you told about him.” She points a finger in my face, and my blood begins to boil.

      “Can’t tell lies when there is documentation to back it up.” I get cocky, when I should just ignore her.

      “Your father never spoke about you.” She laughs as if his disinterest wasn’t wildly traumatic. “We lived a life unencumbered by whiny brats. We traveled when we pleased, fucked whenever we saw fit, and answered to no one but ourselves. Your mother was a leech, a desperate schoolgirl who was a mistake. Gregory hated sending those checks. I miss him horribly, and then to have you out him in such a public manner? His legacy should be golden, intact as the rock star to define a generation. Now it’s riddled with questions and corrupted by lies, all because of you. He paid you what you needed, and you couldn’t stay silent and piss off like your stupid little moth—”

      “Shut. Up,” Madison growls the words out, then promptly slaps a hand over her mouth.

      I turn to her, bewildered, like I have no idea who I am. She looks at me like that makes two of us. I have no idea why she just blurted that out in such a public atmosphere. Madison is the ultimate good girl, never speaking out of turn. It’s fucking hot watching her go toe to toe with one of the most famous women in the world, not caring who Carolina is. It also fills me with pride and love to know she’s standing up for me.

      People around us are whispering, and they’ve been listening to this entire encounter. I’m surprised the music hasn’t been cut, since this is a showdown a lot of these people probably talked about when I first published my book.

      “You will not belittle and degrade this man, who you don’t even know. You never took the chance to know him, and what your … what Gregory did is despicable.”

      I’ve never seen her so harsh, agitated, or aggressive. I want to crush my mouth to hers.

      But then Carolina punches way below the belt, and neither Madison nor I saw it coming.

      “Whatever. She should have aborted you when he told her to.”

      The shock my body absorbs from the metaphorical gunshot is too big for me to handle. I feel like I almost topple over. This woman is vile and represents everything I assumed about her husband all along.

      Shame pricks my cheeks, tears sting my eyes, and I have to turn on my heel before I do or say something that the entire music industry will see or hear about.

      I’m stalking out of the ballroom, unable to care who I’m leaving behind or how it looks to all of those people in that party.
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      “Porter!”

      I hiss the words, trying to keep up with him in heels that I never should have worn. The wind whips at my face, feeling like cuts of ice along my skin.

      People pass me on the street in various stages of drunkenness, and I try to skirt around them to keep following my boyfriend, who is currently half-running down the sidewalk. What happened up in that ballroom was absolutely horrible, and it brought reality slamming back. It’s been easy to push Porter’s past away, to let him wait until he was ready to talk about it.

      Sure, I know the basics from Gigi and local gossip, but I didn’t read the book for a reason. Now, it felt dumb that I had never opened it. I could have defended him better up there. Not that I hadn’t tried. Standing up to that woman had been a no brainer, no matter who she was in the world of celebrity.

      “Porter Kelly, stop it!” I belt, and he finally comes to a halt.

      He doesn’t turn around, but waits until I reach him. His face is white as a sheet, and I notice tears glistening in his eyes. My heart absolutely breaks, because I feel like I’m staring at this little boy who was traumatized by a father who was so cold, so calculated.

      “It’s freezing out here.” He must realize we’re stomping around in the middle of a New York City sidewalk.

      I shiver, even in my coat, which I haphazardly grabbed from the coat check along with his. I walk to him and hold it out so he can slip it on. When he does, he turns to face me with a calming breath.

      “Sorry.” His face crumples. “I just couldn’t stay in there.”

      “You don’t have to apologize to me.” I step into him, holding him even though he’s tight and stiff. “You just can’t run from me.”

      Porter blows out a sharp breath and sends his face skyward. “This wasn’t supposed to be the night we had.”

      “And yet, I think this has been coming for a while. You need to talk about this, to tell me. That woman? She’s horrible and vile. Nothing she said was true. I need to be able to remind you of that when you’re doubting it yourself.”

      He looks away, and finally his hands come up to touch my waist. It feels like he’s coming back to me, little by little, after the shock he just suffered.

      “Let’s go inside, though. I don’t need you freezing on this sidewalk.”

      I huddle into him as we walk the short distance to the hotel lobby. I lead us once we’re there, finding a quiet corner away from the foyer. We park ourselves in a darkened, red velvet booth, and I slip my coat off as does Porter.

      “Where do I even start?” He slumps, running a hand through his hair.

      “At the beginning?” I place my hand on his knee and scoot over.

      He begins to talk, almost to the empty space, not even to me. I hold him as best as I can in this semi-public space, and open my heart to listen.

      “My mom met Gregory when she was young, maybe twenty-one? He was already a rock legend by then, at the height of his fame. She lived in the city and met him when he was playing a few concerts at Madison Square Garden. She knew he was with Carolina, but … he was a rock star. Gregory was smooth, and it clearly wasn’t his first time cheating on his partner. He left after their short fling, and would come back throughout the next couple of months to see her. Mom said it was impossible not to fall for him, he was just charismatic. I can see now that he was just a con man. Gregory was a narcissist who was just using her like he used all of those young girls mooning after him.”

      Porter nearly chokes on the words, and I know this isn’t easy by any means. But I want him to tell me in his own words. I don’t want us to have any secrets, and I don’t want to learn about him from a book. We’re much more to each other than not talking about one of the biggest things that has shaped his life.

      “Mom got pregnant with me shortly after their few months of meeting up. She was young and didn’t know who to turn to. Having Gregory Monay’s baby? That meant something. He had a wife, for all intents and purposes. Mom was a nobody, though she was and still is incredibly beautiful. But the guy had no interest in having a kid. He was selfish, only after his own success, and whatever vice he wanted to pursue next. He told her not to …”

      I know what Porter is going to say, because Carolina already spat it at him upstairs. The fact that he could not be here right now, that his own father wished he never took one breath …

      It guts me.

      “You’re here. You deserve life. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here,” I tell him, because it’s all I can say.

      “Mom must have thought so, too. Because she kept me. And he paid her off. But he wouldn’t recognize me as his child. He stipulated that no one know about me. She had to hide me in plain sight, and if she did so, he’d pay her enough to live comfortably. So that’s what she did. She took her payday and moved me to the suburbs, then lied to me for years. I didn’t find out he was my father until I was in elementary school. And then I was in on the secret.”

      “Your mother is a strong, strong woman.” I never realized just how much until right now. The pressure she must have been under from the Monay PR machine.

      “She is. But I had a lot of anger toward her. I still don’t love that she made me lie. I felt like a huge secret for most of my life. I felt like I couldn’t ever let anyone close, for fear that they’d realize what was going on inside my home. The one and only time I met my father, he was a smarmy asshole. The entire world worshipped this man who essentially wished that I was dead. I had this lie, this secret, burning my gut for such a long time that it made me resent everyone. It’s why I resented you, resented the perfect family I thought you had. I couldn’t let you close, you would have no idea what I went through inside my head. That’s truly what I thought, baby. And then I wrote the book. It felt like the biggest weight off my shoulders, and like tying a brick to my foot and saddling myself with it for eternity. Everyone knows whose son I am now, I did that. It was necessary, but like pulling off a Band-Aid, didn’t come without pain.”

      A lot of things click into place now, and I’m truly a little shocked. “I guess … I guess I wouldn’t have understood. It makes sense now, why you were so closed off back then.”

      Porter nods, and I see hurt biting at the corners of his eyes as he squints them. “I never want to be associated with him, but I did that to myself. There is this shadow now … it’s all a catch twenty-two. I had to tell my truth, but I hindered myself by doing it. I never want people like the ones in that ballroom to look at me as anything but Porter Kelly. I may have his musical talents in my genes, maybe not, but I don’t want our names in the same sentence. I want to forge my own path.”

      “Look at me,” I tell him, because he’s focused on some spot in the distance. “You are, genuinely, one of the most admirable men I have ever met. What you’ve had to struggle with, I can’t imagine it. Not loving you? That was his mistake, a huge one. He missed out on one of the best people I’ve ever known, and it’s a damn shame he was such an asshole. You are worthy of everything you’ve earned. You hid something most people will never have to deal with in their entire life. And if those people up there can’t see how special you are completely on your own, then they’re idiots. But I have a feeling you have a huge future ahead of you, one that has nothing to do with him.”

      Then I throw my arms around him, trying to smooth out all the cracks that his father put in his confidence.

      That’s when we hug each other, clinging and gripping so hard I think I might not be able to breathe, but who cares. Porter finally relaxes in my arms, and I want to heal every broken part of him. And if I can’t do that, I want to make sure nothing can ever touch him like this has again.

      “I want to make love to you.” He sighs into my hair, and I feel the bulge in his pants stiffen.

      “Please.” All I want to do is show him how loved he is, how worthy he is of incredible things.

      We walk to the elevator and press the button to go up. As we near our floor, Porter turns to me, taking my face in his hands, kissing me with such gentle intensity that I feel it down to my toes.

      Wordlessly, we make it to our room, not even bothering to turn on the lights. The only sounds are the rustling of our clothes, the soft sighs as we strip each other, touching skin. He carries me to the bed, laying me down and connecting us instantly. I throw my head against the mattress, wanting to tattoo the feeling of his body in mine into my memory.

      Porter is holding my face as I do the same to him, our eyes never leaving one another’s as he works my body, stroking in and out at a passionate, steady pace. This is more intense than any sex we’ve ever had, every movement loaded, each touch or sigh filled with meaning. We’re not just making the other person feel good; no, this is a promise of forever. It’s unsaid, but it’s there, and I feel so at peace and overwhelmed at the same time that I can feel the tears slipping onto my cheeks.

      “I love you.” He breathes the words I’ve wanted to hear for the better part of my life.

      We both still, so close to the edge but needing to acknowledge this moment.

      “I’ve loved you for a very long time. I think, in a way, you might be the only man I’ve ever truly been in love with.” I wipe a thumb across his cheek, and he turns into my hand.

      “Christ, I’ve never felt like this in my whole life. So complete. You, baby. You’re the one who does this to me.”

      The world feels impossibly big, like I’ll never be able to grasp on to all of these emotions and feelings and hold them tight to my chest. With Porter uttering those words, it opens up my heart like I never thought possible. Every stain or part of me I felt ashamed of is washed clean, and not because a man let me know my worth. But because I allowed myself to feel the fear, fall anyway, and trust that I would be okay on my own if he wasn’t in love with me.

      When we fall over the edge together, it’s with our lips locked.

      Porter is trying to make us one in every way possible, and I don’t ever want to be separated from him again in my life.
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      Those weeks between Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s are always a blur.

      You never know what day it is, what kind of schedule you should be on, and then there is this dead week before a fresh January starts and you lose all track of time.

      Which is why I hadn’t realized that I was late. My period hasn’t come. And now it’s five days since I should have started using tampons, and Aunt Flow is nowhere in sight. I first realized it when I was sitting on the couch with my mom, watching Pride and Prejudice with Keira Knightley, and a commercial for some new birth control came on. It talked about the side effects caused to your period, and then it hit me.

      I hadn’t gotten mine in … a while.

      Internally, I began to panic. Even if I’m well into the age of being able to take care of kids, there is always that initial freak out of potentially being … shit, pregnant. Our whole female life, they tell us how to avoid having a baby. Then at some point, that shifts and it’s all we want. But me? I wanted that with my husband. In a loving marriage. I want to bring a child into this world in a nest full of love and comfort, just like my own parents did.

      So it’s with a stomach full of fear and sheer anxiety that I drive to a drugstore a town over, because no way in hell am I going to buy a pregnancy test in Rutlend. Everything here gets heard through the grapevine, and I don’t need Tammy So-and-so telling anyone I was seen buying a test. They all know I’m divorced. Imagine what kind of gossip would start then?

      My hands shake as I drive home, thankful that my parents seem to be out for the afternoon and Matt is nowhere to be found. It takes me a few minutes to work up the nerve to pee on the sticks, because I bought more than one test, just in case. All of the moments of the past month flash past my vision; of Porter speaking to me rudely in the market, how we bonded on those train rides the first night he kissed me in nearly eight years.

      As I wait with bated breath to see if my panic is going to pay off, I think about the turmoil of our relationship. Both back when I was hopelessly devoted to him and he couldn’t give a shit, and now. Now, that we both have a million things threatening to separate us. Now, that I am fresh off a marriage and not sure if I really want to do that again, with anyone.

      The timer on my phone goes off, and I hide behind my hands. Seriously, I’m like a middle schooler splaying my fingers in front of my eyes as to not watch the scary scene. But this is real life, I have to stare at it straight on. So I count to three, and look at the bathroom counter.

      One seems clearly negative, just one thin line indicating that I’m not pregnant. But the other?

      The other one has two pink lines. Pregnant.

      A whoosh of air leaves me and I steady myself by hunching over and planting my hands on my knees. One clearly says no, while the other says yes. Which means it’s inconclusive. But something inside me questions it. Do I feel different? Is this how one feels when they’re pregnant? Maybe it’s just the stark anxiety climbing up my throat.

      Either way, I reason with myself, and I know I need to talk to Porter. One, I have to tell him. He’s the father, if there is a baby. And two, I don’t trust my mother or Gigi right now. Not about this. They’d clap and rejoice and it’s just not the rational approach I’m looking for.

      I had to call my ex-husband a few weeks ago and ask him for a favor. I was anxious, but calm. It didn’t rile me, and I went into that conversation with a clear head. Me, talking to the man I once married who then turned around and fell out of love.

      Yet, compared to the enormity of that call? This one has me a sobbing mess. Tears leak down my cheeks at what this might do to Porter and me.

      With shaking hands, I press the phone to my ear and hear him answer my call.

      “Hi, can I come over?” I say immediately after his greeting.

      “Madison? What’s wrong?” His voice takes on a tone of alarm.

      My protective man … what will this do to us?

      “I just need to come over, okay?” I choke through the words, about to break down.

      “I’ll be here waiting,” he assures me, and I almost don’t want to hang up.

      Because that means I have to go over to his house. The drive there is a blur, because I’m so wrapped up in my own thoughts. By the time I’m at Porter’s door, I’m nearly a basket case of nerves.

      “What is going on? Come in.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders as he opens the door.

      I go with him to the kitchen, where he starts fiddling with coffee. I can tell he’s nervous too, but he wants to get me something to eat or drink. That’s a comfort thing with people in a time of crisis.

      I plant my hands on the counter and exhale. “I’m late.”

      “Huh? You’re on time, not that we set one. Want milk in your coffee?” He’s busying about the Nespresso like I didn’t just drop a bomb on him.

      “Not the clock, late. My period. I’m late. I took a test, and I think I might be pregnant.” It all comes out in a jumbled, frantic fashion.

      My stomach has been tied up in knots since I looked at the two lines of that test. Did I want a baby right now? Did he? Would this ruin us if we had differing opinions?

      Now Porter stills, the milk in midair just before his pour. “Might be?”

      I nod, more to myself than to him. “I took two tests. One was negative, and the other was positive. Plus, I haven’t gotten my period, and that’s never good. For so long, I thought I would have had a child by now. I wanted to be a young mom, and I was all for trying with my …”

      I’m about to say ex, but Porter’s baby blues flick to mine and they’re murderous.

      “The point is, I want kids. Just not now. Not like this. What will people think?” I pace, talking to myself more than him. “I’m not … we’re not even really in a relationship. I’m barely divorced, and I … well, I care what people think. That’s horrible but I do. I’ll be labeled a whore.”

      I’m freaking out, rambling and going way down this rabbit hole before we even have a discussion, but I can’t help it. I’m spiraling.

      Porter chokes on what I’ve called myself, and I hear him take a deep breath. “For all we know, you’re not even pregnant. The tests are faulty all the time. I think you’re overreacting.”

      I still, and really look at him. To my surprise, he isn’t even alarmed. Porter is cool as a cucumber, as if my freaking out about this is completely unwarranted. I really study him, and I understand why.

      This isn’t what he would ever want, so it’s not going to be. Nothing in Porter’s life, aside from the early stuff with his father, has ever gone awry. He’s been in control of everything, dictating what he does and doesn’t do. Who he does and doesn’t let close. Porter, I realize, is an absolute control freak, which is why he’s acting so nonchalant.

      Either that, or he wouldn’t want to be involved if this actually is a reality. That thought makes me sick, but I have to consider that abandoning your child is the only example he ever knew.

      “Porter, we didn’t use condoms. I’m on birth control, but it’s not one hundred percent effective. This is real, it could be real. One test was positive, and one was negative. We could be having a child, so I need you to actually acknowledge that this could be happening. You can’t be the decision maker over your entire life, even though I know you think that. Sometimes things are out of our control, and they spin sideways. I understand you’ve always been the one to say jump and others ask how high, but not right now.”

      My voice is thick with emotion and it cuts sharp. I hear it as it floats past my ears.

      “A baby? Shit …” He stalks away from me, pacing as he runs his hands through his hair. “I’m not … listen, I don’t even know if I want kids.”

      It’s more to himself than to me, but it strikes me in the chest like an arrow entering my muscle tissue. “So you’d, what? Ask me not to have it? Because I’m not … I can’t …”

      “Jeez, give me a minute.” His hands shake as he holds them up in my direction.

      “Or would you just abandon us? You don’t want a baby, right?” I’m being hysterical, but I’m freaking out myself and the only person who can comfort me is doing the exact same.

      Porter rounds swiftly on me, shoving a finger close to my face. “Don’t you dare insinuate I’m like my father. You’d sink that low?”

      My stomach drops and I feel nauseous. “Honestly, I have no idea what’s up or down right now.”

      Comparing him to his father might be low, but Porter had no father figure. He said it himself, he doesn’t know if he even wants kids.

      “Madison, I was here for this. For you. I’m not the teenager I was then, I’m making a concerted effort to commit and emote. But a baby …”

      His but feels like a slap in the face. Per usual, Porter is game to fuck around with me, get all the perks of sticking his dick in me, but not actually sticking around for the feelings or consequences.

      “You didn’t want me back then and you don’t want me now. I’m vulnerable and you’re just the horny bad boy you were back then. Couldn’t you see I was in no condition to be emotionally toyed with? Do you get off on this? Because it sure seems like it when it comes to me. Divorced, broken, and jumping back into your arms. Isn’t that right, Porter? Did you get close to my family too just to fuck with me? Per usual, you can’t handle the consequences of us. Last time you left because you knew I was in love with you, and God forbid a perfectly nice girl wants to give you her heart. This time you get to bail because I’m going to have your baby, and that would only hold you back, right? Big music career on the horizon, lots of fresh girls to screw, another book deal perhaps? Make sure you sell me out this time, since me and your child are now fodder for a memoir.”

      I know when I look back at this I’ll regret saying half or most of it, but it’s how I feel at this moment. Breath is huffing out of me in furious pants, and I’m so angry I see red. I’ve never been this mad in my entire life. Not when William told me he was divorcing me. Not even when Porter left me the first time. I’d been heartbroken, but not mad. This? This is irate. This is blow-your-top, scream-at-the-world rage. It’s irrational and blinding, and for the first time in my life I just said exactly what I’m thinking. No holding back, no toeing the line to play the nice girl, to appear agreeable.

      “Fucking. Watch. It.” Porter’s jaw ticks, and I know he’s barely restraining himself.

      “Or what? You’ll leave!?” My anger reaches a breaking point. “Let’s face it, Porter. I always loved you more than you loved me. I’ve always been the little sheep, following you around, scrounging up morsels. But this time it might not just be me you leave in the dust. You don’t want to take this seriously? You don’t want to commit if it’s real? You said you wanted all of me, made promises, and took my hands, looked into my eyes. My God, I was in love with you all over again. If you don’t want this, then you don’t get me.”

      “Madison, I can’t … you have to give me a minute.” He shakes his head in disbelief.

      “I’ll call you when I get a blood test to confirm.” The words feel like sandpaper coming out of my throat.

      Then I grab my keys off his kitchen counter and make a run for it. I know how deep Porter can cut. Right now, I can’t afford to hear it. I’m falling apart enough as it is without his blows and heartbreak.

    

  







            30

          

          

      

    

    






Porter

        

      

    

    
      Jenny licks my face, and I know she can sense I’ve been in a funk.

      “Hey, girl.” I stroke her golden fur as she curls up on the couch next to me.

      She practically lays her whole body on mine, such a baby of an animal, and I’m a sucker for it. We cuddle together as I flip through sports channels, settling on a news program but barely hearing what they’re saying.

      My heart is in smithereens, and it feels like I haven’t been able to breathe correctly since Madison left. I’m angry, scared, pissed off, and goddamn it, do I miss her. It’s only been three days and in that time I’ve only slept and ate in minimal increments.

      Work, though? That’s better than ever.

      Never say heartbreak didn’t do anything for anyone; yesterday I recorded two songs so haunting and sad that Jay called me a lyrical genius. I barely spoke to him, and I know he knew something is up. He tried to talk to me about my run-in with Carolina at the party, which apparently was tabloid fodder last week, but I brushed him off.

      Compared to the bomb Madison dropped on me, compared to the fight where we both said things we could never take back, I could give two shits about my asshole father’s partner. She can lob whatever she wants at me through the press, it’s not going to faze me. I made it through an entire childhood with a father who wished I didn’t exist. Some bitchy ice queen isn’t going to pierce my armor. I’m more annoyed that Jay and a bunch of celebrities I might someday want to work with saw her little display.

      But like I said, compared to what I am currently dealing with, it doesn’t even scratch the surface.

      I got my girlfriend pregnant. God, when I put it like that, I feel like a teenager whose life has just been ruined. When in reality, I’m a grown-ass man who is in love with a successful, beautiful woman, and we could very well have a baby together.

      That is, if she’s truly pregnant. The waiting is worse than anything. I’m so nervous, I feel like I’m in a constant state of panic. I also feel like I couldn’t possibly apologize in the state we’re in, because I said such horrible things to Madison. She’s made no attempt to reach out, said she’d tell me when the blood test came back.

      I want to see her so badly. I want to hold her, because I know she’s probably hurting just as badly as I am.

      But I’m also nursing my pride, and my heart, because she compared me to him. To my father.

      What would I be like as a father? I have absolutely zero clue, because I never had one. No one to teach me about puberty in a man’s way, how to shave my face, tie a tie. There was no one, besides my mom, who came to me to talk about condoms. My old man never threw a ball around with me or took me to a sports game. He wasn’t there to advise me on college choices or give me a pep talk before my first day of work.

      Not only was he not around, but he adamantly didn’t want to be in my life. It has taken me this long to even let in a woman who had loved me for years. I’m still shaky when it comes to being vulnerable with her.

      How the hell am I supposed to raise a kid and not screw it up?

      My head is completely turned upside down. I love her; I love what we’re creating, but this just threw a wrench in it all. I told her, promised her, that I wouldn’t leave her. She all but said she wants to build a life with me. Having a baby is a logical, if not sequential, step in that direction.

      I just can’t see past my fear.

      But why the hell, whenever I think about Madison saying she couldn’t have a baby like this, with me, do I get so upset I want to punch a brick wall?

      It makes no sense. I’m not prepared for this in the least. But when I close my eyes and see her with a burgeoning belly, her face all lit up, picking out little dresses for a baby girl; it feels … right.

      As I said, my head’s a fucking mess. And instead of doing anything about it, I’ll stay here with my dog on my couch, sulking, because I’m too cowardly to confront this problem head-on.

      Maybe, unlike everything I’ve tried to prove to Madison, I haven’t changed one bit.
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      “Let’s have a beer.”

      Gigi gets off the floor of my parent’s basement, where we’ve been holed up watching sad romantic comedies like we’re teenagers.

      “I could be pregnant, I can’t drink.” I choke on the tears coating my throat, because it’s just one more reminder of what could be happening.

      “Oh, shit, okay. Um, how about I go out and get a jumbo bag of peanut M&M’s? Those are your favorites.” She tempts me, standing; the sweats she stole from a high school boyfriend baggy around her slim frame.

      “No.” I flop down. “I don’t feel like doing anything right now. Except getting this freaking blood test back.”

      Seven business days? Jesus, they could overnight a vacuum from Amazon in less time than the doctor’s office could find out if I’m pregnant.

      “Well, that and talk to your boyfriend,” Gigi muses, coming to sit on the floor and be level with my face.

      I look her in the eye. “Unfortunately, I really don’t want to do that. Nor do I think he’s my boyfriend anymore.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Stop that. A little blip with the love of your life is just that. Come on, Mads, you couldn’t think he’d take the news of a baby well. Look at his entire life.”

      I did, and then I’d thrown it in his face, which was even worse. I’m so ashamed of what I said, but I just can’t reach out. And in the same vein, I’m aching for him. I wish he’d be the bigger person and just come hold me through all of this.

      “How come Christmas and New Year’s bring all of this light and hope, then we’re just left let down after?”

      Gigi shrugs. “Because people buy into this false narrative every year. That because the day on the calendar switches over, we have some brand-new fresh start. In reality, all of the bullshit of last year and most of the years before follow us into the new one. It’s what you choose to stick with that actually makes you a better person, that helps you resolve the problems in your life. It’s why so many people quit on diets or workout plans; they think somehow this time it’ll be easier because the date says January one. It’s a myth.”

      “I could have used some rainbows and unicorns response,” I grumble, not satisfied at all.

      “No, you didn’t want that, otherwise you would have called anyone other than me. Now, let’s talk about this. You need to go over options.”

      My doctor told me the same thing when I went in for a blood test, and I felt sick to my stomach at the sentence.

      “I don’t know, Gi.” I sniffle, and a few tears slip out. “I don’t even want to think about it until it’s confirmed or not. It feels like I could be worrying for nothing.”

      “That’s why you’ve barely eaten or slept in days? No, you’re not just worrying about if you could be pregnant, there is something bigger here. Spill it.”

      “You pretty much know it all. Porter and I got into a fight. And to me, it’s not just about the baby, but what he’s freaking out about translates to us on a much larger level. He claims he’s ready for all of it, that he’s never letting me go again. Then I break this news and he’s running out the door.”

      “Weren’t you the one who left his house?” Gigi hits me with another reality check.

      “Yes, but you know what I mean. With this all going on, it just makes me doubt everything. I jumped right into this relationship like I had nothing else going on, like I wasn’t coming off of a divorce. I used William to run away from the heartbreak of Porter, and now I’m using Porter to run away from the heartbreak of William.” I throw my hands up, hating how weak I sound.

      “Except you’re not heartbroken over William, you’re heartbroken over the sudden end of your marriage. There is a difference. What if, instead, you were running back to the man you always truly loved, to give him one more chance? You need to reframe the way you see yourself, Madison. I don’t like someone talking so much shit about my best friend.”

      I give her a sad smile, because I really do have such a great friend.

      “You’re right. My head is just … it feels like I’m floating and sinking at the same time. I could be … there could be a baby, Gigi.”

      “Honestly? I think it’d be fucking wonderful. With all you two have been through, both separately and together, it’d be a bright spot. Plus, think about how fucking gorgeous that kid is going to be.”

      I haven’t even stopped for a second to consider what our baby would actually look like. A baby, with Porter’s eyes and my hair. His little dimpled chin and my wide gaze. The two of us on the couch on a Sunday snuggling, a small little newborn who sleeps on his chest. Working together to get up in the night, him watching me while I breastfeed.

      For a very long time, all I’ve wanted to be is a mother. I’ve always known it. But it could actually be a reality, and instead of celebrating that, I’m terrified.

      So I give myself permission, or rather, I let Gigi give me permission, to bask in the happiness of it for just a moment.

      Because if we can get past this, if we can work out all of the fear and trepidation, I think the family I’ve always dreamed of could be the one I finally have with Porter.
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      The next morning, I’m still waiting on the blood test, but it’s my first day of work at Fritzy and I’m up early.

      With Gigi’s help, I picked out a new outfit, even though I’m working from home, and I went out early to get myself a fancy coffee. When I log in for the morning meeting, everyone, all eight of the team members, are genuinely happy to see me. We go around introducing ourselves and they bring me up to speed on the latest developments with production, branding, and getting into retailers.

      “So, you have a plan for us, Madison?” Gabe is smiling through the Zoom meeting.

      I hold up the four-page launch schedule I’ve written up for the social media plan. “I think I have some things planned.”

      “What’s your day look like today?” I know he isn’t checking in or micro-managing. He’s genuinely curious about where I’ll start.

      “I’m going to start on uniformity. Before I can really push ads or start a certain themed campaign, I need to make sure we have all of the same bios, pictures, contact info on every service. It sounds boring, but it’s crucial. We want our branding on point so that there are no questions about how to get hands on our product or who to contact for anything from partnering opportunities. From there, I have some small test posts for later this week to see what our audience is responding to.”

      “That sounds like a great path forward.” Gabe nods. “I’m going to set up a meeting between you and Chelsea, she’s our customer service director. I want you two to get on the same page about how we’ll handle complaints, questions, that sort of thing. Because I hope our social media blows up, and we’ll need to determine who is addressing DMs.”

      “Absolutely.” I write down a note in my planner that I’ll be having a meeting with her.

      “Great, and then I need you to send me some of the analytics and tracking services that you usually use, and what tiered finance plans you recommend for them. I know you do a lot of research on that to determine ads, campaigns, and such. I’m willing to pay, I just want to see it and assign a budget.”

      “I’d be concerned if you didn’t want that.” I smirk, because Gabe seems on top of his shit. “I have no doubt that this brand is going to succeed with your intuition.”

      He shrugs like he’s stressed but happy at the same time. “Thanks for saying that, means a lot from someone who came from such a big brand. We’re trying, we believe in the product, and no one will ever outwork us. Hopefully, all of that is in our favor.”

      “This team will make it happen.” And I’m a part of that now.

      Gabe and I go over a few more scheduling notes and then hang up. I spend the morning doing exactly what I told him, compiling the social media accounts and making sure they are all uniform.

      In a way, it’s a good thing I took this new job at the time I did. This much work, a pile I feel like I might never emerge from for months, is keeping me so busy that I can’t think about my personal life.

      It’s only when I break for lunch, when my stomach is rumbling so hard that I can’t ignore it or feed it coffee any longer, that my mind wanders.

      Everything about my life feels up in the air now. Just days ago, I thought I had a solid plan in place. I thought that after two years of turmoil, I was finally settling into a groove that I honestly loved. I’m back with my family, my best friend and I reconnected in a way where she could share her true feelings with me, and I am in love with a man who is more worthy than anyone I’ve ever met.

      We could be having a baby together, which objectively could be everything I’ve ever wanted.

      But it doesn’t feel like I’m standing on solid ground at all. If I’m not pregnant, Porter and I have just slung mud at each other for no reason. But it’s stuck, and now we both know how the other feels. Our relationship can’t return to what it was.

      Maybe I need to move. If there is no baby, maybe I should pack it up and find a city I’ve always thought about living in. I could travel with Gigi, or maybe rent a little apartment somewhere on the beach. I always wanted to go to Cape Cod for a while.

      None of those things feel right, though. After my divorce, I finally found my way back to my family. Even with my relationship up in the air, I enjoy being by my parents and seeing my brother when he comes home from college.

      I don’t know, is really the answer. And could I truly leave? Could I put Porter in my rearview? Thinking about it feels like someone is tearing my heart from my chest and it’s trying to hang on ventricle by ventricle.

      I barely taste the chicken soup I’m spooning into my mouth when my phone begins to ring on the desk next to me.

      When I look down at the ringing screen of my cell, I’m a little in shock. For someone who is waiting for an important call, or for the man I truly love to come to his senses, this is the last person I thought I’d be talking to today.

      “Hello?” I pick up, expecting this to be some spam call.

      “Madison, hi.” William’s voice is familiar through the other end of the phone.

      “Yeah? What is it?” The last thing I have patience for is some bullshit with him today.

      There is a beat of silence. “I was talking to Freddy the other day and he mentioned he talked to you.”

      Interesting. I wonder why Freddy would bring that up to him. His cousin and I still talk regularly, and Freddy knows all about my rekindling with Porter. Part of me wonders if he was mouthing off to William to shove in my ex-husband’s face that I’m happy.

      “Yes, we still talk. What, are you calling to tell me to stop being friendly with your cousin?” My voice is ice, because I’ll never listen if that’s what this is about.

      “No, no,” William rushes out with it. “Jeez, Madi, you really think I’m some kind of evil jerk? I wasn’t that bad when we were married.”

      For a moment, I let my defenses down just a little. “Sorry. It’s just been a long week and I started a new job.”

      “You left Arson?” He sounds surprised.

      “Yes, I had an offer for a new opportunity that I wanted to pursue.” I don’t go any further into the explanation of why I couldn’t be at Arson anymore.

      “Wow.” Another beat of silence. “You seem … okay, Madi.”

      God, he really is kind of an evil jerk. I think he wants me to be a mess, sobbing and falling at his feet. However, after he asked for the divorce, I never once went back and asked him to reconsider. I haven’t shown up at his door begging him to take me back. For a guy who gets everything he’s ever wanted in life, my being happy is probably a huge surprise and blow to his ego.

      “And that’s bad?” I’m growing more annoyed by the second.

      “No, it’s just … I’m happy you’re happy. Freddy told me you met someone.” There is a question in his tone.

      The thing is, William actually sounds genuine about that. It soothes me a little, but I still don’t understand why he’s calling. I don’t need his acceptance or opinion, and with everything going on right now, this is the one thing I don’t need to sort out.

      Despite what I’ve been telling myself, Gigi was right. I no longer need his approval. I’m not waiting on anyone else to run my life. I’m not leaning on a man. I can stand by myself on my own two feet.

      “Why are you calling?” I hedge, a suspicious feeling creeping up on me.

      “I just … I was thinking about you.” He sounds weary admitting that. “The way I ended us, Madi, it wasn’t great. I admit that. But you were in my life for a long time and sometimes I wish we could just talk as friends, or maybe—”

      “William, you ended us. And … we weren’t friends before. I don’t know what this is, but I’ve moved on. I know you have to. It might be easy to call me since we spent many years as each other’s confidantes, but you didn’t want that anymore. Please respect that I can’t talk to you anymore.”

      The line beeps and I realize I’m getting another call.

      “I have to go,” I interrupt him, because my doctor’s office is on the other line.

      “Oh, um, okay, well maybe I could—”

      “William, we’re divorced. Done. You wanted this. I can’t be here for you.” It’s harsh, but I am done with him and the entire life we had together.

      I need to face exactly what is happening in my world now, what my future might be. The only phone call that matters is the one coming in on my cell.

      And after I talk to the nurse on the other end, the only man I’m interested in talking to is the one who has completely eclipsed my heart.
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      The streets of my hometown pass by the window as I drive slowly through downtown.

      All of the holiday decorations have been taken down, and it looks like the typical Rutlend in winter again; brick storefronts with antique light posts dotting the sidewalk, piles of snow on the shoulders with luxury cars parallel parked down the road. I’m not lying when I say I love it here. It’s strange for a young professional to admit that when most of my peers have moved to chic cities or trendy coastal beach towns.

      But I like my quiet life here, my small home where I can walk my dog down a tree-lined road, and the stars are visible from my back deck.

      Mom is expecting me, and opens the door to her house as I’m still unfolding from the driver’s side of my car.

      “I got your favorite biscuits,” she boasts, a smile spreading her normally sullen cheeks.

      We’ve been talking regularly, our relationship on the mend after years of stubborn, unnecessary silence. I’ve come over to her house once more, besides today, since Christmas, and she’s come to see Jenny at my place. We haven’t gone much deeper about voicing our feelings, but I think we needed to pump the brakes. Just spending time together has been a welcome change, and at least one thing in my life seems to be patching itself up.

      Today, I’m headed over early-ish in the day to let her listen to my first single. Jay had the producers play it for me yesterday in the study, the final mix is done on it and we’re ready to send it to radio stations and streaming services. The label wants it out earlier, to get some anticipation for my album, and I’m really pleased with how it came out.

      My single is titled “Years Gone By,” and it’s a love letter to Madison. The lyrics detail how I always pined for her even though I knew it was my fault and that I broke her heart.

      As I listened to the lyrics of the song in that studio, I felt empty. It was mixed and fancy and album-ready, and I looked up to see no one there. No one who really mattered. No one was there to celebrate with me, which was why I came over to Mom’s house. I called her yesterday to set up this brunch meeting.

      When really, I wanted to go straight to Madison. But I still haven’t heard from her, and now it has been too long. We were at an impasse.

      “Thanks, Ma.” I kiss her cheek as I near her. “You ready to hear this?”

      She knows what I want to show her, I cleared it with her yesterday after talking to her about the album. Mom is up to speed on what’s going on in my life, everything besides the pregnancy scare. She knows Madison and I were together, but that there’s something holding us back. It feels too raw to talk to anyone about what might be happening with us. At least before I talk to the woman I love.

      She gulps. “Yes. I’m nervous, but I’m proud of you. I really do want to hear it.”

      We settle in her kitchen, a plate of biscuits and jam between us, and I flip through my phone to find the song in my email. The audio file pops up and I click on it, then sit back on my stool as my voice plays on the device.

      My mother concentrates on it, closing her eyes at some points and staring at the phone during others. The whole song is over in about three minutes, and I feel like a little boy bringing home a school project. I want to please her, I want her to be proud of me.

      Mom dabs at her eyes, relief marking them. “It’s such a beautiful song. And … you sound nothing like him.”

      Curiosity runs through me. “Did you think I would?”

      She shrugs. “I was afraid of it. I guess that was what I was always afraid of. That you would turn out like him, that you’d remind me of him in every way. When you wrote the book, I knew you had the creative spark in you that I could have never contributed. When you showed prowess in music in high school, I was terrified. It’s horrible of me, but I wished you would just end up some businessman or an accountant. Your father put me through a lot of bad, Porter. I know you know that. It just killed me thinking I’d have to watch my son be a carbon copy of him.”

      It’s the first time she’s really come out and spoken the truth.

      “The thing is, you’re not. You’re nothing like him. You’re concerned about the people in your life, and you stick around even when they don’t deserve it. And you own up to your mistakes. That sounds nothing like what his music was like.” She points to my phone.

      “It was beautiful. Melodic. Haunting. You’re going to be a star, Porter.” She pats my cheek.

      Her words are the ones I need at this moment, and I never knew I needed them. Subconsciously, I’ve always been chasing something that would set me apart from him. Hearing my mom say that I am nothing like him, that this music wouldn’t remind people of him … it put some kind of peace on my restless soul.

      “That means everything coming from you,” I tell her. “You really think it’s good?”

      Mom laughs a watery, teary laugh. “I think I’m an idiot for never allowing you to do this when you were a kid. Who knows, we could have had the next Justin Bieber on our hands.”

      “Yeah, right, I’m much more Taylor Swift than JB.” Her light spirit is exactly what I need today.

      Before I can reach for a biscuit and shovel it in, because I was too nervous to eat before, my phone rings. I answer immediately, seeing who it is.

      “Porter, it’s me.”

      Madison says this like we talk all the time, like we’re age-old companions and this is how she’ll always introduce herself when I call. I ache for her, my heart wanting to be wherever she is.

      “Hi.” I want to apologize, and tell her how much I freaking love her.

      Tell her that no matter what life throws at us, I want to do it together. That if we’re having a baby, I can’t wait. Because I’ve had days to digest it now, and what my mother just told me unlocked something in me. I’m not the type of man who runs away, I’ll stay and fight even if the person I love is being stubborn and scared.

      But before I can say anything, Madison jumps in.

      “I got the results back from the doctor.”

      An odd feeling moves through my chest. Tension mixed with dread mixed with … hope? Huh?

      “The blood test was negative. There is no baby.”

      My heart drops, just like my head into my hands. For the first time in a very long time, I let myself cry.
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      Negative.

      No baby.

      I don’t know why I’m disappointed. Why I don’t feel some sense of relief that I’m not having a child with a man who couldn’t even digest the thought of one in our lives. But I am. I let myself taste that one morsel of what if, of happiness, and it spiraled. I saw Porter holding our baby in the middle of the night, singing him or her to sleep.

      And I wanted that. God, I want it more than I can say. Hearing the news from the doctor was like a stab to the gut.

      Ending the call with Porter to tell him the news was one of the hardest things I had to do in my life. Because I feel empty, and he’s probably rejoicing. Why has this year gotten off to the same kind of start as last?

      Tears leak down my cheeks as I sit on the front porch. I don’t want my parents to see this. I don’t want questions right now. I just want to be alone, to grieve in private for something that was silly to wish for in the first place.

      I place a hand on my stomach, which is covered in my coat, and let myself dream of what could have been. I don’t know why I’m doing this, wallowing in the grief that stole over me when the doctor’s office called. It just feels like another strike against me in this game of life.

      When Porter’s pickup pulls down the driveway, I am both surprised and find that I saw this coming. Maybe he wants to pick up right where we left off, ignore this little mess up. He’ll want to take me to his bed, to continue life as it was. But I’ll never be able to. I can’t act like this didn’t happen.

      He emerges from the driver’s side, and, God, does he look good. It’s apparent how much I’ve missed him, but I physically ache to be held by him as I glimpse him from my seat on the porch. Sensing this, he stomps up the path and steps, and before I know it, he’s scooping me up.

      Settling us back on the bench outside my parent’s house, I’m sitting on his lap trying not to cry and failing miserably.

      “Why are you here? Aren’t you happy you’re off the hook?” I sniffle, trying not to sink into the feeling of how good it is to be back in his arms.

      “Is that what you think?” Porter pulls back until his sea blue gaze is running over my face.

      “I haven’t heard from you in days, Porter. What was I supposed to think? I thought that this was your way out, and you kind of proved that.”

      He shakes his head, his eyes growing stormy. “I’m sorry. I fucked up. I couldn’t cope and I thought about how I never had a father, so how could I even be one. My own trauma with my upbringing. I never want that to cloud something with my own child, if I was to have one. The pregnancy scare really stirred that fear up. I needed some space to take care of it, to come to terms with it. And I’m not saying I wasn’t scared, but the overwhelming feeling I had when you called? It was sadness. Because we didn’t make a life together. I was sad that we weren’t going to have this tiny, precious thing. Part of me … well, I never knew I wanted it until I didn’t have it.”

      I swear, I stop breathing. Because it’s the same for me. Sadness is the most prominent emotion, not relief in being tied to Porter without promises or a future. And here he is making those promises. I try to tamp down on the hope rising in my chest like a billion balloons.

      “It doesn’t matter if there is a baby now or not. Because I plan to have one with you in this lifetime. I was an idiot, forcing you to take off like that. But it showed me how much I want that. A family. A partner. And not just anyone, but you, Madison. It’s always been you. You must know that, even if I’m not too great at showing it. I love you. I think I’ve always loved you.”

      Now I’m really crying, openly weeping, because this is everything I’ve ever wanted to hear from him.

      “How can I trust that? How do I know you won’t run away again?” I grip his face, knowing I won’t let him go even if his answer doesn’t completely satisfy me.

      Because he’s the man I want to take a chance on. He’s the one who drives me insane, who challenges me and makes me want to tackle life rather than settle for it.

      “Because I’m not my father. It’s been a long time coming for me to realize that. I am so in love with you, Madison. I swear, I’ll never hurt you for the rest of our lives.”

      Then his mouth takes mine, and I turn fully into him. I give him everything I have, pouring the emotions and sadness and hope from my body to his. Our feelings meet in the middle, the kiss describing everything we can’t put into words, and it feels like I can finally breathe for the first time in days.

      The only choice I have is trusting him, because I’m so in love with him, it blinds me at times. I have to trust what Porter says and have enough confidence in myself to handle it if it’s not true.

      If I find myself on my own again, I could recover. I’ve done it once, I’m a strong, capable woman. These past years have taught me that.

      But I’d rather jump and take a chance on forever with him. Because it’s what I’ve always dreamed about, and he’s offering it. Finally.
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      “Damn, you have no idea how much I missed this.”

      I run a hand from Madison’s collarbone to her hip, her entire body naked and twisting up my sheets.

      “I have a little bit of an idea.” She wiggles her hips, connecting with the rigid, hot cock hanging between my legs.

      “Fuck, I want to be in you.” It’s a curse passing my lips.

      “Please.” She breathes.

      We’ve been at this for hours, fucking on and off since I brought her back to my house after our makeup on her parent’s porch. I wanted her in my bed, in my space. I don’t ever want her to leave.

      “I need to show you something first,” I tell her, suddenly flipping over and scanning through my cell.

      My finger presses play, and the notes to my single float through my bedroom. From the moment I heard it, I’ve wanted to play it for her. And doing that while I lick up and down her body seems like the best way to celebrate this song.

      As I start to sing on my phone, I kiss Madison’s collarbone until her fingers tangle in my hair.

      “This is you.” She’s all breathy and panting as she realizes what I’m playing.

      Another second passes and I know she’s listening to the lyrics.

      “This song …” She gasps as my tongue finds her nipple. “It’s about me?”

      “Who else would I ever sing about?” It’s always been her.

      As the chorus hits, I push inside her, connecting us. She arches into me and I capture her lips, kissing as my voice croons around us. The guitar strings strum in time to the stroke of my hips, both of us moaning into every thrust. I hold Madison’s gaze, and I know she’s close. Just as the song is about to end, I reach between us and rub her clit, her legs wrapping impossibly tight around me.

      Then she gasps, and we both tumble over the edge together, our mouths colliding in silent screams.

      Silence fills the room as I pull out and lie next to her, my hands still gripping her waist.

      “That was … wow.” Madison puts a hand to her heart as if it might beat out of her chest.

      I pull her into me, draping my body over hers. “I was trying to give you a baby.”

      She stills, her face very serious. “Don’t joke about that. It’s way too soon.”

      “I’m not joking.” My expression must convey this. “I want to make a life with you. A family. Why wait?”

      A laugh booms out of her, so sudden it surprises both of us. “Pump the brakes there, guy. We just made up like hours ago.”

      “So? I know what I want and I’ve never been one to wait when I figure it out.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she murmurs, but there is a grin on her face. “Why don’t we just focus on us, being happy in the moment for now?”

      I kiss her temple. “Fine. We can practice making a baby. A lot. But if you’re not going to give me that now, at least move in with me.”

      Madison shoots up and gives me a look like I’m the craziest person she’s ever met in her life.

      “We just got back in touch mere months ago! Up until that point, you hated me. And … and … we just went through this whole pregnancy scare. I think a little space would be good, we can act like a normal couple, who—”

      I roll my eyes and cut her off. “I never hated you. I hated myself for being in love with you for so long and never admitting it. I’ve been in love with you since before I would ever let myself be, and I don’t want to wake up one more day in a house you’re not in. Your hair on my pillow, your scent in my shower, your clothes on my floor. I want it all. I want to argue over who is cooking dinner and who takes the dog out in the middle of the night. I want your keys on the hall table and to hold your hand each night as we sit on the couch. Move in with me, Madison. Start our life together. Give me all of you.”

      She bites her lips and then burrows into my sweaty chest, then replies like a nervous school girl who is too giddy to control herself. “Okay.”

      “Yeah?” I make her pull back so I can look at her.

      “It’s what I want, too. All of it.”

      It might be two in the morning, but I roll her back over and fuse our bodies together.

      Then thank my lucky stars I’ll get to do this for the rest of my life.

    

  







            36

          

          

      

    

    






Madison

        

      

    

    
      Watching these producers work the hundreds of buttons and dials is like watching magicians at work.

      I marvel at them as they twist and adjust, while Porter sings and plays his guitar at the same time behind the glass. Today, he’s recording the last song on his album, an ode to his mother. He wrote it just after they reconciled, and it’s making me tear up with every word. About how strong a single mother has to be, about what she sacrificed for him.

      It’s been three months since the night he asked me to move in, and I took today off work to come in with him to watch the album get finished. I’ve been in and out of the studio during the process, but I’m usually buried in my laptop as the man I love belts his lungs out.

      “This album is so fucking bomb,” Linton, one of the sound engineers, says.

      “Don’t you have to say that because you worked on it?” I joke.

      The guys and I have gotten used to each other over the months. I like working here; there’s a peace overlooking the Hudson and a buzz in here that I don’t get when working alone from Porter’s couch. Well, I guess it’s our couch now, technically. We’ve been living together since he asked me, and it’s been … well, bliss.

      Obviously, I’ve lived with a man before. But my time with William was nothing like this. Porter and I do everything together at home. We race there when we’re apart because we can’t stand not being home without each other. When we’re in our own four walls, we can’t keep our hands off each other. Even if it’s not sex, he’s always touching me. A hand on my waist when I cook, my hand stroking his hair as we watch TV.

      It’s perfect. Sure, he yelled at me when he tripped over my shoes on the stairs. And I got annoyed when his razor left whiskers all over the sink, but they’re the good kind of fights. The fights that say someone cares, that we care enough to argue.

      “Yeah, I do. But sometimes I’m lying when I say it. Not this time. Your man is a star, honey.” He grins up at me.

      Hell yeah, he is. I listen to the songs over and over. One of the many perks of being his girlfriend is that I get an early cut of all the tracks. It’s magnificent. Porter is about to be big time, and while that’s intimidating because I’ll be along for the ride, I’m so proud and happy that he’s finally embracing everything he’s capable of.

      Plus, there is no better foreplay than watching him sing to hundreds of fans while I wait in the wings for him to drag me back to his dressing room. Or, at least, that’s the fantasy I’ve been having lately.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Porter comes out of the booth and he’s a little sweaty.

      Which only makes me crave him more. I don’t think there will ever be a day I don’t have to catch my breath when I first glimpse him. I push up on my toes to greet him, his mouth coming down to cover mine.

      “You did it.” I smile as we rest our foreheads against each other.

      “I can’t believe it.” He has a big, goofy grin on his face.

      It’s so un-Porter like that I can’t help how infectious it is, making me break out in a smile, too.

      “Want a little drink to celebrate?” I wiggle my eyebrows.

      “That would be awesome.” He follows me over to where I set up.

      “I brought some of the new flavors of Fritzy,” I tell them all.

      “Tell me they went with the pineapple I suggested?” Linton claps his hands together eagerly.

      I produce it from my cooler. “Just for you, I made a special request. Honestly, though, it’s delicious. I think it might be my new favorite.”

      Things at my new job are going incredibly well. We launched our first initial four flavors two months ago, and they nearly sold out thanks to a viral video I produced on TikTok with our employees wearing the colors of each flavor and acting like the drink itself. It was hilarious and got nearly twelve million views. Since then, the brand has taken off. We even got some celebrities who requested promo packages, and they are now helping to promote the three new flavors we just launched.

      “Wow, this is fucking good.” Linton bobs his head, and the other producers grab cans to try.

      “Always a branding opportunity.” Porter chuckles as he pops the top on a can and takes a huge swig.

      “Not too long ago, I recall a certain someone asking me to brand them.” I hook an arm around his waist.

      “Look at where I am now, apparently, that naked guitar video worked.” He winks.

      “As long as I’m the only one who gets to see you with that naked guitar,” I fire back.

      “Always.” He growls into my mouth as he bends to kiss me. “Is it time to go home yet? I need you.”

      He’s always horny after a recording session. Well, I guess we’re both horny most of the time. It hasn’t stopped since high school, and by the look of things, won’t for a very long time.

      “We have dinner with our parents,” I chide, not so subtly telling him to keep it in his pants.

      “Ugh, I forgot. Can we skip?” His smile is naughty.

      I hit his pec. “No. it’ll be fun. Plus, Matt is coming and we haven’t seen him in a while.”

      My brother is coming home from college for the weekend, and it’s the first official time all of our families would meet. Not that they haven’t always lived in the same town, but my parents have never met Porter’s mom as my boyfriend’s mom. Surprisingly, his mother is kind and accepting of me, if not just a reserved person in general. As usual, my parents love Porter, maybe more than their own children, and are thrilled that we’re living together.

      An hour later, our fingers are laced together as we walk out of the building, Porter pulling me close. The weather is warming up, and soon it’ll be summer in the Hudson valley. I can’t wait to go to wineries with him, maybe take a beach trip, and just start making memories to look back on when we’re old and gray.

      “I think I’m going to write another book,” he says suddenly.

      “Because what’s a recording deal and a possible tour?” I smile wryly. “Will you ever stop going a hundred miles an hour?”

      “Never.” He shakes his head, because he’s built for this. “But I want to run it by you first. The book, that is.”

      When we’re safely buckled in the car, he wraps a hand around my thigh before backing out and one-arming the wheel. We can’t not touch each other, and just feeling that warmth on my leg has me wanting to rub my body all over his. God, Porter is addictive.

      “Okay, what is it?” I ask curiously.

      “Kind of a sequel to my first book. A fictional retelling of what happened after that one ended. But this one … it’ll be a romance. The book will have you weaved throughout it, from the days when I was still hiding who my father was to everything that happened after we broke up in high school. It’s an ode to you, the story I have in my head. I want to put it to paper, to have the physical recollection for all of time. To tell our love story. Last time I wrote a book, I didn’t ask anyone before I put their truth out there. Would it be okay with you? Can I write this?”

      It doesn’t even take me a second to raise his hand, bring it to my lips, and kiss his knuckles.

      “Only if you tell them how in love with that boy I was. How in love I am. Oh, and how pretty the female character is and how he just couldn’t stay away from her wit and charm.” I bat my eyelashes at him.

      Porter chuckles. “It can’t be too fictionalized. There was that whole period where we couldn’t stand each other. Don’t forget cursing me out in the cinnamon aisle.”

      “A true enemies-to-lovers, eh? My favorite kind. You can write it, on one condition.” I hold up a finger.

      “Which is?” He’s bemused.

      “You have to read it to me chapter by chapter. Especially the spicy bits.”

      Porter leans across the console at a red light and grabs me behind my neck, kissing me fiercely. “Deal.”
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      Two Years Later

      Burying my nose in the soft cotton fabric, I blow a raspberry right on the word’s “Baby’s First Christmas.”

      “She’s going to spit up if you keep doing that,” Porter scolds me, coming over to scoop his daughter up. “What is Mommy doing to you, sweetheart? She’s not letting you rest.”

      I roll my eyes. “And Daddy babies you like you might break if we look at you sideways. Which I did when you wouldn’t stay on my boob last night at three a.m. Guess what? She didn’t break, honey.”

      Porter is too busy nuzzling our daughter’s cheek to even listen to me. Noelle is only two months old, but my lord does this little girl have her father wrapped around her finger.

      “She’s too preoccupied by the world, our little observer. Our quiet, thoughtful girl.” I join them, our little trio huddled close.

      We stare at our daughter, this little life that we made. With her steady, round blue eyes that match her father’s, the puff of blond hair the same shade as mine, and chubby cheeks made by my milk; she is an angel on earth. Noelle is the kind of baby you hear people wish for, and I spend hours each day just staring at her and holding her.

      “You did good, baby.” Porter cradles our girl as he bends to press his mouth to mine.

      Like it always does, my heart flutters just being in his presence.

      We got married in a small ceremony last Christmas, of course, on board the train under mistletoe as it chugged along to the Christmas village. There, we had a roaring party for whoever wanted to come, complete with karaoke and spiked eggnog. It was absolutely perfect. It was the wedding I always wanted, but more than that, it didn’t even matter what the event looked like. Because I was so focused on marrying the love of my life, tearing up through almost the entire night, that I couldn’t care about anything else.

      Well, I guess it was kind of crazy that Raven attended our wedding. Was it weird that one of the biggest celebrities on the planet was now a close friend of ours? I guess that’s bound to happen when your husband is a famous musician.

      Porter’s first album blew up, topping the folk and pop charts and cementing him as a sure thing for the label. Now, two years and a small US tour later, he’s working on his second one at the same Hudson studio where he recorded the first. He works long hours, but is always home to kiss us good night or fix Noelle a bottle in the morning. Between that and early copies of his next book going out, my husband is a dynamo, but handles it in stride. After hiding for so much of his life, not being able to pursue what he really wanted or talk about where he came from, I think he just takes every opportunity by the horns.

      Including being a stellar husband and father.

      After the pregnancy scare, and the regret both of us felt for me not actually having a baby, we decided we wanted kids right away. Schedules, new jobs, the lack of a proper home be damned, we went at it like animals. We were prepared to have sex for months on end to knock me up, and it only took two.

      Noelle was born nine months later, and if I thought I loved something before, I had no idea what that meant. She is a piece of me, a piece of Porter. I would lay my life down to protect her, and that’s a fierceness I’ve never known.

      Thinking I loved Porter before? That was also foolish. Something happened to my heart when I watched him with his daughter. It was like it might break or stop at any second, or beat so fast that I wasn’t sure it would ever work properly again. He had nothing to worry about, back when he was so scared of becoming his father. He’s nothing like the man. He’s the best father there ever was; he loves that little girl with a fervor unmatched by anyone else.

      After this album is done, we’re going on the road with him. It will be a lot, but I’ll manage with some help, and I can work from anywhere. I still have another four months off. Gabe and the rest of the Fritzy crew agreed to an extended maternity leave. But I kind of can’t wait to get back. We’re now selling in sports stadiums, your average grocery store, and even got a sponsorship from a reality TV show network.

      “I have to get her dressed for the train ride.” I take the baby from my husband’s arms and lay her on the changing table.

      My parents still own the railroad, and shut it down for Christmas Eve to make a new tradition; a friends and family evening. We’ll be there with the baby, as will Porter’s mother with her new boyfriend, a local garden supply specialist who treats her like a queen. Matt is coming in from the city, where he is now living up his single life as a stockbroker. Even Gigi is coming with Grace, and bringing a new suitor who I’ve heard incredible things about.

      Yep, the holiday season will make people just up and fall in love.

      I feel Porter come up behind me and wrap his arms around my waist as I dress Noelle in the red and green plaid dress I ordered the moment I saw it. She has a matching bow and little white stockings, and looks like the cutest Christmas doll I’ve ever seen in my life.

      “I can’t wait to kiss my wife under the mistletoe.”

      “Think they’ll let us slip away into our own car for a little bit?” I muse, wanting just a few minutes alone in what we consider our place.

      “Are you kidding? Your mother and mine are going to fight over this baby all night.” He motions to Noelle.

      I snort. “That’s true. Good, you can sing me ‘All I Want For Christmas’ as the train rumbles along.”

      It’s my favorite part of the holiday season and takes me back to how we spent those first few months when I came back to town.

      “Anything for you.”

      “You mean anything to get in my pants.” I chuckle as he starts kissing on my neck.

      “Don’t you want to make another one of these? Look how adorable she is.” Porter touches one finger to Noelle’s nose.

      “She is pretty damn cute. And I can’t really seem to keep my hands off of you.” I turn to kiss him full on the mouth.

      Sometimes, I still marvel that I am married to the boy I was obsessed with in high school. That we live in our hometown, after all the trials and tribulations we both went through. I’ll catch myself thinking about our first meeting when I came back to Rutlend, in that fated market aisle, and then look at the perfect daughter we created together.

      When life got to be too much, when it turned into nothing I recognized as wanting, I went home.

      Who knew it would be the best decision I’d ever make?

      Because my home, the place I’d grown into myself, is now the place I’ll watch my children blossom and mature. I found the man who had always made me feel complete. Now I am living the dreams I once thought impossible.

      And it’s all because I returned home.
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      Thank you for reading! If you loved this book, try On Thin Ice for a suspenseful romance set in the snowy hills of Upstate New York.
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