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          CASSANDRA

        

      

    

    
      A chill goes up my spine, and I can’t tell if it’s because of the orange and white cat winding around my legs or the early autumn wind blowing in through the screen door.

      Perhaps it’s the ghost that seems to occupy this house in vitriolic whispers of the deceased man who refuses to leave it out of pure spite.

      Whatever caused it must know that I’ve never, not once in my twenty-eight years of life, felt welcome here. Not in this rundown one-story house with its peeling plaster and rotted wood porch, and not in Hope Crest.

      The idyllic small town forty minutes outside of Philadelphia, where families pass on big old farmhouses to the next generation and millionaires take up residence in preserved stone-front mansions on the Delaware River, made up one half of my childhood. So, in the eyes of the elite of Hope Crest, I’m an outsider. A tourist who only stayed for a specific amount of time before being shipped back to my mother’s penthouse in the city, as outlined by my parent’s nasty custody battle.

      I never fit in anywhere. Instead, settling for the uprooting of my life every few months. In a way, I understood my father when I could look past his angry nature. Some piece of him was missing, and he couldn’t figure out how to bring it back. That will do dangerous things to a person or cause them to turn a bitter eye on the world.

      And now he’s gone. Dead at fifty-nine from cardiac arrest. It took three days for someone to come out here and discover his body, probably because he’d pissed off every last person in this town to the point where no one gave a shit about his wellbeing. It would not have surprised me in the least if the coroner, when he called to deliver the news, said my father died from a rotten heart. There has never been another person on this earth who hated it and everyone on it as much as my father did.

      While he might be six feet under, his ghost surely isn’t, as evidenced by the lights that keep flickering and plunging me into darkness. I should have waited until morning to drive out here, maybe stayed in Philly and gotten up with the sun, but I couldn’t stand the noise.

      One half of my childhood, and most of my adulthood, might have been spent in high-traffic cities with people everywhere, but I’ve always known that part of me connected more to the remoteness of this town. To the absolute silence of this dead-end gravel road and the peace, when my father wasn’t bitching about this or that, that could be found here.

      “Meow,” the cat with creamsicle fur sounds at my feet, and I bend down to pet it.

      “Friendly one, aren’t you?” I smile, happy that at least a smidge of positivity lives in this house.

      As the only child of divorced parents, I’m the only person available to deal with funeral arrangements, will execution, and property handling. No matter that we hadn’t seen each other and had barely spoken in six years. I’m all he had, and his death comes at a time in my life when I have nothing but this to focus on.

      Clearly, my father wasn’t a well-liked man in this town, and I forewent a public gathering in favor of a private cremation. Tomorrow morning, I plan to walk to the end of his property and scatter his ashes in the woods he liked to hike. There’s not much, In terms of his will, and I don’t need his money. What’s left will go toward paying off the mortgage and getting the house ready for sale. I plan on offloading the house as quickly as possible.

      Or that was my plan, until I got here. My childhood abode is falling apart, with carpenter ant damage rotting the wood on the kitchen window to some funky odor coming from the master bathroom. The roof will definitely need to be replaced; I’m not an expert, but even I could tell it was in bad shape as the sun set over it when I initially pulled up.

      Then there’ll be the task of finding a buyer, who would have to be an out-of-towner looking for a tear-down because no way in hell is one of Hope Hill’s residents going to buy the Mauer house. On principle alone, they’d never live in a place my father had. It’s not like I can say I don’t get it; Dad was a grumpy son-of-a-bitch who did nothing but harass the people of this town, and I kind of don’t blame them for hating him.

      What I hadn’t been prepared for, in those three months I attended Hope Crest High School years ago, was that everyone would resent me too, simply for his blood running through my veins.

      Something creaks, maybe a floorboard or something in the attic, and I jump. My city legs failing me, making me spook at the slightest noise.

      “Come on, let’s get you fed,” I say to the cat, who happily nuzzles me as if I’ve uttered the magic words.

      Another thing Dad left me to deal with? Two cats, a lazy St. Bernard who hasn’t budged since I, a literal stranger, walked in, a horse, and a goat. Animals that I either need to care for or find someone to take care of them. Since I have zero idea the last time someone fed or bathed any of them, I rounded up what I thought was appropriate nourishment for each. The cat and the dog were easy, their food had been in one of the filthy cabinets in the kitchen. Changing the litter box had also been easy enough, throwing it in the can in the garage that still has a manual door. Dad never did get around to modernizing anything.

      After googling what horses and goats eat, because I never was a farm girl, I realized I’d have to run to the grocery store in town. One look in the fridge, and I nearly keeled over from the smell of the rotten food. I guess that clean out is a task on my to-do list for tomorrow.

      My hand is on the strap of my purse, keys at the ready to drive over to the main shopping area of Hope Crest, when the back screen door groans.

      Immediately, my heart is in my throat. I’m exposed, standing in the middle of the kitchen watching in horror as the door opens, a figure coming into view. The lights take the opportunity to flicker out at this exact second, and my brain registers that I’m defenseless. I could make a break for it, run for the front door, and hope timing is in my favor.

      But the part of me most like my father, the dangerous part that leans into self-sabotage, just stands my ground. I’ve been making reckless, or what everyone else thought was reckless, choices recently, and apparently, I’m not done.

      “Where are you, Nathan?” a deep voice whispers, footsteps thudding on the linoleum.

      “Ah!” I can’t help the yelp that rises from my throat as the giant, shadowed, filled-out form fills the doorway.

      Then the lights flicker on. And I realize I’m standing in my father’s kitchen with a man.

      A man I know.

      Or a boy I used to.

      Patrick Ashton, well, a much more mature version of him, comes to a halt in front of me.

      A beat passes as we stare at each other, his eyes scanning me from head to toe while I marvel at the fact that the boy next door has grown up into a man. My heartbeat returns to normal. Or almost normal. Having a normal heartbeat when eyes so brilliantly blue and framed with thick, dark lashes are assessing you is a rather difficult feat.

      “Cassandra.” Patrick doesn’t pose it as a question, as if to question why I’m here, but it isn’t a warm greeting.

      “Patrick, right?” Eight years in Hollywood has helped me polish a nonchalant coldness that I don’t possess naturally.

      I may be a silver screen darling with roles under my belt, tabloids watching my every move, and hordes of fans asking for a picture with me. But here? I’m still Butch Mauer’s daughter. I’m still the trash who lives on the outskirts of town. I’m still the girl who borders the Ashton property, where Patrick and his family reign supreme over their adoring public.

      So I’ll pretend I’m not sure which Ashton he is. Which brother of Hope Crest royalty he is. Just to needle him because I doubt he’s gone a day in his life without being fawned over.

      Who could blame anyone for fawning over him, though? I’ve seen a lot of gorgeous men in my years, been with a couple of them, and they’d have stiff competition trying to go toe to toe with Patrick Ashton. At six foot something, maybe five if I had to guess, he fills the entire doorway, dwarfing the house. Jet-black hair, the same color as his lashes, falls on his forehead in a way that isn’t unkempt but appears as if someone has been gripping it for hours. That thought sends unwanted tingles down my spine, bottoming out in my core. The eyes we’ve addressed; they’re lethal blue, the kind that could convince any girl to get in his back seat in high school. A strong build, one that speaks of working on the land rather than in a gym, and a jaw that could cut steel.

      Patrick is the epitome of that small-town boy women go ga-ga over. Even with him scowling at me the way he is, I can’t forget the charm he exuded and how one smirk from him would have all the schoolgirls blushing. There is something simple yet complicated about him that draws you in.

      He’s the reckless kind of guy who will drive around the woods at night on an ATV with no helmet, offer you to straddle the back, and then leave you breathless with danger. Meanwhile, he’ll go home right after and kiss his mother’s cheek like a good son, then report to work at the family restaurant the next day.

      That memory tickles my mind, clutching me in a moment I thought I’d forgotten.

      “Yes.” Those aquamarine eyes narrow.

      “Didn’t realize you’d remember me.” I say it aloud even though it should have stayed shut up in my brain.

      “Everyone knows who you are.” There is a tense edge to his voice, as if my standing as a famous actress is offensive.

      By the way he’s looking at me, the same way he did in that school cafeteria thirteen years ago, you’d think I was no better than the filth lining my father’s fridge.

      It should alarm me that a man, one who belongs to the family my father hated the most, is standing in this kitchen. But Ashton boys trespassing on our property was so second nature, it feels familiar. My father’s four acres borders their farm, and since the time I could walk, they’d been fighting about the neighboring lands.

      The Ashton family owns one of the most famous and renowned pizza joints on the East Coast, and their restaurant is the crown jewel on the best street in Hope Crest. The place has been reviewed in every magazine, newspaper, street eats blog, social media account … you name it, Hope Pizza has been featured there. Even I, who don’t worship the family, must admit that the pizza is the best I’ve ever tasted. And not to brag, but I’ve eaten at one of the most famous pizzerias in all of Italy. Hope Pizza is better, but don’t tell either the Ashtons or that Italian chef I said that.

      One of their “secret sauces,” so to speak, is that they grow most of the ingredients for their sauce on their family farm. The one that I can see as I look out the window. The enormous family colonial glinting its lights in the distance.

      “Didn’t realize you’d come out here.” Patrick’s voice snaps me out of memories of late-night pranks and screaming matches from our lawn, haunting the edges of my brain.

      “My father died.” I narrow my eyes and point this out as if Patrick’s father isn’t celebrating that fact.

      As if it were a question of whether I’d come out here and do what’s necessary to settle his estate.

      “Condolences,” he grumbles, hands buried in his pockets as if he’s trying not to let me see his fists.

      I chuckle, but it’s too sarcastic to ring funny. “You all hated my father. My family. You don’t have to pretend with me; there is no one here to impress.”

      “In that case, you should get out of here.” Patrick’s jaw tenses, and I find myself drawn to the jump of his muscle there.

      “Believe me, I don’t want to be in this town, in this house, or anywhere near your family. I’ll be here just as long as it takes me to sell this house and not a second longer.” Most of that’s true.

      I won’t be telling Patrick that I have no idea what my next move is. That I’m in no hurry to figure it out.

      “Why are you out here?” I cock my head to the side, wanting to know his motives.

      Patrick gestures to the cat. “No one’s been in here for two weeks. Someone had to feed these poor animals before the county got around to seizing them.”

      Realization dawns and a warm sensation glows in my heart, even though I try to tamp it down. “So you’ve been coming to care for them.”

      “These animals shouldn’t suffer just because your old man was an awful bastard.” Deadpan, no remorse over offending me.

      “That fancy family of yours didn’t teach you not to speak ill of the dead?” I can’t help but taunt him.

      Confrontation is typically not my nature; neither is negativity. But something about being back here, about facing him, makes me want to lash out.

      “Says the girl who hasn’t seen him in years. What’s it been? A decade? I’m sure there is a reason for that.” He’s calling me out, and what he’s spitting isn’t exactly false.

      It’s six years, but it might as well have been my entire life. It wasn’t like Dad and I were close.

      “Which one is Nathan?” I ask, choosing to ignore his question and remembering what he whispered when he came in.

      “That lazy dope over there.” Patrick raises a strong hand and points to the St. Bernard.

      Nathan simply blinks one eye open, unimpressed with our bickering.

      “I’m here now, so there is no need for you to come over anymore. In fact, I’d like you to leave.”

      “How’re you feeding the horse and goat?” He ignores me, walking to the fridge.

      When he bends, opens it, and lets out a dry heave, I have to hold back my giggle.

      “Could have warned me,” he mutters, going to the screen door once more.

      “What fun would that have been?” I smirk.

      “You need to get them proper nutrition. Do you even know what that is?”

      Every remark is fashioned to bring me down a peg. To put me in my place. To make it extremely clear that I’m not welcome in his perfect town. That I’m not a part of the community here.

      “I’d like you to leave now. Everything on this property, until I sign my name on a dotted line, is my business. I don’t need your help, nor do you want to give it.”

      Wounded pride bubbles up in me. I may not have loved being his daughter, but my father deserves some kind of respect in his death.

      Patrick turns, filling the doorway once more. As his boot hits the dilapidated back porch, he turns one last time.

      Ocean-blue eyes bore into mine. “You should sell this place—fast. Get out of Hope Crest, Cassandra.”

      While it’s not a threat, it sure is a message. I don’t realize I blow out a breath I’ve been holding until I see Patrick’s shoulders dip below the hills separating his property from mine.
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          PATRICK

        

      

    

    
      My dad is going to fucking flip when he hears Cassandra Mauer is back in town.

      It’s all I can think as I drive into the hub of Hope Crest, the only place I’ve ever known and lived. My Pennsylvania hometown is a gem on the Delaware River, with lush green forests and homes built before the Revolutionary War sitting on the banks of rushing rapids. With our quaint green bridges passing over into New Jersey and the cobblestone sidewalks lining the streets, anyone would be happy to grow up here.

      It’s why I stayed. Why practically my entire extended family stayed.

      As I ease my car down Newton Street, the main drag in Hope Crest, I’m met with the foot traffic of a small town; parents walking their kids to the first week of elementary school, business owners putting out a chalkboard with the specials of the day, dog owners stopping at the animal water fountains the town put in five years ago. The brick-fronted Laura Inn still has its gas lamps on from last night, and Vanilla Bean’s greenhouse-inspired coffee shop is bustling with people in need of a caffeine fix.

      Some late-season tourists are walking the wildflower path along the canal while residents watch from their wrought-iron balconies. Rolling my windows down for a whiff of that East Coast autumn rolling in, I can’t wait until the leaves turn. It might be corny, but my whole heart belongs to this tiny mecca. Hope Crest is consistently mentioned as one of the best small towns in the US; our people are welcoming, inclusive, hard-working, and generally love the community we’ve cultivated.

      Another reason it’s always on those lists? My family’s fourth-generation pizzeria. The Hope Pizza sauce has been in my blood from the moment I entered the world, though I guess Mom and Dad waited until I was about a year old to give me my first slice. My mom’s grandfather immigrated from Napoli in nineteen twenty and ended up in Philadelphia, where he fell in love with an Italian girl whose family came from Milan. Together, they moved out here, opened their own pizzeria, and a hundred years later, we’re still kicking.

      Through a ton of hard work, sacrifice from the members of our family, and some dragging of the older generation into modern technology by the younger of us, Hope Pizza has become a destination in itself. Tourists come to Hope Crest simply to order a pie and sit on our waterfront patio.

      My family is a staple in town, we’re always hosting charity booths or sponsoring little league teams, and generally, we love everyone who decides to come here.

      Everyone except Bob Mauer and, in turn, his daughter. Dad hated that man until the day he died, and honestly, the rest of the family weren’t all that fond of him either. Butch Mauer was a vile person, doing everything from causing scenes in businesses in town to making diatribe speeches at town council meetings for no other reason than the hatred in his heart. He would spread gossip about townspeople, try to start arguments at the summer fair, and talk out the side of his mouth to break up relationships or dissuade business dealings. The guy was an asshole, through and through.

      Because of it, his daughter suffered the consequences. Once upon a time, I felt bad about that. But Cassandra Mauer has grown up to be a successful woman, much more than the likes of any Hope Crest resident. She’s doing more than okay, so the guilt isn’t too sour in my gut.

      Or at least I could try to convince myself of that.

      Walking into that shithole of a ranch last night, she’d given me quite the surprise. I’d been walking the mile out to their property every night to make sure her father’s animals were eating, because I couldn’t bear to leave those innocent creatures, even if their owner had been a prick.

      Imagine my shock when Cassandra Mauer, famous actress, was standing in the middle of that rundown kitchen.

      Fuck, she’s more beautiful now than she’d ever been. And my teenage self used all his restraint to keep his hands to himself where she was concerned. That restraint had only broken once, that night in high school when she found me in the woods on the ATV, and I offered her a ride. The feel of her hands around my waist was the material for my spank bank for months after.

      Of course, I’ve seen her gorgeous face plastered everywhere for years. With those sharp cheekbones, stunning green eyes, and a mane of red hair that flamed like the surface of the sun, it was a no-brainer that Hollywood snatched her right up. With that Marilyn Monroe-esque beauty mark on her right cheek and the supple swell of her breasts for how lithe her body is, she’s impossible not to look at. While people might have shunned her for being Butch’s daughter, it didn’t stop all the guys in school from lusting after her or commenting on how fucking hot she was. And that had been back then. In the decade or so since I’d seen her last in front of my own eyes, she’s only grown to become a more beautiful woman, filled with silent grace and confidence.

      It’s not just her looks though. I’ve watched her movies, not to the knowledge of my family. I had to know if she was the real deal. Well, she fucking is. The woman can act her ass off. It’s no wonder she’s the darling of the movie industry right now.

      So it surprised the hell out of me that she came back to deal with her father’s estate. From what I knew, the two hadn’t been in contact in years. Butch, at least, had enough sense not to blast her in the media or beg her for money. Maybe he had, and she cut it off before it leaked. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Not that I would wish death on anyone. I am a very nice person, I swear, but Butch’s death means the end of a lot of problems and annoyances for us. Of course, most of his claims were unfounded, but every time he caused shit for people around here, there would be some type of fallout.

      So yeah, my father would not be happy that another Mauer was occupying that house.

      A lightbulb goes off because maybe he would be slightly happy. Dad has been trying to buy, steal, or cheat those four acres out of Butch Mauer ever since I could remember, and now he has a plum opportunity to do so. Cassandra would probably want to get that land off her hands as quickly as possible, then scurry back to her expensive smoothies and million-dollar cars in Los Angeles.

      That’s what’s on my mind as I park my Jeep in its usual spot in the parking lot across from Hope Pizza; the neon sign turned off this early in the morning. Being a restaurant kid is in my blood, but my hours have changed since becoming the accountant for the place. I’m on the day shift, coming in during normal working hours to look over the books, allocate spending, check on orders, and make sure this very lucrative restaurant is a well-oiled machine.

      Hope Pizza occupies a stately brick building with black wrought iron lettering bearing its name. White and red flowers overflow from white stucco pots lining the front walkway, and the scent of baking dough is like my family’s perfume hanging in the air of Newton Street. I may spend more time here than I do in my family’s guesthouse—the place where I took up residence after moving out of my ex-fiancé’s apartment six months ago.

      Shoving my key in the front stained-glass paneled door, I let myself in and savor the quiet. The dining room, done in whites and brick with accents of red, “like home,” my grandfather used to say, is empty and sparkly clean thanks to Mom’s diligence with the staff.

      “Bubba, is that you?” a weathered voice calls from the kitchen as I pass. My parents expanded the restaurant about seven years ago, right before I graduated and began taking my CPA exams. It’s pretty much assumed that you can pursue any career path you want—so long as it fits in with the family business. Me? I’m, for all intents purposes, the CFO. My younger sister is the marketing guru. My older brother runs the farm, and my little brother just graduated culinary school. We’re all part of the plan, even if we get the freedom to decide what cog we’ll be operating.

      Which is why they put in the offices for my sister and me. This building has expanded over the years to quadruple its original size back when it was just a little pizza joint. They’ve remodeled, upgraded, and made the place a real gem in our small town.

      Hence why I’m usually passing the kitchen on the way to shutting myself up with my numbers and calculations for the day.

      But that voice gives me pause. One, because I’d never deny her attention. And two, because I didn’t think anyone would be in as early as me.

      “Hi, Nonna.” I push open the silver swinging doors and glimpse my grandmother with flour all over her hands.

      Bending to kiss her, I smile at her progress. I don’t even have to ask her what she’s making or why she’s here at eight o’clock in the morning, because I know both of those answers. I’ve seen her make zeppole thousands of times, rolling the dough and adding just enough sugar to make it sweet but flaky and not too dense.

      Why she’s here when the restaurant doesn’t open for five hours? Because she can’t stand to be alone. We lost Nonno ten years ago to cancer. They’d been married for fifty-two years. After being with someone that long, I guess it doesn’t take a genius to figure out how being alone in the home you shared would cause pain.

      None of us said a thing about her spending every waking hour at the kitchen counter; it was how she grieved.

      “Such a handsome face.” She pats my cheek with her leathery hand. “Who wouldn’t want to make grand babies with this?”

      Woah, way too early for that conversation.

      “Not for lack of trying.” I shrug, explaining.

      And it’s not. My whole family knows about my serial monogamy and refusal to pull the wedding trigger. Not that I want to get into that before I’ve had my morning espresso.

      “You got the espresso machine up and working?” I ask.

      Nonna was the one who insisted on the top-of-the-line machine, much to the surprise of my youngest brother, who is a culinary machinery connoisseur. But she spent a ton of time in Italy throughout her life and claimed that less expensive machines made the coffee taste like shit—her words, not mine. So Dad sprung for the one I’m about to use to make his mother-in-law happy.

      “Do I look like a servant? Make your own,” she scolds.

      Ah, that matriarchal love, they’ll kiss your cheeks before smacking them. I do as she tells me and fire it up, already jonesing for the bitter liquid.

      “Your father just called about the prosciutto shipment. He’s complaining about switching providers again.” Nonna rolls her eyes as she rolls out the dough.

      My father might have married into the DiNicoli family, hence our non-Italian last name, but he’s as much a part of this place as my Napolitano great-grandparents were. From the day he met Mom, he claims it was love at first sight with both her and the pizza shop. Training under my Nonno to try to impress him was how he ended up asking for her hand in marriage, and when it finally came time to pass the pizzeria on, my grandfather was only too happy to give Dad the reins.

      “He’s going to end up costing us an entire wasted shipment.” I roll my eyes.

      While I love my dad, he doesn’t know jack shit about keeping a business in the black. His focus is on putting out the best possible food he can serve our diners, which it should be. But sometimes, he gets a little too crazy about the quality of his ingredients, to the detriment of our pockets.

      “Liam will talk to him.” She nods like my older brother will fix everything.

      Which he usually does, with a scowl on his face and a curse on his lips.

      My espresso brews with steam billowing out of the tiny cup, and I just about burn my tongue with how hot it is as I gulp, but I can’t wait.

      “You’re going to scald your taste buds off one of these days,” a sassy voice mocks me as a hand slaps my shoulder.

      “My beautiful girl.” My grandmother attacks my sister’s face in kisses as I turn to see my favorite sibling.

      Alana, my younger sister, is the only female grandchild among a horde of fifteen boys. Hence why my grandparents and most of my family treat her like a princess among us.

      “Morning, Nonna. That smells delicious. But did anyone order sandwiches from The Butcher Shop? I need my grease fix.” Alana eats like a trucker and curses like one, too.

      “No, my arteries and yours will probably thank me for that,” I joke, raising an eyebrow at her.

      She shrugs. “Life is short, eat bacon.”

      “A motto we should all live by.” Nonna chuckles.

      “Did you look into the budget for those Facebook ads I want to run?” My sister steals my espresso cup and drains the rest of it.

      “Hey!” I needed that after my run-in last night. Cassandra’s words and face are still hanging around my brain like cobwebs. “And it was on my plate for this morning. I think I can give you about twenty a week.”

      “I want fifty,” she bargains.

      My sister might be the marketing guru, but she wants me to spend money like it’s going out of style. I know that ads will, if done right, bring in revenue by way of new customers, but we need to test them first to make sure they’re profitable. Alana tends to throw shit at the wall without any thought, just to see if it sticks.

      “You’ll get twenty and like it. You stole my coffee, that’s enough leniency out of me.” I give her a bitter smirk.

      “Whatever. You know I’ll take a mile when you give me an inch.” She grins. “Hey, Mom asked if you’d stay until dinner rush. She has an appointment and wants me to cover the hostess stand, so I need someone in back just in case Dad needs help.”

      Annoyance flits through me. Working with my family is the best, most days. I wouldn’t trade it for the world, even when they piss me the hell off. But the number of times I’ve given my parents advice, like hiring more staff and taking a few nights a week off because we can afford it and they’re not in the shape they used to be, and they haven’t taken it? Well, that’s too many to count.

      Now I’ll have to stay well past when I usually go home, not that I have anything or anyone to go home to.

      “Fine.” I nod, kissing Nonna on my way out of the kitchen.

      “And don’t steal my lunch in the fridge! Last time you did, I ate your share of family meal for a week straight!” my sister calls after me.

      Like I said, most days, I love being a part of the family business.

      But others? I kind of wish I’d packed it up and moved to a flashy firm in the city, simply to avoid the hassle I know I’ll go through today.
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      “Three plain pies, two burrata apps, and a spaghetti carbonara to table twelve. Order up!”

      I can hear Dad bellowing in the kitchen, even from my closed office door.

      Dinner is in full swing, with the hours of six to ten being a complete madhouse at Hope Pizza. It doesn’t matter that it’s a Thursday, not even a weekend night; the people of our small mecca want their pies, and they want them fast.

      We sell about two hundred pizzas a night, and that’s on top of the tables we seat that order appetizers, entrees, desserts, etc. Our wine profit is usually pretty high as well. With that kind of demand, our kitchen is running like a machine all night, and Dad has it working like clockwork.

      Hearing him churn out orders and demand perfection has been part of my life since I started slinging dough in his kitchen at thirteen. If you think any of the Ashton kids got away with not knowing how to make the perfect plain pie, you’d be dead wrong. I can create cheesy, saucy heaven in my sleep these days, even if I’m a shit cook when it comes to anything else.

      “Yes, Chef!” I hear the three other sous chefs call out.

      Most would think that some Italian restaurant in Pennsylvania wouldn’t run like a Manhattan kitchen, and they’d also be dead wrong about that. My grandfather paid to put my father through culinary school, and Dad picked up a lot of his techniques and fancier dishes during that time. Not only are our fourth-generation pizzas the best thing on the menu, but customers rave about the Trofie al Pesto, Brodetto, and Cacio e Pepe. Not to mention my Nonna’s homemade tiramisu, gelato, and pastries.

      Honestly, most nights, when I stay until dinner, I sneak into the kitchen to pilfer whatever dessert special Nonna made for the night. But I’m so stuffed from the lasagna one of the sous chefs made for family meal that I think my stomach would revolt if I even tried one more bite.

      “Tia’s parents are out front. You probably want to lie low until they pay their check.” Alana raps on the doorway twice, as if delivering a message.

      My computer screen has blurred before my eyes, and I’m so tired. I don’t need this headache.

      “Why the hell do they still eat here?” I sigh, burying my forehead in my hands.

      “Because it’s the best restaurant in town, even if you did screw their daughter out of a happily ever after. Oh, and them out of a venue deposit.” My sister smiles gleefully.

      “You’d think that would be enough to make them steer clear of my parent’s restaurant.”

      Alana shrugs. “Since Tia moved on and got married, I think the wound is scabbed over enough for them to venture back in for a penne vodka.”

      Tia was my first fiancée, back when we had just graduated college, and I thought that was the next step. She was my second serious girlfriend after Delia, who had been my high school sweetheart.

      Except, well, obviously, Tia and I never got married. A year after I proposed, and about a month before our wedding, I called it off. That theme seemed to follow me to this point, where I’m a twenty-eight-year-old bachelor with a reputation.

      Two canceled weddings. Four serious relationships that all lasted over a year or more. I am the running joke of Hope Crest when it comes to my love life. People took bets on which woman would finally make me say the vows, much less actually walk down the aisle. You ever see that movie with Julia Roberts? Yeah, they compared me to her character.

      But I just … none of them felt right. At first, I was all about these women, loved them, and wanted to make a life with them. It would feel right, until it didn’t. Through all four relationships, there would be some point where a lightbulb would blink on, and all at once, I’d know that I wasn’t meant to spend forever with her.

      Some would say I spared those women from a loveless marriage, but the two slaps and a whole slew of shit from their respective families would say otherwise. I would say that I felt like an absolutely horrible person ending those relationships, all four—especially the engagements. But—and it’s not a good excuse for someone who just had their heart broken when they thought they’d be married—I didn’t know until I knew. Until the lightbulb went on, until I knew deep in my bones that while I’d stay loyal and steadfast, I wouldn’t be in love with them for the rest of my life.

      And no one deserves that.

      The most recent broken heart I doled out had been that of Erica’s, my second fiancée I’d split with six months ago. We’d been three months out from our wedding, so a little more lead time, when I realized she wasn’t the one. Erica and I had been together a year before I proposed, and I thought she was it. Thought my search was over. Except we moved in together, and it just …

      Dissolved. I woke up one morning and realized that I loved her, but I wasn’t in love with her. I felt horrible and am still beating myself up for how it ended.

      Love … it should be like what my grandparents had for fifty-six years. It should be like what my parents have, how my dad still looks at my mom like she’s the center of the universe even after three decades together. I’ve tried and swung out so many times, but I believe that she, whoever she is, is out there.

      I just have to endure everyone in our small town making snide comments each time I enter a new romance to find her.

      “I’m happy for her, she’s a great girl.”

      “Still doesn’t make you feel less shitty, though.” Alana smiles sympathetically.

      My family might give me crap about it, but they understand—somewhat. They wouldn’t want me to be unhappy either.

      “Tips.” She empties a pile of cash onto my desk, changing the subject.

      “Jesus, this was from lunch?”

      Large sums of cash in the flesh don’t normally shock me. We run a restaurant, and I’ve seen people pay thousand-dollar checks in green money. But this number of tips from a lunch rush this late into the season is unusual.

      “Have a bunch of tourists still around, and I had this video go viral on social media about how we make our sauce, sans the special stuff, of course. Had more at lunch, and out there now, than usual.”

      I hold up a hand and she smacks it for a high-five. “Nice going. You’re killing it with those videos.”

      “Thanks, bro. Liam said he’s stopping by later, but you should split this up and give it to the waitstaff. August looks like she could use it.” Alana bites at her nail; her tell when she’s anxious about something.

      “As if I don’t always divvy it up ASAP. What’s going on with Augy?” Our best waitress, a senior at the high school, has some issues at home.

      “I saw scratch marks again. She claims they were from a fall on the softball field, but no one falls on their biceps and gets tracks that look like they were made from finger nails.”

      “Fuck,” I curse, anger suffusing me. “If I could go over there and pummel that woman myself, I would.”

      August’s mother is, to put it nicely, a complete narcissist. For a more descriptive picture: she has a penchant for toxic boyfriends who put her daughter in harm’s way daily, and seems to blame August for this for some delusional reason. That is, if she’s not putting hands on her.

      “You know we can’t. She has to do it herself.”

      Alana is right. Dad has sent child services there twice over the years, until August begged him not to call on her mother anymore. Claims the system is worse than living with her biological parent. I wouldn’t know much about that, but I don’t think she’s wrong. If things get really bad, she usually stays with Alana for a few days or weeks.

      “Let me know if you see anything else.” I nod at my sister, who gives me a thumbs-up and disappears.

      The night winds down, and I don’t know why the hell I’m still sitting at my desk. I’m usually gone just as the dinner rush starts up, since I’ve spent all day going over the books. Tonight, I was supposed to stay until then, but Mom ended up coming in earlier, and they didn’t even need me.

      Part of me doesn’t want to drive out to our land on the edge of Hope Crest. I don’t want to feel the urge to check on the animals she can’t possibly know how to take care of.

      I don’t want to talk to her again, because all I seem to be able to focus on is if I’ll talk to her again.

      “Were you going to tell Dad about Cassandra Mauer being back at that shithole?” Liam, my older brother, leans against the doorframe of my office, the next horseman of the apocalypse, to point out crappy facts today.

      “I didn’t know she was back.” I don’t meet his eyes because this motherfucker can read thoughts.

      “Bullshit. You think I don’t know what goes down on my land? You think I haven’t watched you traipse across the fields to go feed those animals? I watched as you came back last night looking like there was a stick up your ass.”

      “Must have borrowed it from you,” I grumble.

      My older brother is the quintessential definition of that title; bossy with a superiority complex and secrets held tight to the vest that he trusts none of us with. Liam is the lone wolf of the group, still around but not working in the restaurant. He runs our family farm, the one that supplies some of the ingredients here.

      People come from far and wide to taste our sauce, which is homegrown from the roots right to the stove. Which is why, about three years ago, we started bottling the stuff and selling it, and has made all of us a nice chunk of change, especially Liam. He had been hard to convince to go the corporate grocery route, so Dad sweetened the deal and promised him twenty percent of the sales while us other siblings got ten. Hope Sauce took off when this random pop culture social media account shared how amazing it is. Ever since, we’ve been doing seven-figure sales of the retail sauce alone.

      “What does she want?” Liam ignores my question, going with his typical growly tone.

      I huff out a sigh. “To close out Butch’s estate. Settle his will. I’m not sure if she’s buried him, but I’m sure that’s on the list, and sell the house.”

      That perks Liam’s interest, even though his expression doesn’t change save for an eyebrow lift. “She wants to sell the four acres?”

      My head bobs. “She does.”

      “So when were you going to tell Dad?”

      “Tell me what?”

      Dad appears behind my brother, almost a spitting image of him with twenty-five years added on. Where I have my mother’s light eyes, Liam’s are nearly black like Dad’s, and they both have chestnut-colored hair instead of my jet-black.

      Liam shoots me a look before moving aside to let Dad into the conversation, and I slightly shake my head.

      “Cassandra Mauer is back in Butch’s house.” Liam spills the beans.

      I throw my hands up. “You always have to start shit, huh?”

      “Hey, no fighting. I’m too tired. Dinner service was a madhouse.” Dad wipes a hand over his brow, and my gut lurches.

      Dad isn’t old, necessarily, but he’s been working on his feet for nearly forty years in a high-stress environment. Our youngest brother, Evan, is supposed to come home to take over the restaurant, but last I heard from him, he’d still been employed at the two Michelin-starred San Francisco restaurants he apprenticed at.

      “You okay? You want to sit down?” I rise, going over to hold his elbow.

      He shakes me off; his pride always a notch too big. “Stop fussing over me. You said the Mauer girl is in the house? Since when?”

      “Patrick saw her yesterday.” Liam rats me out once more.

      I take my thumb and draw a line across my neck while Dad isn’t looking, signaling to my brother that he’s dead meat.

      “So we convince her to sell the house.” Dad’s stern expression is determined.

      “Exactly.” Liam nods. “We’ll give her a price she can’t refuse.”

      “Not that she needs the money. Funny, a descendant of Butch’s actually went out there and made something of themselves.”

      “Never seen any of her movies.” Liam shrugs, giving us that tidbit.

      “Didn’t know you even owned a TV with more than four basic cable channels,” I quip.

      He glowers. “I don’t. Shit is a distraction.”

      “Says the guy who sneaks into mom’s living room to watch reality tv with her.” I pull out that taunting card, knowing it’ll piss him off.

      Right on cue, my brother flips me a middle finger and glowers. That’s really Liam’s natural state, even if his guilty pleasure is bickering housewives on the screen.

      “What’s a distraction is little miss Hollywood living on the land that should be ours simply for having to put up with her father for so long. I should shove that in her face.”

      Something sours in my stomach at the dismissive tone Dad holds for the offspring of his enemy. We all know Butch was an ass, and I’m not innocent in putting that blame on Cassandra as well, but something about my father’s words doesn’t sit right.

      “Dad, we haven’t seen the woman in ten years,” I point out. “We can’t bully her into giving us the property.”

      Dad leans against my desk and rubs his jaw. “Then we won’t. You’ll charm her. Always been good at that, especially when it comes to the ladies.”

      As if my failed engagements were a glowing recommendation as to how I wooed women.

      “He’s right, Patty. You have to convince her to sell us that land. It’ll finally mean all that property is ours, no one snooping. I could put up more security, keep the natural pests out, along with the nefarious human kinds.”

      More than once, someone has tried to sneak onto our farm and steal our crop to study it and replicate it. There’s a reason our sauce is so good, why our vegetable dishes are so fresh. Liam works diligently on setting our ingredients apart from every other restaurant, down to the basil he grows close to the patio of my parent’s colonial. Having more security means less of a risk that someone would steal our recipes, because they’ve tried.

      “Quit it with the nickname.” It makes me feel like a twelve-year-old, and Liam has already pissed me off enough tonight. “I don’t know how you think I’ll get her to sell us the land. I’m sure Cassandra is a rational human being; once she lists, we make an offer. Simple as that. If it’s the best, which it will be, she’ll take it.”

      Even I know that sounds stupid.

      Dad snorts, the years of exhaustion worn all over his face. “Yeah right. She knows we hated her father with a passion. No way we’ll get past the bidding stage with our last name on the papers.”

      And no one in my family knows I am a small part of why Cassandra only attended Hope Crest High School for three months before leaving for a school near her mother’s home in the city. That was another strike against us.

      “You’ll convince her, Patrick. I have faith in you. You always know how to grease a wheel, find a way, smooth a surface. Your mother knew you were as steady as calm water the day you came into this world.”

      Though when I look to Liam, he doesn’t look so sure about my father’s assessment.

      I know why. Because while that might be the case professionally, I’m anything but steady in my personal life. I’m constantly rocking the boat, changing tides, and looking beneath the surface.

      What my father is asking is for me to get close to Cassandra. Chum it up with her, rub elbows, maybe even use some pheromones to slip under her skin. He wants me to flirt her into selling us her father’s land.

      Little does he know the danger he’s asking me to dive into. When it comes to Cassandra Mauer, restraint is all I’ve ever practiced. And now he’s telling me to let all the reins go.
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      One of the things I’ve always loved about Hope Crest, even if I wasn’t specifically included in them, are the town traditions.

      I recall the Trout Fest every spring, “Float the River” day down the Delaware in mid-July, and the early fall boxcar race that were just a couple among the numerous small-town events that were put on. Everyone would come out for them, filling the cobblestone sidewalks to watch the races or the boats attempting to haul in the biggest fish. Boys and girls danced in the blocked-off streets, all the shops had outdoor seating, even in the winter with heaters, and sold special menu items or handed out little treats to the kids. Teenagers snuck off to make out where their parents couldn’t see them, and the older generations looked on with wise smiles.

      It gave the town this idyllic sense, a dream place where anybody would want to grow up.

      It’s why I can’t resist coming out to the Hope Crest Boxcar Race, an event held every September that the townspeople turn out in droves for. Orange and red leaves have already begun marking the trees, the fall-colored Hope Crest banners hang from the faux gas lamp streetlights, and all the women hug cream-colored sweaters around their shoulders.

      This gathering, even if none of these people acknowledge I’m a part of them, is like a balm to my wounded soul. Yesterday morning, I spread Dad’s ashes in the forest by his house, giving him back to the land he seemed to love more than most people in his life. The private commemoration had been more emotional than I thought it would be, and I spent a good half an hour kneeling in the dirt with tears rolling down my cheeks.

      “Remember, folks, you can grab kettle corn from Micken’s Candy Shop, and be sure to stop in the thrift store to buy raffle tickets. The race will start in ten minutes, so get a spot and watch because we have a great lineup this year,” the announcer on the megaphone informs the street as I walk past the setup area for the cars at the top of the hill. Newton Street starts on a slope, with the high school at the top and all the shops lining the dip into the valley. At the other end is the police station and municipal building before the road curves up again, where the combination elementary and middle school bookends the avenue.

      Each child is polishing their boxcar with a parent next to them, all the little racers looking adorable and nervous. For the most part, save the guy coaching his son to take other racers out, the parents seem encouraging and happy. They’re trying to make this a fun, positive experience.

      A pinch goes through the muscles in my heart, like just seeing that tweaked it. I never had that kind of emotional support. Sure, I grew up with a nice life, wealthy when it came to living with my mom half the time. We had a lot, but love and unconditional support weren’t one of them. My parents were cold, and my mother still is, even if she does check in on how my life is going. I’m not sure if it’s because they were unsuited from the start, but my parent’s marriage affected how they raised a child, and it was never to my benefit.

      Being back in the place where they fell apart, because my mom lived in the rundown ranch for years before leaving Dad, is both strange and a self-examination process.

      When I park my feet in a standing spot outside of a crystal and candle store, I roll my neck to hopefully crack away some of the tension. The last three days have been filled with hauling old junk out to the industrial dumpster I rented that now sits in Dad’s driveway.

      Yes, I have a lot of money. Yes, I make the salary of a Hollywood actress in her prime.

      But hiring a crew to do this, handlers to execute his will, and outside companies to come in and take care of it all for me, leads to press. Someone would surely write up how my dad died, who is cleaning out his house, and what stuff came out of it. That would lead to fans scouring the garbage and pop culture experts commenting on my mental state.

      If I hadn’t already walked away from that life, temporarily, I wouldn’t want to deal with that shit. But being that I haven’t signed on to a project in a year, and my agent, marketing, and PR team are up in arms about me tanking my own career, I especially don’t want to be followed or tied to Hope Crest.

      Which is why I’ve been ripping away old deck planks, peeling wallpaper, and emptying out rancid cabinets by myself. I’m worked to the bone, but it feels good. I haven’t exercised like this in years, and hundred-dollar-a-session Pilates doesn’t have shit on real labor.

      “You’re Cassandra Mauer!” A teenage girl points at me from just feet away.

      Even with eight years in Hollywood, it seems extremely strange to be spotted in Hope Crest. When I lived here, people avoided even making eye contact with me, much less shouting out my name.

      “I am.” I smile at her as she and her group of friends walk up to me. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Liza, and this is Megan and Johanna. Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re in our town. Steel Hearts, like, made me who I am today.”

      She can’t be more than seventeen, which makes me chuckle at her choice of words, but I appreciate it, nonetheless.

      Steel Hearts was the first movie I ever booked, and it ended up being my breakout role. I had no idea what I was doing when I walked into that audition in Philly—other than that, I loved my private school theater program and didn’t want to go to college. I was eighteen, had zero experience besides amateur plays, and knew that more school wasn’t for me. I didn’t have an agent or a manager, and my headshot had been one I pulled from my senior pictures. But I connected with the script so much that I felt this intense need to go out for the lead female role.

      And I got it.

      The day the casting director called me, I thought it was a practical joke. I’d made him say it at least five times that they were offering the role of Everly to me.

      Everly, the character I played, was a teen in an abusive relationship in a small town, and when her boyfriend fell ill and needed a kidney transplant, she was a match. In the end, she decides to have the operation to save his life, while also leaving him and the power he held over her. It was a beautiful, heartbreaking view of the human spirit, what we can endure, and how people find their worth even after such dark times.

      Playing that role opened my eyes; it showed me exactly what I wanted to do with my life. It also healed me, in a way, from my childhood, where I felt like a prisoner trapped between two warring sides. That was back before all the rest of the bullshit that came with acting in a huge movie. I was unknown, and the only thing people cared about was my acting. The movie received rave reviews, and it had nothing to do with who I was dating or what charities I was donating to, or where I lived in terms of this celebrity or that.

      Now? Now I can’t pick a movie role without every strand of my hair being picked over with what this means for my career, personal life, or the studio producing the flick. It’s maddening. I wanted to play Everly because the script spoke to me, and everything else that came with it only got in the way of continuing to do that.

      Even with being one of the most private actresses in the business, there were still pieces of information leaked that I’d never tell the entire world about.

      Which is why I’m here, trying to live privately, though I’m realizing that won’t exactly be possible. I guess I underestimated Hope Crest.

      “That’s so nice to hear. I’m glad you liked the movie.” I grin as they giggle and fidget.

      “Would you sign my hat? It’s the only thing I have.” Liza thrusts a pen at me.

      “Sure.” I oblige, autographing a gold hat with Hope Crest Softball embroidered in navy blue.

      “Thank you! Oh my gosh, I can’t wait to see what you do next. Is it true you’re dating Cole Murray?”

      “Liza!” Johanna smacks her friend’s arm for being so forward.

      I chuckle, shaking my head like it’s not a big deal. “I’m not, but Cole is a nice guy.”

      I’m not lying, he is. We worked on a superhero movie together two years ago, and he was nothing but professional and pleasant. Half of what you read about celebrities is total bullshit, including Cole’s womanizing ways.

      A sizzle of awareness runs from my scalp to my toes, and I look up to meet blue eyes.

      Patrick Ashton stands on the other side of the street, looking straight at me with a perplexed expression on his perfectly rugged face. The black stubble on his jaw is scruffier than it was the other night in my kitchen. I raise an eyebrow at him as if to say, see, not everyone in this town hates me.

      We haven’t spoken or seen each other since that night in my dad’s kitchen, but I haven’t stopped thinking about him. Once upon a time, I thought something might have been brewing between us. Back when I believed in puppy love and teenage heartthrobs, Patrick had definitely been on my list of both of those. But before I could blink an eye, freshman year of high school arrived, and he showed me my place.

      Now, here he is, slowly walking toward me right before the race is about to start. It’s impossible not to watch him mosey across the street, a denim button-up stretched across his broad chest while olive khakis mold over his thighs. The man stands too tall above the crowd, the kind of tall that would make anyone attractive even if they aren’t. Unfortunately, for me, that isn’t the case with Patrick because he’s too damn delicious to deny.

      I don’t see his brothers or sister in sight or his parents, so the coast is probably clear on that front. It’s not like I haven’t gotten my fair share of looks today, though, and those have nothing to do with being a Hollywood actress. Those looks were from people turning their noses up at me because of who my father was.

      “You know, I won this race one year. I was eleven.” He sidles up next to me, watching the road and standing with his arm nearly touching my shoulder.

      I don’t look at him either, rather craning my neck to watch as the start gun goes off and the little kids zoom down the hill.

      “That doesn’t surprise me in the least,” I say, as if we’re not ignoring the giant elephant in the room or, I guess, on Newton Street.

      “Why’s that?” His deep voice is curious, and out of my peripheral vision, I can see the slight upturn of his lips.

      It makes a crease in his face, not one of age but one of experience, and damn if that’s not sexy. This isn’t the boy I once had a crush on. No, he seems far more lethal now.

      “Because you seem to get just about anything you want.”

      “Not everything.”

      His answer is cryptic, and I kind of hate that I betray myself and sneak a peek at him first. I also kind of hate that I want to know exactly what he can’t get.

      But before I can, Patrick speaks again. The racers come down the hill, and the crowd erupts, cheering on their favorite participants.

      “Although, a lot of people would say you grew up to get everything you want. Famous actress, recognized everywhere you go. You’ve got the life.”

      The Ashton brother talks like he knew that’s what I wanted out of life. When in reality, I still don’t know what I want.

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” I look away from him, trying my hardest to keep the notes of sadness out of my voice.

      “Isn’t that what every famous person says?” He snorts like I’m a joke, and now we’re full-on looking at each other while the boxcars coast to a finish at the line down the street.

      That same sense of loneliness, the one that has kept me from working and away from anyone for almost a year, sweeps in like a swiftly moving hurricane.

      “I guess so.” Nonchalance is what I’m going for, but I’m not sure it comes across that way.

      “For what it’s worth, Steel Hearts was a good movie.” Patrick looks down at his feet as he shuffles them.

      Shock ripples through me. “You saw it?”

      He shrugs those big, lean shoulders. “Musta been dating someone at the time who wanted to see it. I didn’t even realize you were in it until you came on screen, about shocked the hell of out of me. But I did end up liking the movie.”

      I notice how he doesn’t comment on my performance. “And here I thought an Ashton would never be a fan of mine.”

      “Woah.” He holds up his hands. “I never said I’ve been carrying around your poster in hopes you’ll sign it. I don’t get to the movies much anymore.”

      Something tells me he’s bluffing, at least in some sense, but I don’t push it. Honestly, I don’t know why he came over here in the first place. Aside from those teenage girls, no one has bothered to talk to me, even though I’ve recognized some familiar faces from the short time I went to high school here. Patrick, on the other hand, is practically a pseudo-mayor of this town, and there would be chatter if we were seen talking.

      “Understood.” I don’t need to hear more about how he doesn’t think of me.

      That only serves to remind me that not many people I know on a real level care all that much about me.

      “Patty, you ready to go grab those beers? Oh, hey, Cassandra. I didn’t realize you were back in town.”

      Warren Teal, star quarterback of our high school football team, walks up looking ten years older but not any less handsome. He’s a year younger than Patrick and me, and if I remember correctly, very close with Alana Ashton.

      “Warren, hey, it’s been a long time.” I allow him to give me a side hug and watch Patrick’s brow furrow as I do.

      “No kidding, you went and became a movie star. So cool. How you doing?” Warren always was nice to me, even when the rest of Hope Crest wasn’t.

      Probably because he knew what it was like to be an outsider living among the elite. Warren was adopted sometime in middle school by a very wealthy family with a stone mansion on the river, and it was an open secret that it was because he was destined to be the next professional football prodigy. Something happened along the way, though, because I’ve never seen his name in lights or on Sunday afternoon TV.

      “I’m okay, weird to be back. But somehow nice.” I nod, not knowing what to say.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about your dad.” He scratches the back of his neck, fidgeting like he doesn’t really mean that.

      “Thanks. How about you, how are you doing?”

      He smiles those straight pearly whites in my direction. “I’m great, working as the front of house manager at Hope Pizza. Drinking beers on the weekend with my buddies. Can’t complain.”

      While I’m not sure what’s gone down in the last ten years, he does seem happy, which is more than the rest of us can say. The rest, being me.

      “That’s really great.” I can’t think of anything else to say.

      Somehow, my intense media training and small talk expertise from years in LA have escaped me when it comes to attractive guys I run into from high school.

      “You should come by for a slice, still as good as always.” He’s so genuinely nice, it hurts my stomach.

      Because standing beside him is a part owner of the restaurant, and from his scowl, I can tell he very much does not want me to come by for a slice.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have some carpet to tear up.” I chuckle.

      Even though I’d planned on staying out and maybe grabbing dinner by myself, not at Hope Pizza but another waterfront eatery downtown, I’m all peopled out. Patrick Ashton seems to do that to me.

      “You’re fixing up your dad’s house?” Warren asks like that surprises him.

      “I’m sure we’re all aware that my father didn’t do much upkeep. I can’t list it in its condition. Plus, it’s kind of cathartic smashing counters and cleaning out filthy stoves.”

      “Cathartic?” The word sticks with Patrick, and I can tell from his tone he’s asking that like I couldn’t possibly have anything I need to destress or heal from.

      Choosing to ignore his judgments, I wave to both of them. “All right, I’ll see you guys.”

      I mean, I probably won’t, in any way where we’d be hanging out, but that’s just what you say.

      Walking the four blocks to where I parked my car off the main drag so I wouldn’t get stuck in traffic brings its fair share of open-mouthed stares. I’m no longer sure if they’re because I’ve been in movies or because the people of Hope Crest can’t believe I came back here.
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      Riding through the woods on our property has always been my therapy.

      Dad bought each kid a mini quad when we turned five, and it’s been off to the races ever since. My brothers, sister, and I grew up riding around our property, into the woods, and used the ATVs to feel some sort of freedom in our teen years. We’d ride out to the woods with friends or love interests and goof off or get drunk when we were older. I’m sure plenty has gone down in these woods that not even I know about.

      Being the accountant in the family, most assume that I’m the grounded one, the buttoned-up suit. I’m not the rugged farmer like Liam, and I’m not the passionate chef like Evan. I’m the white-collar guy with the desk job. So it would probably surprise people if they found out that speeding through trees and brush at fifty miles an hour or more is how I cool down.

      It’s the place where I think and where I work out whatever issue I’m having.

      Or it’s cathartic, if you will.

      The word has stuck in my mind since yesterday when Cassandra told Warren how good it felt to clean out her dad’s place. I still don’t know what she’s doing here or why she hasn’t just sent some minions to empty out his house and settle the legal shit. Her expression, though she tried to hide it at the race yesterday, told me something else was going on.

      A branch whips at my bicep, but I keep going, pushing the throttle even more. Maybe speeding around some breakneck turns will get her out of my head because twenty-four hours going by certainly has not. Flashes of green and rays of sunlight hit the visor of my helmet as the desolate forest stretches out before me.

      I lied yesterday when I told her I never watched any more of her movies. It was true that when I’d taken my girlfriend to the movies, and suddenly Cassandra came on the screen, I was floored. No one in Hope Crest kept up with her after she left, and it wasn’t like anyone listened to Butch enough to hear him say anything positive about his own life.

      But once I’d seen her in that movie, I was obsessed. She was meant to act, meant to star in major roles. I barely knew Cassandra when she lived here, save for the couple of instances that felt like our secret, but watching her on the screen … you just knew. Over the years, I’d quietly retreat to my room in the guesthouse or wherever I was living at the time and stream her latest one. Each time, I was left with this overwhelming feeling that I’d missed something crucial when it came to Cassandra.

      Now, I am faced with a task I don’t want. It seems like more time than a week has gone by since I first discovered her in the dilapidated ranch. Each day, I’ve gone to work and sat in my office listening to the sounds of the restaurant, knowing Dad and Liam will eventually come back to me and ask if I’ve schmoozed Cassandra yet.

      While I want the land, and think we deserve it for the hell Butch put us through, the few conversations I’ve had with her since she returned have put me in an uncomfortable spot. This town, namely my friends, made Cassandra pay for the sins of her father. But the woman I’ve encountered doesn’t seem bitter or resentful. In fact, she seems … resigned. Tired, almost. With life, or maybe with having to come back and deal with Hope Crest.

      As if I’ve conjured her, I break through the tree line and see a lithe form watching me.

      Cassandra stands in the field behind her childhood house as if she’s waiting for me. Long scarlet hair blowing in the wind, made even more brilliantly red by the setting sun at her back. A dark green sundress billowing around her, the creamy skin on her arms dotted by freckles, bare and mouthwatering. I can make out the neutral set of her lips, the bottom one so much fuller than the top, and the peach color of them something I want to taste with a side of ice cream.

      This woman is so naturally beautiful, it’s not fair to her species. Of the photos I’ve seen of her on social media or websites, she’s always done up. The makeup hides her, and while she’s a bombshell with it, I haven’t seen any of that since she’s been back. Not an ounce, and it almost makes her more intimidating as I pull the quad up close to her.

      “You learn how to feed those animals yet or do I need to keep coming by?” I motion to the horse and goat milling around a large pen in one of her fields.

      “Got it covered. No one asked you to, but thanks for taking care of them.” That didn’t sound like sarcasm, though I deserve it.

      “Welcome.” I flex my fingers on the handlebars.

      “Been a long time since I saw you on one of those, didn’t realize you were still doing this.” Cassandra’s shy smirk hastens me back to a time when she was off-limits and I didn’t care.

      “It helps me clear my head,” I tell her, the sun sinking beneath the slopes of the hill at her back.

      She nods, wrapping her arms around herself. “I think I always got that. Maybe not as much back then, but cleaning out his house, I get it now.”

      “You’re really doing it on your own?” I don’t believe it, still.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was a person, and he deserves this. I’m the only thing he had left, and … I don’t know. Call it a cross to bear, but I need to do this. Not that anyone here cares about that.”

      It’s a very open thing to say to someone who hasn’t been the nicest since you arrived. Cassandra did always seem to give away too much. I was glad Hollywood hadn’t changed that in her.

      “The people in this town hated my father. I get it, I understand why. He was an ass, an awful schemer, and not that nice of a person. But he was still my father. Aside from the people who want my autograph, the majority of the people I’ve run into in my seven days back here regard me like gum stuck under their shoe. I just lost a parent. Does this town have no mercy? No kindness?”

      Her words lance my heart like arrows narrowly missing. She’s right, of course. If I lost one of my parents, this town would go into mourning like you’ve never seen. There would be parades in their honor. Much like any of the other staple Hope Crest residents, if one of our own passed, people would be lining the streets to help their loved ones grieve.

      “I’m fine on my own. Always have been.” There is a note of stubborn pride in her voice. “But it would be nice to have just one person say something like, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ Even if they don’t mean it. Even if they only mean it in regard to how my life changed because of it, and not that my father passed.”

      I swing my leg over the bike and begin walking the short distance to her, knowing it’s the right thing to do. In the back of my mind, my father’s and brother’s plan calls for me to charm and get closer to her. I push it out, trying not to feel like a double agent and only a man trying to offer a smidge of comfort.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I don’t want you to say it after I’ve already told you to say it.” She pouts, but there is amusement in her voice.

      “Women.” I chuckle low in my throat and roll my eyes because no matter what I do, I’m always saying the wrong thing.

      When my vision refocuses back on Cassandra, her gaze has fallen to my mouth. Instantly, it feels like the heat has been turned up between us by a hundred degrees. Years of sidelong glances and watching from a distance rush me like a linebacker, too swift and crushing my lungs.

      Without thinking, because I’ve done enough of it over more than two decades when it comes to this woman, I bend until my lips ghost hers. Her breath tickles my mouth, a sweet tea scent invading my nose like she just drank a fresh glass. I’ve wondered a thousand times what it would be like to kiss her. Even after she left my high school, even after I only caught glimpses of her on the edge of our property, even when I was with other women and her face would pop up in a commercial or magazine …

      I always wondered.

      Her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip, pink over peach, and my cock thickens. A whooshing in my ears deafens me, my heartbeat pounding a mile a minute. Forget riding the quad; this is the rush I want to feel. This is the danger I want running through my veins.

      Flicking my eyes to hers one last time, I find the green saucers searching mine for some possible explanation. Then I move, taking what’s always been forbidden.

      My mouth covers hers, small hands diving into my hair to hold on, like this will be over too soon. My fingers mold to her waist like I was meant to grab it, pulling her to me until our bodies are flush. Tongue on tongue, a kiss that will never be duplicated for as long as I live. Her taste, the way our lips fit perfectly, the feel of her clothed nipples brushing against my shirt like tight little peaks … I’m a goner.

      Part of me thought I built it up in my head over the years about how it would feel to kiss Cassandra. When I was a boy, maybe it was more out of lust than anything. But this? This is the kind of chemistry of completion that you can’t fake. And I had, for years. For years, I’d been with women who only made me feel a quarter—even when we were naked in a bed—of what Cassandra is making me feel with just my mouth on hers.

      She whimpers into my mouth, and I realize what I’ve done, pulling away with a ragged breath as she extricates her hands from my hair just as quickly. Her fingers touch her lips like she might find I’ve left burns or tattoos there.

      Knees shaking, heart racing, all my muscles sore, and my head clear as a cloudless sky. This is how I feel after a good ride. Except I didn’t even get far. Cassandra had been my therapy.

      A choked sound comes from her, and I notice her gaze that’s landed on my crotch, which is currently tented like my dick is trying to come out and shake hands.

      Sticking my hand in my pocket, I adjust myself, but it doesn’t help when all I want to do is unzip and take her right here in the grass.

      “Couldn’t help it,” I murmur.

      “Obviously. I did take health class, Patrick.”

      I can tell from her tone that she thinks I’m justifying my hard-on because I’m a guy who’s been six months celibate and that’s what happens when I kiss a woman. What I meant was that I couldn’t help but kiss her, but it feels too raw to admit that.

      “I didn’t …”

      Trailing off feels like the only option because I’m about to say a lot of things I shouldn’t. Instead, I nearly stick my foot in my mouth with my next question.

      “You said yesterday that you were cleaning this place out, replacing stuff?” I try to keep my tone light, like I haven’t been sent to make good on getting this land for my family.

      A flicker of confusion flashes over Cassandra’s face with the quick subject change, and I see we’re both going to gloss over that kiss.

      “Yeah? It can’t be sold in this condition.”

      “What if you didn’t have to put any more work into it? What if you didn’t have to worry about ripping out carpets or correcting pest infestation?”

      “What do you mean?” She narrows her eyes.

      Something in me tells me to stop. Not to move forward with this ask. Her taste is still on my mouth, and I wish so badly that this was another place and time with her. That I could focus on nothing but kissing a woman I’ve daydreamed of kissing for years. That we could explore whatever this forbidden thing is between us because it feels bigger than anything I’ve ever experienced. It lies just under the surface, nameless, and damn, I want to explore it.

      But this is our predicament; I am the son of a man who hated her father, and I took that out on her once upon a time. Here I was, doing it again.

      “You should sell it to us.”

      Everything in me waits, suspended on some plane, hoping I don’t get the reaction I know is coming.
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      “You should sell to us.”

      “Who, you?” Does he want to build next to his parents?

      “No, I mean the farm. So my brother can knock the house down and use these acres. That way you wouldn’t have to renovate the house or do anymore work on it. You wouldn’t have to list it, we could make it a private sale, and it would be a lot less skin off your back.”

      At first, I didn’t think I heard him correctly, or maybe I was jumping to conclusions. But his clarification makes it crystal clear, and now I understand why he kissed me.

      In the field over, the goat whines, and I try to focus on the swish of the horse’s tail, because I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      He wanted to butter me up. Make me all hormonal and sensitive to his request. He thought he could woo me into giving up the only place my father had ever lived to people he hated, no less.

      Unfortunately, a couple more kisses like that and I just might be swindled. That had been unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, and I know if we hadn’t stopped ourselves, we might have splintered the fabric of our reality.

      “Did I ever say it was skin off my back?” Patrick and I had less than two conversations about the house, and now he’s gaslighting me to try to get me to give up the land.

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Exactly.” I cross my arms over my chest as I watch the shame bloom on his cheeks.

      At least he’s squirming about what he’s just done.

      Patrick sounded so nonchalant about it at first, I almost believed it was an off-the-cuff remark. But I’m an actress, one of the best, and I’ve been fooled by even better actors. Men with no morals who can lie so well, you don’t see it coming even when it whacks you like a two-by-four.

      Teenagers can, too, but every kid who has gone through all twelve grades knows that. My parents divorced when I was five, just as I was starting kindergarten. Mom took me to the city and enrolled me in a public school there, and that’s where I went from kindergarten to fifth grade, until she married Dennis. My stepfather is a high-powered lawyer in Philly, and our lives changed overnight when she moved into his penthouse and we acquired all the finer things.

      But by the middle of eighth grade, I was so done with private school. I begged Mom to let me go live with my dad during the week so I could attend Hope Crest for high school. Every other weekend, I’d take a town car out to my dad’s, provided by my stepfather, so my parents would never have to see each other face-to-face. I always preferred the small town to the city, and its idyllic community that I wanted so badly to be a part of. Finally, she relented on some conditions I can’t even remember now, but I do remember thinking she was happy to have more time for herself and Dennis.

      We all won. Or so I’d thought.

      “Listen, I’m just trying to be an ally here, to give you time back that you’d waste on the house. This is an out, an easy one. You should take it.”

      This coming from the guy who just kissed me and threw a wrench in everything. How long have I thought about what a kiss from Patrick would be like? When I was a teenage girl, it consumed me.

      I throw my head back and laugh, the past sweeping in like a dust cloud and ransacking my senses. “You did not just say that.”

      “What?” Patrick blinks, thrown off.

      “An ally? You do remember the last time you said that to me, right?”

      The man looks like he’s searching the files of his memory bank, blue eyes shifting left then right.

      “I’ll help you out. The last time you told me you’d be my ally was right after I’d gotten off the back of that thing.” I point to the ATV. “A week before I turned fifteen and was starting freshman year at Hope Crest. You told me you’d look out for me if I didn’t make trouble, that you could be my ally. You have no idea what that meant to a girl whose father was loathed by everyone in town. That allyship didn’t last long, though, did it?”

      “Cassandra …” I’m not sure whether Patrick’s tone is an apology or a warning.

      “You let your friends put rats in my locker,” I deadpan.

      The first two months of school had been uneventful. I was just another new kid, keeping quiet and trying to make friends by being helpful and amiable in classes. Then someone found out who my dad was, what he’d done, and I was immediately blacklisted. Pranks started, little ones like calling me names or tossing my lunch tray. And then one day I opened my locker and …

      “I didn’t let them do anything, but I am damn sorry about that. I feel sick anytime I think about it.”

      “Well, that’s good, because I was actually physically sick over it.”

      Where they even got that many dead rats, I’ll never know. I know why they were put there. A week before, my father had ratted out one of the local businessmen who was trying to get a better deal on supplies, and that businessman got blackballed from both suppliers who lived in the area. As a result, all three of those affected men were pissed at each other, and guess whose daughter went to school with their kids? The ones who heard from their parents how big a piece of shit my father was.

      My father was a rat, but he hadn’t undercut those businesses. He was simply sharing the slimy truth about another person. And I got caught in the crosshairs and took the brunt of the retaliation.

      Do you know how long it takes to get the stench of dead rat off your backpack? Neither do I, because I had to trash every single thing in my locker. There were maybe two dozen of them, blood and feces marking everything. I remember the janitor begrudging me as he tried to clean the putrid stall.

      But what I remember most is the laughter. The fingers pointing at me as if I deserved it. Patrick’s eyes fading in with the crowd, never standing up for me. Up until that point, I’d gotten friendly waves or smiles in the halls from him, and I thought maybe it would evolve into more.

      I learned that day that he was the opposite of my ally. His silence was a worse betrayal than the rats that made me run to the bathroom and lose my lunch. We hadn’t exactly been friends, but his silence felt like a knife in the back.

      “That was a horrible thing they did, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry you left after that, it was unfair and awful.” Patrick’s words don’t mean much in this day and age.

      “What was unfair and awful was that you and everyone else knew who did it, yet never gave them up.” No one was punished in the locker scandal.

      But I did end up going back to Philly because of it. Too traumatized and rattled, I let my mother enroll me in private school again. At least there, I knew the score, who to avoid, and how the hierarchy went. At Hope Crest, I’d been completely blindsided by cruelness, and it was clear there was no coming back from that. So while I still visited my father and saw people from time to time before I got that first movie role, this place had never been the same for me.

      Patrick, to his credit, hangs his head. “I made a lot of idiotic mistakes back then. What those kids did to you was wrong. And you’re right, I should have said something. I should have made sure you stayed.”

      I don’t hold a grudge against Patrick Ashton. Or those other boys, for that matter. I’ve matured, I’ve moved on, healed from that past, and made peace with the fact that my father played a part in his exile from this town.

      Bitterness is a taste I usually shy away from because it poisons you more than it does the people you’re angry with.

      But him standing in front of me, talking about how his family should have this land, almost as if it belongs to them? Yeah, that will bring the past slamming forward from the rearview.

      “From the time I tried to be a part of this town, it was clear that there was an unspoken rule about who was allowed to belong. I’ve grown up; I’ve seen how the world treats all kinds of people. I don’t hold any ill will. But I’ll be damned if you think, just because you kissed me, I’m all primed up to hand over my father’s land.”

      “Cassandra, that’s not—”

      “You’re used to getting your way in Hope Crest, I get it. Not a lot of people say no to you, or your family. But I grew up with the taste of that word in my mouth. I’m Hollywood bullet-proof at this point, hearing no or judgment is in my DNA. So hear me when I say this; I don’t need your help. You aren’t my ally. I’m going to do this by myself, in honor and respect for my father, and then I’m going to list that house fair and square. If your family wants to make an offer, be my guest. But there will be no handouts or special favors when it comes to you and me.”

      It pisses me off that he made me mad, that my cheeks feel hot, and my temper is spiking. I hate getting to this point.

      But it’s no mystery why Patrick Ashton and his precious town could get me here, especially when he just confirmed what I’d wondered about for many years.

      If we’d allow ourselves, we could be explosive.
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        * * *

      

      My phone rings, bringing me out of a dead sleep.

      “Hello?” I mumble, trying to clear the frogs from my throat and blink away the sleep dirt in my eyes.

      “Cassandra, dear, were you sleeping?” My mother’s voice somewhat hisses in my ear.

      Sitting up straighter, I pull the cell away from my head to check the time. Ten a.m. Jeez. I don’t know the last time I slept in or the last time I didn’t feel guilty about doing so.

      “Yes, I had a long night trying to pull up some carpet in Dad’s place,” I lie.

      Because my late night had nothing to do with that. No, I mostly lounged on Dad’s old recliner with an episode of Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives mumbling in the background while I replayed that kiss with Patrick over and over again in my head. So much so that I must have exhausted myself at some point and fallen into bed.

      If she hadn’t called, I don’t know when I would have gotten up. And that is glorious. For years, I’ve woken at the crack of dawn to get a workout or a shoot in, to show up to set, to take a meeting or interview. I’ve been on a plane or stuck between time zones, jet lag pulling me down all months of the year.

      And now? Now I have nowhere to be. Nothing to do. There’s something glorious about nothing.

      “I don’t know why you’re back in that place.” I can see her turning her nose up in her two-million-dollar Philly penthouse. “There are people you can hire.”

      “I know.” No sense in getting into why I don’t want to do that. Mom would never understand or try to.

      My mother isn’t a bad mom. She isn’t a great one, but she’s always been there for me. Mom, in general, is just a cold person. There is not much maternal about her, though she tries. She always showed up to events, helped me get ready for things, took me on shopping dates, and helped me move. When I struck it big in Hollywood, she directed me in what I should do to protect myself in terms of lawyers and contracts. She calls at least once a week to make sure I’m okay.

      But always, in the back of my mind, there is that little girl who knows she doesn’t fully care. My mom wasn’t the one who held me while I sobbed over a bad day. She never told me I was enough or that what happened between my parents wasn’t my fault. After I transferred from Hope Crest High, we didn’t talk about the trauma and bullying I went through. Mom kept it moving, which was fine, just not the type of mother I hope to someday be.

      A sparkly, made-up vision of me running in a field with a redheaded little girl is what I imagine whenever I think about how I’ll get it right with my own kids.

      “Anyways, I’m calling because Dennis got a call from Malcolm. Apparently, he’s been trying to reach you. And I was surprised to learn that you haven’t signed on to your next project.”

      I’m almost thirty, and though Mom might not want to talk about emotions, she’s always more than happy to pick at my career. If I’d started earlier, she would be the best candidate for a stage mother we might have ever seen.

      But the fact that Malcolm, my lawyer in LA, is calling my stepfather … well, it means I’ve gone too long without addressing things.

      “I’ll call Malcolm, don’t worry.” I try to appease her without giving too much away.

      “Why aren’t you on another movie, dear? Haven’t found a script you like? Do you have another campaign for that makeup brand in the works?” Mom pushes.

      “Something like that.” Avoidance is the best option.

      Because just like not being able to explain why I want to empty my father’s house by myself, my mother also won’t understand why I need a major break from my career. Possibly a permanent break. Her brain won’t compute me walking away at the height of my fame.

      “Well, if you need me to look anything over to evaluate how it would be received by the public.”

      It’s a genuine offer, not a malicious one, and I bite my tongue to keep from telling her that I’m not even accepting submissions.

      The reality is, celebrities don’t just stop being celebrities. Actresses don’t fade into the background unless they pick some bad projects, have legal troubles, or age out. Famous people in positions like mine? They don’t just get to quit. Public interest is too high.

      Still, I want to attempt going off the grid to see if I can do it.

      After promising to call her next week, Mom and I hang up. Even though the sunshine is streaming through my blinds and I have a bunch of stuff to do in the house, I laze around for what feels like several hours.

      Between my mom’s phone call and everything last night with Patrick, I could use some mindless laziness.

      That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?
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      Cars line the driveway of my parent’s house as I walk up the backyard, opting for the French doors at the back of their colonial.

      The big white house where I grew up looks like a presidential summer estate, like you might glimpse men in three-piece linen suits rocking in chairs on the porch rather than a bunch of loud, obnoxious Ashton family members arguing about the cuisine they’re about to eat. With a big wraparound porch, a hand-laid tile pool, and a bedroom apiece for my siblings and me, this was the perfect home to grow up in.

      When it came to whose house my friends wanted to hang out at after school, our house was always the choice. The same went for my sibling’s friends, so it became a party nearly every weekend at our place. Not unlike family dinner on Sunday afternoons, the only time the pizzeria was closed and we could relax with our kin.

      Except these days, there’s so much more expectation and work talk than there was back when we were goofing off as kids.

      “Zia Justine wants you to try the new meatball recipe and see if it’d be good for the menu,” I hear my mother say from the stove as soon as I walk through the back patio doors.

      Mom is stirring something in a large pot, probably her homemade sauce we serve at Hope Pizza, her black hair tied up in a white ribbon. Even without her turning around, I know she’s wearing the pale pink apron with our childhood handprints we made her one Mother’s Day when I was about ten.

      Her kitchen is her safe space, done in yellow tones and warm decor that makes me think of Christmases and birthdays around the old wood table in here. Tiny pigs line the top of the farmhouse sink, a collectible that Mom is always being gifted.

      My mother is the fairest and most honest woman I’ve ever met, and she loves her family fiercely. She’s always flitted in and out of the restaurant, as it is half hers and part of her blood, but she was a dedicated stay-at-home mom until Evan, my little brother, was out of the house and on his way to culinary school. For years, she made us afternoon snacks, listened to us cry over homework or friend problems, carted us around to sports practices, and generally let us lean on her when we couldn’t handle everything.

      She’s the strongest person I know, especially after a battle with breast cancer when I was twenty-one. She and Dad hid it, until her hair started falling out and my brothers and sister freaked. Over a grueling year, she battled and ended up winning. Since then, I’ve seen her take nothing for granted, but it makes me emotional as I stand here observing her.

      “I thought we were having Chinese tonight.” I bend, kissing her cheek.

      “Ah, my buddy. You sneaking up on me?” She kisses me back, studying my face. “Have you eaten today?”

      If you didn’t get that my family is obsessed with food before, you should now. My mother will feed you within an inch of your life, and then my aunts will say you look starved.

      “Yes, Mom. I’m capable of preparing food or grabbing something. But what happened to Chinese?”

      Alana and I implemented the Sunday dinner rule where we had to eat something other than Italian. Working at the restaurant meant most of us ate Italian dishes every night of the week, and by Sunday, I couldn’t stomach another bite of pizza, no matter how award-winning ours is. So we forced my parents into doing takeout of another cuisine or cooking something that was not pasta, pizza, or chicken dishes we serve on the menu.

      Tonight is supposed to be Chinese, and I’ve really been looking forward to beef and broccoli.

      “I know, I know, the rule. But Zia Justine brought the meatballs, and I already had veal cutlets in the fridge, and then Zio Milo brought over this fresh Limoncello from his trip to Positano … it just snowballed.”

      I chuckle, because if you give my family one tiny excuse to cook their native food, it’s over. “Got it. Is everyone here?”

      I mean my brother and sister, knowing Evan won’t be in attendance because no one’s been able to pull him back from the West Coast yet.

      “Yes, plus more. Your Zia Willa decided to come, and then her kids because they’re not back at college yet. Rachel is here with her kids, and I just want to eat them up.”

      She motions like she’s trying to pinch my cousin’s twins’ cheeks.

      “I have four grown children and none of them have given me babies to love on.” Mom pouts, her Italian accent coming out full force when she guilts.

      In reality, Mom grew up in Hope Crest just like the rest of us. But unlike us, Italian is her first language. My Nonna and Nonno spoke it exclusively in their house when we were growing up. While I’m not fluent, I have a decent enough understanding and can tell when my female relatives are cursing me under their breath.

      “Hi, Ma.” Liam walks in, saving me from the kids conversation without knowing it, and drops a kiss on her forehead.

      She’s the only person he’s caring with, or at least he doesn’t growl in her direction like he does with the rest of us.

      Alana bursts into the kitchen, her arms full of tomatoes from the garden. “Oh good, you’re here. Go help Dad bring in more chairs to the dining room.”

      “Nice to see you, too.” I stick my tongue out at her.

      “Nonna needs help getting in from the car,” Alana also informs us.

      “Liam, go help her. She’s supposedly made fifty individual tiramisus for us all to try,” Mom doles out the order.

      My brother goes without hesitation, because we’d all lay down our lives for our grandmother and her tiramisu.

      “Alana, stay. I need to tell you what Mrs. Peters said about her son who is coming in from California.” Mom moves to the cutting board and begins dicing carrots.

      “Oh God, save me.” Alana cowers.

      Warren walks in, and I’m not surprised in the least to see him here. Warren has basically been our adopted brother since he was eleven. Alana brought him home to do some group project, and he’s been here ever since. Not only is he her best friend, but my mother became his mother after his own mother was …

      Well, she was murdered by his father, who has been serving life at a prison in Michigan ever since. When that happened, shortly after we first met him, Warren began living with his very well-off adoptive parents, but they didn’t know much about raising a little boy. So he’s been a staple in our house ever since.

      “Sorry, gotta go, don’t want to be roped into the ‘when are you getting married’ talk.” I salute my sister.

      “Haven’t you almost done that like six times now?” Warren taunts me.

      “Twice, but who’s counting.” I scowl.

      “We all are. Taking bets on it, actually. I have one with this guy, he bet me two hundred bucks you’d marry the next girl you fuc—”

      “Alana!” Mom swats my sister’s head with a kitchen towel, while Warren has the decency to turn bright red.

      “Assholes.” I flip them off.

      “Out! Before I wash your mouth out with soap,” Mom orders, and I go off to find Dad.

      He’s carting folding chairs to the already sixteen-person dining table, and I know we’re in for a night of decibel levels that will shatter the windows. My family loves to talk, and when you include the extended family? Watch out.

      “Hey, need a hand?” I take some of the load out of his arms.

      “Your mother almost ready?” he asks.

      I shrug as we place chairs around the table. “I don’t know, she’s got seventeen things going on in there.”

      “Yum.” He rubs his stomach, deferring to whatever his wife wants to do.

      He knows when to argue, and that’s never when it comes to Mom.

      “You ask the Mauer girl for the land yet?” One bushy eyebrow raises.

      His mention of Cassandra transports me back to our kiss and her completely dressing me down. I deserved it for the part I played in why she left Hope Crest High. Fuck, I’d been such a follower back then. A useless coward who had stood by and listened to my friends as they tore her apart secretly and openly. I’d been in that lunchroom when someone spilled her milk down her shirt. I’d been there to see her eat grass when two girls in our gym class tripped her.

      I was the lowest of low, the guy who said he’d watch out for her and then gave into peer pressure and did nothing. Then the rats … fuck. I’d seen her face that day, ghostly pale and horrified. She’d been embarrassed, traumatized, and it was like a knife through my heart as she fled to the bathroom. People were fucking cruel, and I was lumped in because I’d done nothing.

      Aren’t I doing the same thing now that I did when I was fifteen? Staying silent? Allowing this town to make their assumptions and place their blame on her?

      Allowing my father to bully her into handing over land that is rightfully hers.

      “Her name is Cassandra, Dad. And yes. She says we can put in an offer.” I try to keep my tone neutral.

      “An offer? Why is she even listing the house? Did you tell her we’d pay whatever she’s asking and much more? Why go through the trouble—”

      I hold my hand up, stopping his word vomit. “Dad, she’s going to do what she wants. You can’t force her to sell you the house and acres.”

      “Well, that’s where you came in. Butter her up, charm her. Hell, take her to dinner, just not at our place. Can’t have you seen with Cassandra Mauer in my dining room.” He laughs a bitter noise that reveals every feeling he has about her.

      “She’s not her father, you know,” I say quietly, trying for the first time in my life to come to the defense she so deserves.

      “Still doesn’t make her any better. She’s some famous actress, traipsing into town like she needs to make a buck. That family has never fit in here, and it would be ludicrous for her to keep that land.”

      Dad isn’t a bad guy. Generally, he’s very loving and compassionate. But too many bad run-ins with Butch have soured him to the entire bloodline, and he’s finding any excuse to bash Cassandra.

      “It’s hers, fair and square. I can’t do anything to change that, and I’ve asked once. I’m not going to push it. Her father just died, you’d be kind to remember that.”

      Scolding my parents is not something I normally do. We’re Italian, and respecting your elders is of utmost importance. I can count on one hand the number of times my siblings and I have challenged our mom and dad, and it’s usually due to dire circumstances. Like when Alana wanted to go on birth control in high school, though I do not want to remember that screaming match I listened to from my room.

      What I’m saying is we avoid going against their word at all costs. But this thing with Cassandra? My father is wrong, and deep down, he knows it.

      “Fine,” Dad grumbles, turning his back because he won’t admit he’s crossed the line.

      Part of me knows this isn’t the end of the discussion. That he and Liam will probably get together to continue to bully me into asking her again or go do it themselves. I’m scared of the reaction they’ll garner if Cassandra comes at me like that.

      Cassandra. The view out of my parent’s big bay window in the dining room shows an exact picture of the side of her childhood home. Is she inside? Is she livid with me? When will she pack it up and go back to her celebrity lifestyle? What is she really doing here? Because I could see behind her eyes that something else is going on besides Butch’s death.

      While family dinner is nice, and I laugh along with everyone else as the same old stories are told and the kids are guilted just the same as we always are, there’s something itching at the back of my mind.

      Cassandra was right when she said I’m used to getting everything I want. That not many people tell my family or me no.

      The fact that she had is intriguing and dangerous enough to make me want to ask her again, just for the sake of it. Because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her lips for one second since I stopped kissing her, and I can’t stop thinking about the sad, distant look she regarded me with when she spoke about the past.

      I want to remedy both of those things. Even if it means going against what my family wants.
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      Hope Crest in autumn is like one of those perfectly curated Instagram feeds from an influencer, with its orange leaves, cable knit sweaters, and rushing rivers dotted with perfect brick-front shops.

      There is an old-fashioned apothecary that sells homeopathic remedies, a pet shop with gourmet dog food, and a rare bookstore I can’t help but duck into to smell the classic pages. Retro thrift stores and a cigar shop line the next bank of storefronts, with restaurants popping up in between. I stop at a tiny I in an alleyway to sip on a chai latte and end up splurging on a scone full of chocolate and espresso beans. When you have no movie role to prep for, life and food seem a little less restrictive.

      With caffeine filling my veins, I keep walking, needing some fresh air and a break from the house. In the last week, I got a contractor in who ordered new flooring for the entire one-story ranch, had a plumber come by to replace the rusty pipes in the only full bathroom, and painted both bedrooms a nice creamy white. I also picked out some new, inexpensive furniture on a warehouse website and am so proud of myself.

      For the last ten years, I’ve paid people and allowed others to take over the tasks in my life I didn’t have time for. An interior designer, a chef, and a trainer, to name a few. At some point along the way, I started to feel like a child being taken care of and maintained for one purpose: acting in movies. I felt like a puppet, and part of the reason I wanted to do this by myself was to gain some of that control back.

      Walking the cobblestone sidewalks in the middle of the day means there is little to no crowd. The summer tourists have all gone back to school and work, anyone who lives in town is probably doing the same, and it’s just the moms and me strolling around out here. I glimpse a mommy group in the park, their little ones flocking like seagulls as they play little games around the blankets and strollers. Smiling to myself, I keep going up toward the million-dollar condos that dot the canal path. The last of summer’s hydrangeas overflow onto the path, the water slowly moving toward where it will meet the river. An older woman sits on her balcony overlooking the path and waves as I cross the small wooden bridge past her backyard.

      Houses split off into tiny neighborhoods past downtown, and I spot some kayakers on the river up ahead. That’s when I see the building I don’t realize but should have known I’d been directing my steps toward.

      The Hope Crest Playhouse is a huge building on the river, overlooking the beautiful green metal bridge that runs over the water, marking the Pennsylvania and New Jersey state lines. The playhouse is fashioned like a big red barn, except it’s a four-hundred-and-fifty-seat theater that puts on remarkable productions, or so I remember from when I attended them years ago. Going to see shows at the theater was one of the only things my father would take me to do in town, and I was obsessed.

      There’s something so magical about a live show, and the Hope Crest theater is so beautiful in its rustic charm. Dad would sometimes spring for us to eat dinner at the restaurant there, on the terrace overlooking the Delaware River, with twinkling fairy lights over our heads.

      My dad … he wasn’t all bad. To other people, yes. But to me, he tried to be as gentle as his nature would allow.

      Although I was never allowed to star in the shows, not even in high school. Mom thought drama club was … well, she said it would lower my status. And Dad never would have sprung for me to attend classes here, not that I’d asked.

      I’m about to cross the bridge to soak in the wind on my face wafting from the water, but I end up in the playhouse parking lot, seeking out the ornate lobby instead. Maybe there is a midday matinee of some sort.

      The place is dead as I walk in, but it doesn’t stop the little thrill of something I can’t name from shivering down my spine.

      Red carpets, chandeliers, an old-fashioned check-in counter with ornate carvings, and a popcorn machine that looks like it belongs in the nineteen sixties. Then there is the full bar on the other side of the room and a banquet of doors looking out to the patio, restaurant, and river.

      “Holy crap, you’re Cassandra Mauer.”

      A pretty blonde with long bangs that sport a bright pink and pearl headband atop them gapes at me from beside the door.

      “I am.” I smile, trying to be humble. It’s still strange to me to be recognized after all these years. “Do you work here? It’s always so gorgeous in here.”

      The blonde flicks her eyes to her wrist, where a bracelet lays, and shakes her head. “I don’t … but I’ve always loved it. I actually … well, I used to teach at the high school and I recently thought about moving back and getting a job here. I was a drama geek once upon a time, never got to actually get involved with the theater program at the high school, you know … oh jeez, I’m rambling.”

      Her nervous energy, clearly not for me but for the interview she’s about to head into, is surprisingly calm. I’ve dealt in bullshit and narcissists for a long time. It’s nice to meet someone who wears their feelings exactly as they’re processing them.

      “Gabrielle Murphy, nice to meet you.” She sticks her hand out, and I shake it.

      “Cassandra Mauer.” I smirk. “And please, don’t stop on my account. It’s refreshing to talk to someone who used to know this place, too. What position are you interviewing for?”

      “Oh, it’s just a part-time thing. Set design maybe, or an assistant to some of the directors. I’m temporarily back in town, so thought I’d get something to fill the time until then.”

      “Honestly? That sounds like the perfect thing to be doing.”

      And part of me envies her for being able to just move here and fall right into these jobs or interviews. Doing nothing feels like the right plan for me for the next little while, not that I’ve done much in a year, but working here? Or doing something in this theater? It lights a bulb in my head that is growing brighter by the second.

      “Wow, you’re—”

      “Cassandra, hi.” I cut off the guy who just approached, not needing to be fawned over more.

      “This is so weird, having an actual famous person in our building.” The guy smiles, and I judge he’s about in his twenties.

      He’s wearing a black sweater nearly down to his knees, with neon yellow tights and Doc Martens. His hair is a shade of blond and falls to his shoulders. In essence, he’s uniquely incredible.

      “Well, I’m originally from here, sort of. I’m back in town for a while and would love to catch a show. And you are?”

      “Wilson, sorry, shit.” He waves with a blush on his cheeks. “And there isn’t a show today, we have one coming up this weekend. Spring Awakening, even though it’s September. We’d love to have you come see it.”

      “Great, I’ll be sure to buy a ticket before I leave.” Because it’s one of my favorite plays.

      “Hey, would you ever want to … I don’t know, sit in on one of our rehearsals? Maybe give some coaching? You said you’re in town for a while. Jeez, is this totally out of line for me?”

      Beside me, Gabrielle chuckles.

      I shake my head. “Absolutely not, not out of line. I would love to come do anything. Let me leave you my number.”

      “You never know if you don’t try. My favorite motto.” Wilson tuts at both of us, and I like him immediately.

      It’s impulsive, possibly dumb, and not at all what I went on my walk for. But as I write it down, purchase a ticket for the show later in the week, and wish Gabrielle good luck before Wilson takes her back for the interview, I realize this could be good. Not just for me and coming out of my shell in Hope Crest, but I could use my skills to help someone else find what they love to do.

      As I step back out into the fall sunshine, my phone vibrates. Looking at the screen, I see I have a voice mail. Actually, I have about a thousand notifications, none of which I’ve checked since arriving in town. But this one is from one of the only people I make a priority, so I press it to my ear.

      “Cassandra, It’s Yaren. You need to call me back. You know you need to call me back because you’ve been avoiding me. Listen, I know you said you needed a break, but people are wondering what’s going on. The last film you have in the arsenal is set to release in two months, and we’ve got nothing. Nada. Do you want me to put out a statement? Talk to some magazines as an inside source on background? Come on, Cass, you’ve got to call me back. All right. I hope you’re taking care of yourself. Call me.”

      My agent’s message sends little warning signals to the muscle in my chest. Yaren is a good guy. I’ve been with him since he reached out to rep me after my second film. He’s always looked out for me, fought for me, and worked alongside me rather than talking down to me like I’d seen a lot of agents do.

      He was receptive when I told him last year that I was burnt out, that I couldn’t continue to work this way and have as normal a life as I wanted down the road. He told me to take some space and time, to travel. So I went to Miraval for three months, meditating, getting massages, and drinking herbal teas every evening. While it had calmed me, I still didn’t have any desire to step foot on another movie set.

      So I went to Italy and stayed in a friend’s villa on Lake Como. I ate myself happy, but at the end of the day, I still didn’t want to go back. I flitted around the globe for another six months, spending time with friends who I realized I didn’t know deeply enough and getting lost in places I always thought I’d wanted to visit.

      But something was missing. Someone, probably, but then I’d have to admit that I’d focused on all the wrong things up until now.

      Then, I got the call. My dad was dead. And to Hope Crest, I came.

      It felt like some kind of divine intervention because even though I lost a loved one, being here at this juncture in my life feels … right. In my bones, I know I’m supposed to stay here for a while.

      Today is one of the first days since his passing, and since I put my career on pause, that makes me feel like there is a light at the end of the tunnel. I just have to figure out what, and maybe who, will be there when I finally reach it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          CASSANDRA

        

      

    

    
      The view from my father’s measly back deck is one you’d pay millions for in Los Angeles.

      After a few hours of sitting with his lawyer and going over the final steps to execute his will, I sip on a glass of white wine and watch as purples, pinks, and oranges paint the sky a brilliant canvas. The sunset drapes over the hills of Pennsylvania, rolling green, meeting the sky right where the sun burns a bright yellow circle.

      Smooth, buttery chardonnay slides down my throat as I close my eyes and hum a tune in my head, one that has no real melody but makes me happy anyway. Out here in the wilderness with no one around, just me and a glass of wine in a crappy patio chair … it’s the happiest I’ve been in years.

      The thing is, I left nothing behind in LA. Not a family, not a lover, not even a dog. Yes, I’m young at twenty-eight, but I feel ancient. Probably because I’ve been in such an adult world since I was eighteen, and even before then was forced to navigate an emotional world without much support.

      As a kid, I was always called mature for my age. Which translates, when you think about it, to being able to handle everything independently even if you don’t want to. I was nurtured, non-verbally, to never ask for help because I probably wouldn’t receive it anyway. Much of my career has gone that way as well; I’ve had professional help on my side in terms of agents and lawyers, but I’ve always just figured everything out on my own.

      At some point, it became too exhausting to continue that way. Sitting on this porch, my hair in a bun, face free of makeup, bugs chirping while I wrap my oversized gray sweater tighter around me, feels like a peaceful moment in a life of chaos.

      This idea is starting to take shape, of what I’ll do after this house is sold and I have nothing else to use as an excuse not to go back to my acting career. Hope Crest, or a town like it, feels like the place I’m supposed to belong. I’ve thought of little else besides the theater and what Wilson proposed since I walked out of there. Maybe taking a job like that, helping with smaller-scale productions, living among a town of people I could call family … maybe that’s what is next. If I could find someone to spend it with, build a life with a person who truly loves me, even better.

      I love acting, the craft of it, the storytelling, but I hate everything that goes into getting to that point. I hate everything after. I’m tired of being a character in my own life, walking red carpets, doing interviews, and modeling for brands. But I love the art of creating a role, of making people happy when they watch a story unfold.

      It’s not like I need money. For that, I am incredibly grateful. I could spend the rest of my life working for little to nothing at the playhouse or somewhere similar and be very comfortable. And even better, I’d be happy.

      The last time I stood on this deck, I’d seen Patrick Ashton racing around in the woods on his quad. It brought me way back to a time when I thought we might have had a chance. And even though I don’t want to meddle with him anymore, I can’t get that kiss out of my head. If I let it, it would be the kiss to end all other kisses.

      The thoughts swim around in my head as I take my empty wineglass inside and head for the couch while pouring another.

      After about an hour, nothing truly captures my attention, so I decide to call it an early night and head to my childhood bedroom. Four days ago, a crew arrived with the furniture I ordered and put it together. Even if this queen bed swallows more than half the room, it’s way better than the cardboard mattress twin bed I’d been sleeping on for nearly two weeks. I drove the thirty minutes to Horsham, where I splurged and bought luxurious sheets, pillows, and a comforter that feels like buttery clouds.

      I could spend a few months in a rundown house. What I can’t do is sleep in a bed that doesn’t feel like a million bucks.

      The bedroom is dark as I startle awake, the sound of breaking glass registering somewhere in the back of my head. A cold sweat breaks out under the sheets, and I stay completely still, hoping it’s an animal or something else that could explain the thump I just heard. Couldn’t be a footstep, couldn’t be a—

      “This way,” I hear someone whisper, and dread floods my stomach.

      My heart races to the point where I think I’m going to pass out because it’s pumping too much blood to my veins. My lungs seize up, and so do my legs, taking away the ability to flee. Where would I run? Could I make it far without them noticing? What’s the quickest escape route?

      These are things that, unfortunately, I am accustomed to thinking about. In LA, I usually travel with security or some protection with me. My house is in a gated community with the most state-of-the-art security system known to man. I’ve been trained to use a gun but don’t keep one on me. I certainly don’t have one here.

      Because I’ve been too comfortable. I thought that out here, nothing could touch me.

      But, of course, that has been a naive notion.

      Paralyzing fear steals over my entire body, making it impossible to even try to escape. My head screams at me to move as I hear someone shuffling close to my closed bedroom door, but I can’t. It’s like none of my limbs are capable of working.

      “Think she has cash in here?”

      “She’s famous, duh.”

      They’re whispering, but not quietly, and part of me thinks they don’t care. While those voices sound male, I strain to make them out. They sound young.

      The animals are usually outside, the lazy dog too deaf to hear them, and every other pet too unaware to care about noise in the house. Part of me wishes I brought the cats and dog in with me so that I wasn’t alone right now.

      Finally getting some courage to move, I creep across the mattress, careful not to make any noise, and sit up to try to sink to the side of the bed closest to the wall. If they come in here, I’m defenseless.

      “A purse, dude—I thought you said it was empty.” The whisper is more of a shouted hiss.

      “Well, shit, should we have more fun?” The cackle unleashed sends a chill through my soul.

      So much so, that as I try to set my foot on the floor, because hiding under the bed is my only option, I get distracted and land too heavy. The floor creaks, and panic seizes me.

      “Come on, let’s go, I think she’s awake.” I hear one of them snicker.

      The other person bumps into something and curses, shoving whatever it is to the ground with a large clatter. I crouch down on all fours between my bed and the wall, all my bones rattling. Cringing because I’m trying to be as silent as possible, I realize that maybe they didn’t think I’d be here.

      They thought the house would be empty, a fun tale to tell their friends. That they broke into Butch Mauer’s house and maybe stole some shit. Only teenagers would do something so stupid. If they were taking off already—I thought I heard the sound of the front door bang open—then it means they didn’t think anyone would be here.

      It feels like hours that I wait, huddled on the dirty carpet, to make sure they aren’t still here and aren’t coming back. That could have ended a million times worse, but it’s not like I’m not scared out of my mind. This is one of the biggest fears in life, being unsafe in the place you thought you were the safest.

      A white-hot kind of fear I’ve never experienced grips me by the throat as I rise, walk across the room, and slowly open my bedroom door. I expect to be hit in the face, rushed by another person, or worse. Images of what could have happened flash through my mind like doomsday predictions.

      When I make it to the living room, shaking like a leaf, I’m met by darkness and silence. A few things have been tossed on the floor, including the contents of my purse. I’m sure the two hundred bucks I had in my wallet won’t be there when I go to check. Which is fine, let them have it.

      Immediately, I run to the kitchen and arm myself with a knife, brandishing it in the dark like it’ll help me attack ghosts. My mind is spinning, all the hairs on my limbs standing up like I’ve been electrocuted.

      But no one is here, just me and the demons I’ve imagined since I heard that glass shatter. Furniture is turned over, and I can hear the wind whistling through the window they broke.

      If I’ve learned one thing, a very long time ago, it’s that I would never be safe in Hope Crest. Not from my father’s actions, not from bullies, and now, not from people trying to get me or get something from me.

      I spend the rest of my night driving around aimlessly, unable to be in the house until the sun comes up.
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      The closest hardware store to Hope Crest is a Home Depot twenty-five minutes away.

      Being a small town with small-town values, the council doesn’t let any big box stores set up within a certain mileage of our little haven. And since the local hardware store run by Alana’s old tennis coach shut down a year back when he decided to retire, I’m stuck schlepping my tired ass there.

      I finished early with the books, and someone needed to get some caulk and new lightbulbs for the bathrooms in the restaurant, so I offered to go.

      With a basket in my hand, full of the necessary items on my list, I’m about to walk to the front to check out when I hear a familiar voice.

      “Do you have, um, pepper spray anywhere?” someone timidly asks from the next aisle.

      “Aisle nine, near the bee repellant.” Some teenage kid’s voice breaks.

      “Thanks,” that voice says again.

      Walking double-time to the end of the aisle, I glimpse a streak of auburn hair and follow it. When my body is fully in the open grid plan of the store, I can finally make her out. Cassandra.

      Pepper spray? Now, why would she need that?

      She’s walking in a disjointed manner, like she’s exhausted or confused, and I notice she’s wearing a pair of sweatpants with a pea coat over them. I’m not one to judge, but I’ve never seen her with a hair out of place, even when she’s hanging out in a dressed-down state.

      Getting closer, I hear her audibly counting the aisles.

      “Cassandra?” I almost reach out and touch her but refrain.

      We haven’t spoken to or seen each other in almost two weeks, not since I kissed her, and then proceeded to try to convince her to sell us her land. Not since she tore me a new one, rightfully so, and I realized I’d better give her some space. The past has clearly not been forgotten, and I’m not even sure there’s a way forward, but pushing her into anything, whether it’s selling her land or friendship or more, doesn’t seem like the right move.

      Doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about that goddamn kiss until it drove me half insane.

      She stops at the sound of me saying her name, turns over her shoulder to look at me, and her lip wobbles.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh,” she says, like she didn’t even hear me, as her head moves on a swivel.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” I take her by the shoulders and move her into a side aisle, alarm bells going off in my head.

      There is little privacy here, but at least we’re not in the middle of the open store.

      Cassandra blinks like she isn’t sure how I appeared and looks to be on the brink of some emotional shutdown.

      “Someone broke into my house last night. While I was sleeping. Or well, I woke up while they were there.”

      Ice-cold water might as well have been dumped over my head. “Are you fucking serious?”

      Confusion dots her green eyes. “Yes.”

      “Who was it? Did you see them? Did they …”

      Words trap in the back of my throat, the kind I never want to say, but especially when it comes to Cassandra, burn like a fireball lodged there.

      Those emerald eyes stare at me, until I see something register, and she shakes her head. “They never came into my bedroom. Got spooked when I made a noise.”

      “Thank fuck.” I breathe through my nose, avoiding hauling her against my chest. “Did they take anything? The house, is it—”

      She holds up her basket. “I got new locks, not that it matters because they broke a window to get in. I think they were teenagers, didn’t think anyone would be home. But I … wait, why are you here?”

      Cassandra eyes me suspiciously like I might have had something to do with her home break-in.

      “Just needed some lightbulbs for the restaurant. I didn’t … I wasn’t following you or anything. And I don’t mean to alarm you, but more security is probably better. For who you are.”

      “Butch’s daughter? Yeah, I got it from your first and second conversation, oh and the third, too. People hate my family.” Her nostrils flare like she’s disgusted with me.

      “That’s not what I meant. I meant that you’re a famous actress, and there are a lot of idiotic teens in Hope Crest who think they could make a quick buck stealing from you.”

      “Didn’t think many teens in Hope Crest had money troubles.” She scoffs, like I was raised with a silver spoon in my mouth.

      “Then they want the story or some shit, I don’t know. I’d never attempt something like that. But you do need more security.”

      “Thanks, Captain Obvious. As if I didn’t drive here before the sun came up just to wait for them to open. I couldn’t stay in that house, I can’t …”

      She trails off, and I realize I’ve come at this all wrong. She doesn’t need me lecturing her or acting like a possessive jerk. She needs comfort, safety. Carefully, like I’m hugging a feral cat who might scratch me viciously, I fold her into my arms. Her back heaves, like she’s collapsing or trying to hold in a big sob.

      “I’m sorry. It must have been very scary.”

      “It was.” Her voice breaks as she nods into my chest.

      “What can I do? Have you called the police?” I ask gently, stroking her back.

      The feelings of intimacy and wanting to be more for her have to be crammed into the back of my brain, because Cassandra needs me in a different capacity right now. No, she doesn’t need me, she needs someone. Anyone. I’m just glad it happened to be me who stumbled upon her first.

      “They don’t need to be involved. I’ll just change the locks, get some pepper spray. Call the security company I have in California and—”

      “If kids are going around breaking into homes, the Hope Crest police need to know. If you aren’t safe, you need to report it.” I’m stern in my tone, but I’m not messing around.

      “I’ve got it handled.” She peers up at me, her eyes glassy.

      Nothing about how she’s responding tells me she’s got it handled.

      “And you don’t always have to handle everything yourself,” I tell her.

      “Been doing it my whole life, nothing new.” She shrugs, averting her gaze from my prying one.

      “Well, I’m here. I’ll follow you home, and then I’ll drive you to the station.”

      Guiding her up the aisle, I don’t let her argue. The last thing I need is for something to happen to Cassandra. Because if I wasn’t already warring internally about caring for her, I am now. And I couldn’t bear it if she was hurt while I was trying to decide what she’s going to mean to me.
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      The officer taking my statement yawns, and an uncomfortable weariness clenches my gut.

      “And you say your doors were locked?”

      “I say? Yes, I locked all of my doors.” His accusatory tone sits wrong, like he’s questioning whether I made this all up.

      “Sometimes people forget. Are too tired. It happens.” He shrugs, his buzz-cut head bobbing to the music overhead.

      As if this is all casual. As if I’m weaving a story he’s too bored with to follow.

      “And because people leave a door unlocked, it’s okay for someone to come into their home uninvited and after dark?” I question, trying not to let my jaw hit the floor.

      That’s pretty much how this entire thing has gone, from the moment I gave my name at the counter and said I wanted to file a police report. They brought me back to this guy, who took one look at me, and I swear he had to refrain from rolling his eyes because of who I am. It took him five minutes to even pull out a report, and I am half convinced he won’t even file this one he’s scribbling on.

      But, hey, at least this cop is making my fear vanish and replacing it with anger. If this interview doesn’t underscore that people in this town hate me, I don’t know what does. I am the victim of a crime, and he’s treating me like a felon who isn’t confessing to illegal activities.

      Then there’s the knight in shining tin foil who hadn’t even bothered coming in with me. Sure, he pushed me to come here and report it, but one thought about being seen with me, and his possessiveness shriveled up.

      Patrick said he shouldn’t come in with me, that he had nothing to contribute since he wasn’t there but that he’d wait to take me home. I knew what that meant. I knew he didn’t want to be seen with me, because people would start asking very different questions than who broke into my home.

      Seeing him in that Home Depot triggered every response in me to let someone take over. To let someone hold me and handle it all. I thought that’s what he was attempting to do when he pulled me in, his shirt smelling like freshly baked bread and chocolate. But, of course, reality set in as soon as we pulled up to the station. Now I am in here alone, doing something I hadn’t wanted to do from the start.

      “Do you need to send someone out to fingerprint or …” I don’t know if that’s a stupid question.

      The way the officer looks at me, it sure feels like it is. “If nothing was stolen, there isn’t really a point.”

      Wow, they are going to do nothing. My eyes flash to his badge as he ho-hums about paperwork, and I study the name. Officer Drafter.

      Drafter … the name sounds familiar. I keep studying him as he fills out the report, his hands moving slowly like he couldn’t care less, and then it clicks.

      Nikolai Drafter, one of the kids who had filled my locker with rats. Or, well, one of the ones I thought did it since he never got blamed for it in any official capacity.

      Unease creeps up the back of my throat because it’s clear his opinion of me hasn’t changed. At the same time, I can’t let on that I know who he is. That would only make things much worse for me. So I answer the rest of his questions and head out of the station with nothing promised and nothing gained.

      The last thing I want to do is get in a car with Patrick, who is infuriatingly handsome even when he’s being an ass. We barely know each other, and yet I feel like he sees me better than anyone I’ve met in my life up until now. It’s unnerving, and I’m on my last nerve, not to mention two hours of sleep.

      “What did they say?” he asks as I duck back into his passenger seat.

      “The officer didn’t see how they could do anything. Doesn’t want to send someone out.” Even speaking tires me out as I buckle in.

      When he starts the car and pulls out onto the road, I think that’s the end of it.

      But Patrick never knows when to stop. “What the hell? They need to investigate. See if they can find who did this. Did you tell them that?”

      “What do you want me to do, Patrick?” I sigh, exhausted to my bones.

      “You should have pushed them to come out to the house and take fingerprints, something. Investigate further. It’s not like the department ever has shit to do. Sleepy town where the worst crime is a teenage party to breakup or a bad car accident.” He scoffs like he cares about this more than I do.

      His flippant attitude, like I didn’t try my best and he could have done better, is the thing that finally makes me snap.

      Slamming my hand into the console between us as he drives toward the outskirts of town, the volume of my tone reaches a fever pitch.

      “Well, maybe if you wanted them to do all of those things, you should have come in with me. Thrown your Ashton weight around. But, oh wait, you’d never do that, because you wouldn’t want to be seen in public with Butch’s daughter, right? Couldn’t possibly make it known that you have any sort of positive feelings about me, lest everyone in this goddamn town turn on you, too. How pathetic. Spare me, Patrick. I did what I could and it’s done. This town will never, ever throw me a bone. So, I’ll handle it by myself, like I always have.”

      With that, I slump back into the seat, staring out the window as a headache blooms in my temples.

      “The officer didn’t want to help because of who you are?” I watch his finger tap tensely on the steering wheel.

      “Bingo.” My sarcasm echoes around the front seat.

      When the horn beeps and I hear Patrick mutter fuck as his fist reverberates off the wheel, I’m more shocked than I am scared.

      “They shouldn’t have treated you like that. I shouldn’t have either. Shit, this town has done you dirty, Cassandra. I have. I’m a fucking asshole. You didn’t deserve it then, and you don’t deserve it now. This isn’t your fault.”

      His eyes pin me, and I can’t help but meet them. “I know that.”

      “Good.” He nods slowly, his knuckles white as his bicep bulges under the strain he’s placing on it. “I’m going to come back and make sure everything is secure.”

      Just like that, a little piece of me wants to put all my eggs in Patrick’s basket. I want him to fix this because I’m too tired to. I want to rely on someone, and even though I know it’s hopeless to trust him, my eyes begin to droop.

      “Rest, Cassandra.” His hand covers mine, and I savor the warmth.

      The motion of the car lulls me to sleep.
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      Driving past the lane to my family’s house and out to Butch’s old place is risky because the visibility is high, and someone is probably watching.

      But I’d done it earlier this morning after Cassandra dropped her car off. I wasn’t taking the chance that she wouldn’t go file a report and told me she would just to appease me. Bringing her was the only option, so bringing her home was, too. I couldn’t very well dump her off on the side of the road because someone in my family might see me over here.

      Cassandra’s words bounce off the sides of my mind, about how I was a coward for not wanting to walk into the station with her.

      Fuck, I really am. I have to stop it. Stop this. I’m either in or out. Either explore whatever this might be, get her to forgive me so I can get closer to her, and damn it to hell, whatever the rest of the town thinks. Or leave her alone completely.

      I’m crossing the boundary I set up for myself and will take whatever consequences are thrown at me.

      She’s been sleeping for most of the short drive out here, and she looks so at peace that I almost want to keep driving so that she can rest. I have a feeling she’s been running on fumes and fear since last night, and I want to be a safe space for her.

      But we’re here, and I need to see the damage left behind. I want to fix it for her.

      “Cassandra …” Brushing her cheek with the pad of my thumb, she rouses.

      “What?” She’s dazed, those long lashes kissing her cheeks in prolonged blinks before they focus.

      “We’re back at your father’s house. I want to let you sleep, but I also want to go inside and see what needs to be patched up.”

      As I open my door and unfold my legs from the driver’s side, I hear her say, “You don’t have to come in. I get it, you’re only going to help so much.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been a pathetic coward up until this point. Actually, I’ve been one for a long time where you’re concerned. Let me make it up to you?”

      Green eyes hold my stare, and I get my answer when she turns for the front door without saying no. I grab the bag of supplies she left in the back seat and then join her, stepping in front of her when it’s clear she can’t walk up the steps to open the door.

      The screen is crooked on its hinges, though I’m pretty sure it was always like that, not from the break-in. The porch sags beneath our feet, and even though I was just out here feeding the animals, I hadn’t realized how much the house needs a total revamp. Or a teardown because it might be beyond repair.

      Walking in, I clock the overturned lamp, broken glass from a living room window, and a couple of other things that are turned over. Cassandra stands, staring at that glass like she’s reliving it all. The urge to carry this woman’s fear is overwhelming and should be a red flag.

      See, I do this. I meet a woman and think she’s the most incredible thing in the world. I fall hard and fast and have been told that I love to love. It’s why I’ve refrained from getting into a relationship for half a year. I haven’t looked at another woman since calling off my engagement. I can’t trust my judgment, and I’m terrified that I’ll never know if it’s right when I find the woman I’m meant to spend forever with.

      But standing here with Cassandra? I want to say fuck it all. I want to be her everything, and we’re nothing to each other. It’s the most overpowering sensation I’ve ever felt in my life.

      “You got some plywood, right? I’ll patch that window and call a friend, a contractor who can come out and replace the window. It’ll probably take a few days, but I’ll try to seal it as tight as I can. Won’t be too cold for another couple of weeks, so it won’t be too bad.”

      She nods, her head bobbing like she’s trying to stay focused on the tasks and not slip into the trauma.

      “Do you have a toolbox? And maybe a dustpan. We shouldn’t be walking all over this.” I point to the glass.

      “Yeah … yes, I can do that.” Having a task delegated to her seems to snap Cassandra out of the fog that threatens to pull her under.

      For the next forty minutes or so, we clean up the damage. I patch the window, and Cassandra calls the security company that did her house in California. It’ll be a bit much to outfit this place with that level of security, but I’m all for whatever makes her feel safe.

      “They can install in two days.” A flicker of a smile, but I sense the worry behind it.

      “Well, at least we did all we could. You have the pepper spray, and … look, my parents have a handgun and a stun gun. I can bring one or both over if it makes you feel—”

      “No. I don’t want to have to use either of those things.” She shivers.

      “Do you know how to?” I’m curious but also worried about what happens if someone comes back here.

      “Of course I do. You can’t work in movies as long as I have and not be forced to take weapons training.”

      Thickly, I swallow, because I can only imagine some of the craziness she’s seen. She walks into the small kitchen, fiddling with things. Our work is done, and I know I’m idling, but I can’t seem to work up the balls to ask to stay or the will to leave.

      “Do you think this could have been a fan who discovered you were staying in town?” I wonder aloud.

      Cassandra sighs. “Maybe? Although from the whispers I heard, I don’t think so. I’ve signed some autographs here and there, posed for pictures. As I suspected, the people in this town don’t associate me with fame, but with my father, so there hasn’t been an influx of press about my whereabouts. I suspect that’ll change soon, but I kind of like this stage before the other shoe drops.”

      “It’s shocking to me that no one has called in the reporters. Don’t let this go to your head, but you’re one of the biggest actresses in the world right now. How this town is not blowing up your spot because of that remains a mystery to me.”

      She studies me, a small smile on her lips. “You forget that you’re the biggest celebrity in this town. They never cared about me. Now their pride won’t let them fawn over me, not that I ask for that at all. I’ve always been a more private ‘celebrity,’ though calling myself that seems so obnoxious. Notice how the press kind of forgot about me over the years, except when it comes to my projects? That was a well-executed plan. I don’t need my private life put on blast.”

      “I get that. It’s funny that they haven’t noticed you’ve gone MIA. When was the last time one of your movies came out?”

      “Keeping tabs on me, Patrick? You’re one of the only people to voice that I haven’t worked in a while.” That seems to surprise and irk her.

      “Why haven’t you?” I ignore the fact that I just admitted I keep up with her activity. “On screen, you’re …”

      If I tell her how captivating she is, I think it’ll freak both of us out.

      She walks to the small window above the sink and looks out, as if temporarily distracted by some conundrum.

      “Even before my father died, I felt lost. I love acting, but everything that comes with it is just exhausting. Nothing holds joy for me anymore. I can’t stand being around fake people in a city so fake, I’m not even sure the weather isn’t manufactured. I long for space and nothingness. So I stopped taking calls, started traveling. But I couldn’t find anywhere I fit until I got here, that is. Even with the way people think about my family, there’s this sense of comfort. Or there was.”

      “Can you stay here tonight?” I ask, hoping she tells me the truth.

      Cassandra’s back is to me, her hand resting on the counter, but I see her shoulders rise. “I’m not sure.”

      “I’ll stay.” It comes out immediately, and I don’t want to take it back.

      Her eyes fly to mine as her head swings over her shoulder, scarlet hair flying with the motion. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “You just said you can’t stay here alone. I’m not going to leave you if you’re scared.” Plus, even if today was a miserable slot of events, spending it caring for her has been better than any day I’ve had recently.

      “I’ll go to a hotel or something, I’ll make sure I’m around other people, or …” Cassandra looks so unsure that I cross the small room and reach my hand out so it rests on her shoulder.

      “I think we both know that won’t really work. Let me help, please? I’ll sleep on the …” I trail off, looking at the dismal couch in the living room.

      “Yeah, the one I ordered is delayed. I wouldn’t risk sleeping on that thing, your back might curse me for the rest of time.”

      “I don’t mind,” I lie, trying my best at a poker face because I can only imagine the springs that will protrude into my spine if I sleep on that.

      “I’m the actress here, remember? You’re pretty shit at it. The bed is brand new and we’re not children. If you’re offering to stay, and I think it might be a bad idea to accept, but I’m so jumpy I can’t say no, then you can sleep on the other side of it. I’ve done enough fake bedroom scenes that I’m used to sharing a bed with men I’m not with.”

      A hot streak of jealousy zaps through me, which is so unlike anything I’ve ever felt that it shocks me to my core. I’m a good boyfriend, a patient guy. I care a lot about the women I date and treat them accordingly. But never, not in one relationship, have I been jealous. I could see my ex-fiancée being chatted up by a guy at the bar and simply leave it alone, knowing she’d come back over to me at some point.

      But even the thought of Cassandra filming a fake scene for a movie where she’d have to be undressed by an actor just doing his job? That makes me want to rip someone’s face off.

      “As long as you’re sure? I don’t want to overstep, but I also can’t stand the thought of you scared and alone in this house.”

      “Careful, Patrick, a woman might think you want to protect her with sentiments like that.” She smirks, and I see a bit of that sassiness I know is buried under the armor she wears around me.

      “I do care, Cassandra. I think you know that. I think you know there is a lot we should probably discuss, but I won’t go there. Not right now.” My eyes burn into hers.

      “Patrick, we kissed. Nothing more.” But her eyes shift to the left, a tell that she’s lying.

      “That kiss had been coming for a decade, more than a decade, and you know it.” I’m not going to let her bullshit me.

      And even though I should listen to the warning bells going off in my head about my serial monogamy and the mountains of obstacles between us, I can’t ignore the elephant in the room anymore. It’s been too long, I’m too keyed up about this break-in and what could have happened, and I’m about to share a bed with her.

      I can’t lie beside her in a place I’ve always fantasized about being without her knowing that it wasn’t just a kiss.

      “I’m tired.” She sways on her feet.

      “Let’s get you some rest.” I take her by the elbow and walk her down the hallway with its smell of mold to the only room with a light on.

      Inside is a queen bed that takes up nearly three-quarters of the small space, a fluffy white comforter and padded white headboard calling to us. The sun hasn’t even set yet, but I know Cassandra needs sleep dearly. So if I can bring any sort of sense of safety and comfort, I’ll lie here for as long as she needs.

      “You don’t have anything to wear.” She notes my jeans and half-zip sweatshirt.

      I shrug, unzipping it to pull over my head, leaving only my T-shirt. “I’ll be fine. Sleeping in jeans is better than sleeping on that godforsaken couch. You should just throw that thing away.”

      “I really should. I don’t sit on it anyway. I’ll be back.” She holds up the clothes she just pulled out of the small dresser in the corner.

      Thinking about her undressing in the bathroom while I awkwardly climb into the side of the bed that looks unused is a unique kind of torture. How many wet dreams have I had about Cassandra Mauer? Too many to count, even when I was in relationships. How many of her movies have I watched, mesmerized by how she commands the screen? It’s much like in real life; I feel like I can’t take a full breath whenever I’m in her presence.

      While I’m trying desperately to think of dead fish and US capitals, my father’s suggestion that I charm her into selling her land to us pops into my mind unexpectedly. Fuck, if I were to try to do that, this would be a pretty decent battle I’d won in pursuit of it. But it’s not, even if the guilt burns my gut because she doesn’t know I had that underlying plan not so long ago.

      “Comfortable?” she asks, exhaustion wavering in her voice.

      In a soft gray long-sleeve and matching pants, with her hair tumbling around her shoulders and the creamy skin of her face dewy from what looks like lotion, I can’t help but stare. To the rest of the world, she’s a superstar who commands attention. I get the appeal of humble actress Cassandra, the woman who never brags on red carpets yet garners a paycheck twice her male costars. But this is the side of her no one sees, and I’m honored to get a glimpse of it.

      “It’s not a bad bed.” I grin.

      “Light on or off?” she asks, climbing beneath the covers.

      I’m lying on top of them, fighting the urge to roll over and press my front to her back. “Whatever you prefer.”

      “I’ll go lights off, but if I don’t feel okay, then I’ll put them on. Shit, I hate this. I’m not a weak person. I hate that I feel like this.”

      “Someone did this to you, you’re not weak. Your reaction isn’t stupid. But, like I told you before, you also don’t have to do everything alone. Sleep. I’ll be here.”

      It seems so quick, how I changed my mind and decided to fuck the consequences. But this is Cassandra I’m talking about. You’d be hard-pressed to find a red-blooded man who wouldn’t want to worship at her feet or protect her from harm.

      She clicks off the light, and I stare at the ceiling, resisting the craving to reach for her. What a temptation this is.

      Not until I hear the sound of even breathing do I exhale a slow breath because she’s finally resting, and I’m determined to stay up most of the night just in case someone does come back.

      But it doesn’t make it any easier to stop envisioning what might happen if I pull her close, slide my hands over her skin, and try to discover what we would be like if we let all of our barriers drop.
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      Something is tickling my ear, and I try to brush my hair away from it before falling back to sleep.

      But it won’t stop, and that’s when my eyes fly open.

      Patrick. In my bed. I didn’t object to him staying last night.

      And now he’s holding me, my body cradled against him like I’m his anchor in the night when he was supposed to be that for me. His breath gently blows past my ear, tickling the strands of hair that have fallen over the lobe.

      I lie perfectly still, trying to catalog what I’ve gotten myself into. His leg wedged between mine, our lower limbs tangled, and while I can’t feel what’s between his legs pressed against my ass, everything south of my waist has begun to tingle. The pressure of his arm on my waist, like it’s natural to have this masculine body cuddled against mine. The way he’s at peace, completely relaxed as he pulled me into him sometime during the night.

      Basking in the moment before he wakes and it’s ruined by awkwardness, I let my eyes drift closed. I let myself imagine a world where this is my every day, my eyes fluttering awake as I’m held by a man who doesn’t care what my Hollywood career means or which multimillion-dollar project I’ll take next. In a house no bigger than your average apartment, set on rolling green hills in the middle of nowhere. Where there is nothing but the chirping of birds and a deep sense of happiness to wake up to this perfectly average life.

      Patrick makes a noise at my back like he’s clearing his throat, and he shifts so that I’m pressed even farther against him. I revel in it, allowing myself to abandon all reality and snuggle back in a mutual fashion.

      “Mmm.” Patrick’s arm around my waist tenses, and I feel something hard press against the globes of my butt.

      It sends a jolt of electricity straight to the pulsing bud between my legs.

      He likely isn’t even awake, only reacting to the sensations he’s experiencing in his dreamlike state … but still. The thought of Patrick rolling on top of me has dirty, dirty thoughts running through my head.

      Trying to scoot away a bit so I don’t get caught seducing him in his sleep because I’m hanging by a thread here, I end up flipping over to try to scoot backward.

      Except that only has Patrick pulling me closer, until we’re practically nose to nose.

      He blinks those long black eyelashes, sleep ruffling his hair and clothes. He looks even more delicious than the all-American, put-together Patrick Ashton that Hope Crest knows and loves.

      “Morning.” I can’t help the smile that lifts my mouth.

      “Morning.” His voice is gravelly and sends a zing of need down my spine.

      We’re lying on our sides, face-to-face, with his leg between mine and his arm thrown over my hip. I’m not sure if he’s aware he spooned me during the night or if he doesn’t care now to remove them. One thing I’ve realized about Patrick is that he doesn’t embarrass easily. When he’s wrong, he seems to admit it. And when he’s caught in a compromising position, like now, he seems not to take it back if it’s something he really wants.

      “Thanks for, uh, staying.” I’m nervous, and I haven’t been nervous around a man in a very long time.

      “Of course.” He grins. “You should know, I didn’t ask to stay in your bed for something like this to happen.”

      “I guess you just got lucky then.” Sleeping through the night with no danger present has left me with a renewed sense of confidence.

      And that’s what I like to think I have when it comes to men. I’ve never, not since I decided to put the rat incident behind me, been weak or non-vocal when it comes to the opposite sex. I ask for what I want, I don’t shy away from sex if I’m in the mood, and if I want someone, I don’t play games.

      Which is why I stay still while Patrick closes the distance between us, our heads cushioned by the pillows as his lips tentatively take mine. It’s a question, this kiss, and I answer by nipping gently at his bottom lip. That seems to spur him on, his tongue lavishing mine as we scoot closer, his hands coming to rest on my waist. Those long fingers, ones I want in places much more sensitive, stroke the expanse of skin that’s exposed due to my shirt riding up.

      My God, this man can kiss. The way he steals my breath heightens every sense and builds up sensations inside me that no one has ever done with just their mouth on mine and it’s not fair.

      When he pulls back, I almost shake my head in protest.

      “We shouldn’t do this,” Patrick whispers against my lips.

      I’m not surprised or even disappointed. Because we shouldn’t. There are way too many complications.

      “We shouldn’t.”

      “Can’t seem to stop though,” he murmurs, his hand sliding into my hair and gripping my nape gently.

      I know what he means because my body moves like it’s not even listening to my mind. I press closer to him, my pajama-clad legs pressing against his jeans, my nipples begging to be free of the shirt now pressing into his chest.

      As he presses those lips to my neck, sucking on a spot that makes my hips buck, I know I won’t stop this. I’ve been undecided on so many things in my life over the last year, and this is the first one I know, from every angle, I am sure about.

      Our kisses become more passionate; our lips so sealed together that we barely come up for air. It’s like we’re machines helping each other to breathe. At first, it’s just a steamy adult make out in my bed, our hips grinding against each other as we search for friction but keep our hands in neutral zones.

      But then Patrick’s slide up my ribcage, under my sleep shirt, and PG-13 flies out the window. Once his hands find their way to my breasts and I gasp into his mouth, things become deeper. More urgent.

      “You weren’t wearing a bra this whole fucking time?” He practically growls down my throat as he breaks off, panting.

      All I can do is moan because he’s rolling my nipples like he’s trying to give me an orgasm from that stimulation alone.

      My hands shake as I lower them under the sheets, reaching for the zipper on his jeans. “It’s a damn shame you had to sleep all night in these.”

      “If it meant,” a kiss to my neck, “getting to experience this,” kiss to my collarbone, “in the morning,” my shirt being pulled over my head, leaving me topless, “then it was well worth it.”

      His hands palm my breasts, squeezing them together as I look up at his hooded eyes. He’s watching himself take handfuls of me, playing with my breasts like he’s dreamed about doing just this.

      “You’re so goddamn beautiful, it hurts to look at you sometimes. Like I’m staring at the sun. At something I shouldn’t want to have because it’ll burn me.” He bends when he says this, whispering it into my skin before he takes my nipple in his mouth.

      With my hand on the button of his jeans, I arch my back violently. The wetness of his mouth there makes me see stars, and he hasn’t even touched the dripping slit between my legs yet.

      As much as I can focus, because Patrick is sucking on my nipples like he’s trying to draw screams from me, I flick open his jeans and pull the zipper down. He lets out a hiss as my fingernails lightly brush over the trail of hair leading to his cock, and I push my hand past the waistband of his boxers to feel him.

      He’s hot, hard, and heavy in my hand as I fist him, lightly stroking. Patrick growls into my mouth as our tongues tangle and it’s the singular most erotic sound I’ve ever heard.

      “More,” I plead, needing his hands lower, and he obliges.

      We strip down to nothing, fumbling as we lie on our sides but not caring because the end result is the same; both of us bare naked, our hands exploring each other.

      My thumb swipes over the head of his dick and pre-cum coats it, so I drag it down to the base, where I cup his balls.

      “You do that some more, and I won’t make it to the main event.” His eyes meet mine, and he pushes my shoulder until I lie flat on my back. “And I really want to make it there, but first, I need to hear what you sound like when you come.”

      Well, shit, he could probably get me there faster if he keeps talking like that.

      I watch Patrick lazily make his way down my body, a touch here, a kiss there. He moves like a predator, but a gentle one, lulling me with seduction with his easy grace. Until he pounces and dives in to suck the nub pulsing between my thighs as I cry out in ecstasy. It’s been a while since someone’s done that, and even longer since I’ve slept with someone I have so much sexual tension with. This isn’t going to be just some release, a one-time thing to knock the dust off. There is history here; I’ve often wondered what sex would be like with Patrick. Countless times in the last few weeks alone.

      As if reading my mind, he says the same thing before laying his tongue flat and licking up my center. “I’ve fantasized about this too many times to count.”

      I can’t respond because he licks me while adding a finger, and my whole body is beginning to quake. Small tremors that start in my fingers, the coil within me almost to that snapping point.

      “Patrick,” I beg.

      “God, when you say my name.” He sighs on me, the wetness and heat of his breath dangling me over the cliff.

      And then he’s back, pumping two fingers while his teeth gently scrape my clit, and I’m a goner.

      The orgasm steals my senses, deftly and not in an explosive manner. Silently, which is almost worse because I’m shaking with pleasure for so long that I think there might not be enough oxygen going to my brain.

      “It was better than I imagined.” Patrick smirks up at me, that dark hair disheveled from where I was gripping it.

      “And now I need to know what it feels like with you inside me,” I murmur, not holding back.

      We’ve crossed the line, and I won’t stop until we’ve shattered all the rules.

      “I don’t …” His eyes shift, and a pit forms in my stomach. “Have a condom. It’s been a while. A long while, actually.”

      With him positioned between my thighs, all I can focus on is his big, hard cock pointing straight at my entrance.

      “I’m on the pill. I haven’t been with anyone in a while either. I’m good,” I assure him, wiggling my hips because the friction hasn’t abated even with the incredible orgasm he just gave me with his mouth.

      “If I stroke out, I blame you.” The cocky bastard actually blinks before fisting himself and giving a tug, moving ever closer to my slick opening.

      “I can live with that.” I wrap my arms around his neck, relishing the feeling of skin on skin.

      Being close to a man, his weight on me, the prick of pain as he pushes in, the excitement of the ride we’re about to go on together … I love this. I’ve always loved sex, but with Patrick, it’s more.

      When you meet someone, first go home with them, it is usually at night, after some fantastic date or dinner cooked at their place. There is sexy music and tipsy anticipation. You shave your legs with the knowledge that tonight will be the night. There is giggling and mutual flirting and …

      Not this. Not morning rays streaming through the window or the haze of sleep falling over the room like a warm cocoon. There wasn’t the intimacy of pajamas, no makeup, and a messy bed. There wasn’t a slow, sensual strum of pleasure.

      Patrick isn’t rushing. He isn’t frantic and sloppy with desire. He’s … well, it’s like he’s making love to me.

      His hands frame my face as he thrusts slowly in and out, my hips bucking up to meet him each time. At some points, it’s like he’s focusing more on kissing me so thoroughly I can’t breathe than fucking me.

      “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.” He groans, his pace clicking up a notch as my climax tingles at the base of my spine.

      Our eyes catch, and something passes between us. It feels way too big to name at this point in our … acquaintanceship? I think we’re friends at this point now that we’ve resolved the hurt from the past, but it’s not like we’ve hung out a bunch. Patrick coming to my aid when I needed him must have sped things up because this thing that’s always been brewing broke through the surface and won’t let up.

      As if he seems to sense how intense this is, Patrick breaks eye contact and reaches beneath me, cupping my ass in his hands as he buries his head into my neck.

      “Oh, God yes!” Any kind of touch on my ass during sex has always set off a chain reaction. “Please go harder.”

      “Fuck,” he growls, hammering into me now.

      His cock stretches me impossibly wide, my knees falling to either side, nails raking down his back as I press my lips to his temple.

      The second orgasm is like fireworks going off, incoherent sounds spilling from my mouth as I hazily watch Patrick push up onto his palms, rising over me like a god taking his pleasure. He juts against me, the headboard rattling against the wall, and just as my orgasm winds down, I get to watch him unravel.

      All the muscles in his neck cord, and as he seems to plummet into the release, he cradles my cheek in his hand, looking at me reverently. Then his eyes go skyward, the most masculine sound bursting from his lips as I feel his body shake.

      And when he comes down, pulling me against him as he rolls us, I feel a sound close to relief exhale from his lungs.

      “I guess we found out.” I sigh, knowing it will never be enough.

      I’ll never be able to stop this because lying here with him in a post-coital glow feels like euphoria.

      “That no one else has come close? Yeah, I guess we did.” He almost sounds annoyed.

      “Disappointed?” I ask because I’m not hiding.

      I don’t need him to reassure me or to play it cool to score a follow-up. Patrick knows what just happened. In the same way, I know that we won’t just call it here and move on.

      “Worried. Because there is no way I’m letting you go now, and that means we have to figure out what the hell we’re going to do.”

      He says it like we’ve both made the decision, like we’ve had this talk, and were just waiting for the right time. When, in reality, we’ve discussed nothing. We’ve been running scared from this and all too quickly realize those attempts were futile.

      From the minute he walked into this house unexpectedly, from the minute those lights flickered on, it was always leading here.

      Now, we have to learn on the fly while we react to the fallout. Because he’s right, this wasn’t an itch we could part with after knowing we’d scratched it.

      I’m caught up in his web now, he in mine, and I have no desire to be freed.
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      Trout Fest is an annual tradition in Hope Crest.

      Tons of amateur boaters, mostly those living in town, venture onto the Delaware during the last warm weekend of September to see who can catch the biggest fish. They drink beers, talk smack, and the whole town comes out to watch it. People set up folding lawn chairs along the riverbank, bring miniature grills and tailgate accouterments, and feed the town gossip mill as they bet who will catch the biggest fish.

      “Warren looks like he’s going to fall out of the boat.” Liam chuckles as he, I, and Alana walk on the grassy slope of lawn closest to his boat.

      “Mom told him that if he caught the biggest fish, she’d personally cook it for him for dinner.” Alana shakes her head as we watch her best friend almost trip on his own two feet.

      “He’s not a bad fisherman, but he looks off today.” I cock my head to the side, studying him.

      “We went to The Laura Inn last night and he had one too many whiskey shots.” My sister snickers. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he gets seasick.”

      Mom and Dad are setting up a small canopy tent with lawn chairs beneath it, and I step in to take them out of my mom’s hands.

      “Maybe if I just run quick and make a few pizzas. Maybe a dozen. We could even give them away for free.” Dad looks like he’s bargaining with Mom.

      “Stop it, we’re relaxing today.” She laces her hand in his like I’ve seen her do a million times.

      Usually, we rent a truck or a stand and sell during this festival, but this year Liam decided to only do the jars of our sauce, so I’m off the hook to help. But, per usual, Dad isn’t at peace unless he’s tinkering in the kitchen or feeding hordes of people. Sitting in a lawn chair spectating is probably the last thing he wants to do.

      “Only because I love you,” he grumbles, holding the chair out for her as she sits.

      “Think of it as a trial for retirement. When these people give us grandkids, and we can sit and hold babies while they worry about the business.” Mom grins like this is her ultimate goal.

      “Retire! You been drinking wine this early, Leona?” Dad’s eyes are nearly popping out of his head.

      Liam, who rarely ever smiles, is cracking up. “Mom, Dad will retire when he literally croaks in front of the pizza oven.”

      “Liam Anthony!” She swats my brother with the sleeve of her raincoat. “Don’t even speak of such things. And he will retire because he loves me more than the pizzeria. I want to travel, I want to have a life outside of the place I have given decades to. You’ll see. It just depends on which one of you wants to take it over.”

      We look at one another wearily but also with a glint of competition. From a business perspective, I would probably be the front-runner. I know how to keep it profitable, how many people to keep on staff, etc. Alana is also a good choice, but my parents are traditional, and they put the most pressure on her to get married and have a family. Liam wants no part of solely owning the restaurant, but if the farm comes with it, he’ll throw his hat in the ring.

      Then there is Evan, who is also an obvious choice because one day he’ll run the menu, but that’s if he even wants it. If he even comes home.

      “You really want to sell?” Alana presses because this is the first time my mom has said it out loud in front of everyone.

      “Of course she does. But then she’ll come back when her hands are old and knobby like mine, because she can’t stand to be away from it.” Nonna pushes her way into the circle, and I rush to unfold a chair so she can sit.

      “Maybe. But first I want the fantasy retirement.” Mom hugs her mother to her as they scoot their chairs close to one another.

      With her mom sitting on one side of her and her husband on the other, Mom blabs on about traveling to Italy, taking long walks through town, and buying concert tickets whenever she pleases. It makes that part of my heart ache, the one that feels like a giant hole I always seem to be trying to fill. Two women haven’t fit there, haven’t stemmed the leak, and I can’t trust myself to think I’ve found one that has.

      Even though I feel like I left all my joy back in Cassandra’s bed.

      Sleeping with her had been … goddamn. Magical. Fucking unreal. The most intense and erotic thing I’ve ever done. But more than that, there was this connection I’d never felt with any other woman. Even the two I was going to marry.

      It was like she’d sewn up that aching hole after planting herself there; the repetitive thump of loneliness is gone. What isn’t gone is this driving urge to see her, every second of the day, and I know that is dangerous.

      This is how those first jitter anticipation stages always feel. Craving, intense longing, the need to be naked with that person every second. To talk for hours and hear everything that makes them tick.

      Cassandra admitting that she isn’t happy in her life brought me sick relief. Because she then fessed up about Hope Crest making her feel a sense of comfort. That selfish bastard inside me wanted to make it all about him, will her to stay here and give up that fake city so we could make a real go at things.

      But, like always, I’m getting way too ahead of myself.

      In the three days since I’ve seen her, I’ve checked in via text to make sure she’s okay. Getting her number had been a back-and-forth of witty banter as she lay in her bed, half-dressed with her hair all sex-mussed. Just thinking about it makes me hard, and isn’t that awkward as I’m standing in a circle of my family members.

      “Hey, you want to get some street corn?” My sister points to one of the food trucks parked in the municipal parking lot.

      “Yeah, hopefully they have that sweet and sour flavor this year.” My stomach grumbles just thinking about it.

      I also don’t mind walking this way because I get a glimpse of Cassandra standing in line at the nachos truck. My heart speeds up as it realizes she’s here, black jeans molded to her perfect ass that I had in my palms just days ago. I’m a feral animal when it comes to this woman, so much so that I have an intrusive thought of stalking up to her and claiming her mouth in front of all these people.

      I love that she’s come down to the festival, and not hiding out from the town or the people who broke into her house.

      When our eyes collide, she smirks, like we both have a sexy secret none of the hundreds of people flooding downtown know. Well, because we do.

      “Hey.” She walks up to us a few minutes later, nachos dish in hand, confident as hell and gorgeous as ever.

      “Hey.” I can’t help the smirk that blooms.

      I’ve never been one to kiss and tell, but something about mere feet separating us right now has me doing the whole “I’ve seen you naked and I’m thinking about it right now” song and dance. Cassandra isn’t much better, because she audibly gulps and can’t stop her eyes from flitting to my mouth.

      “Can’t believe you’re going the healthy route of corn with all of the guilty pleasure food they’re pedaling,” she jokes, pointing to her nachos piled high with sour cream and steak.

      “Believe me, there is nothing healthy about corn covered in jalapeño ranch dressing and queso.” It takes everything in me not to tuck the stray lock of hair now floating on the wind and casting her scent behind her ear.

      “I guess that’s true.” She giggles and then pops a salsa-covered chip in her mouth.

      “It’s been a long time, Cassandra. Nice to see you.” My sister greets her warmly.

      Alana never bases her opinion on anyone else’s, I love that about her, and she never did when it came to Butch either. If anything, Alana gave Butch more credence than anyone in this town.

      Cassandra chews, clears her throat, and then smiles. “Nice to see you, too. Wow, it seems like everyone grew up here overnight, though I guess that’s what ten years away will do.”

      “And what a ten years it’s been. Loved A Prairie Song, by the way. It’s in my top ten movies.”

      “She’s not kidding. I think she saw it eight times in theaters.” I chuckle, trying hard to keep my hands away from Cassandra.

      I’m like a live wire, attuned to her electricity, and all I want to do is soak it up.

      “Not even ashamed of it, I wanted my own Kellan.” Alana sighs about the male character in the movie.

      “He was pretty dreamy. Even I think I fell in love with Ricardo while he played that role,” Cassandra agrees.

      “Oh, did you?” There is an air of amusement laced with jealousy in my voice.

      She cocks her head to the side and bites the corner of her bottom lip. “You always fall in love with your costars, at least a little bit. But it’s not the real thing.”

      The way she looks at me, I think maybe this could be the real thing. But I’ve failed at it too many times to be confident we could go the distance. The fact I’m talking about going the distance this early should scare me, but I ignore every red flag. Even the one standing right next to me in the form of my sister. Not that she actively dislikes Cassandra’s family, but most of my family does.

      “What’re you two doing?” Liam walks up as if his ears were ringing.

      “Just waiting to get our corn and chatting.” Alana is trying to be a buffer, and my sister is smarter than I give her credit for.

      “Okay …” Liam’s eyes dart to Cassandra as if she’s a pariah we shouldn’t associate with.

      “Liam, you remember Cassandra?” I say, sticking it to my brother.

      I shouldn’t have this pissing contest here, but the more time I spend with her, the more annoyed I get with every resident of Hope Crest for casting her out. Especially my own blood.

      “Yes. Hi.” He’s cold, but at least he extends his hand for her to shake.

      Cassandra shakes it with her free hand. “Nice to see you. You run the farm now, right? It looks really good, so much more lush than when I used to live here as a kid. I bought a jar of your sauce at the grocery store last week, it was delicious.”

      My brother seems gobsmacked that a person he doesn’t know but has held negative assumptions about for years is giving him a compliment. “Uh, thanks. That marinara Chickie’s sells is our most popular.”

      “I’ve been meaning to order from the restaurant, but ...” Cassandra trails off like she was about to admit to the three Ashton siblings that she’s not sure she’s welcome at their establishment.

      “We’d love to have you.” Alana smiles reassuringly.

      “We would?” Liam hitches a brow.

      I elbow him in the ribs, and he coughs loudly while holding the spot.

      “We would.” I tip my chin at her and smirk.

      Our texts have been flirty and fun, but nothing serious yet. I’ve been meaning to ask her to hang out again, but I wanted to give her some space in case that was a one-time thing for her. And to see if this feeling would fade, which it hasn’t. If anything, it’s only intensified.

      Liam mumbles something about getting over to the table he’s selling from and lopes off.

      “Sorry about him.” The line for street corn moves, and Alana and I are almost at the window to order.

      “It’s okay.” But I see the flicker in her eyes of her guard going up. “I’m going to go enjoy these and watch some fishermen. Have a good day, you two.”

      “I’ll call you tonight, okay?” I call out, not caring who hears me.

      “Okay.” Cassandra smiles shyly.

      For a woman who commands a lot of the country’s attention, whether she wants it or not, I find it refreshing that she hasn’t changed much from the kind girl I used to know.

      “Oh, you’re in so much trouble.” Alana giggles as we step up, one away from ordering.

      “What?” My voice holds so much guilt, but it’s not like I’m going to come out and talk about my sex life with my sister.

      “When the whole family finds out you’ve been boinking Cassandra Mauer, I want to be there.” She rubs her hands together.

      “Stop it.” I roll my eyes but don’t tell her she’s hit the nail on the head.

      “Wait, you two really are doing the horizontal hula?” Her mouth is practically on the pavement. “I was just hazarding a guess. The sexual tension rolling off you two was enough to light a fire in the river.”

      “Why must you use the most annoying euphemisms?” Finally, we’re called up to the window, and place our orders, then wait to the side to collect them.

      “So you’re really fucking Cassandra Mauer?” she whispers.

      “We’re not … Jesus, I do not want to talk about this with you,” I hiss. “But if you need some confirmation, yes, we’ve been spending time together. Or I’d like to be spending more with her.”

      “Dad is going to kill you.” Alana’s eyes shift to where my parents sit.

      “Dad needs to get over his Butch blood lust. Cassandra is a completely different person than her father, and it’s not up to Dad who I see.”

      My sister raises an eyebrow. “Come on now, we both know that last part isn’t true. We’re a close-knit family for a reason. He might be dead wrong about her, but you’re really going to start something up with someone Dad will never approve of?”

      Her words hit home and are way too harsh in the middle of a daytime festival about catching gross-tasting fish and eating out of food trucks.

      But it doesn’t mean she’s wrong.
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      The following afternoon, I head to the playhouse to meet with Wilson and talk about a workshop he’s thinking about putting together.

      Walking back into the building that houses the theater makes me giddy because it’s been such a long time since I’ve acted or worked with other actors. Truly loving what I do and what I’ve made a career out of has never been the problem; once I’m on set and dialed in, I absolutely adore my job. It’s all the other bullshit that I can’t stand.

      So, to be sitting on a stage with scripts in my hand, talking about marking and timing and what Wilson is looking for with the children playing these roles … I’m getting even more excited than I was.

      In the back of my mind, I’m also thinking about how signing on for this workshop, even though I insisted he pay me nothing, means that Hope Crest is a more permanent layover than I’d originally thought. Actually, the more time I spend in this town, the less I want to leave. Even with its obvious gossipers and the people who despised my father, there is something comfortable about resting my feet here, so to speak.

      Working at the playhouse means I’ll be here longer because Wilson let me know it’s about an eight-week commitment. With the house coming along, I only need to contact a real estate agent to start the listing process. Then offers and the closing will hopefully follow shortly thereafter. And then I’m floating again, without a tether or a purpose.

      So maybe I’ll wait to list the house, at least until this workshop is over. With the improvements I’ve made, it’s actually livable, and the animals give me some sort of companionship. Even though I haven’t heard shit from the cops about my break-in because I’m assuming they’re not looking any further into it, I feel less shaken up than I did. It was probably two idiot teens who won’t pull that crap again.

      With the new locks, the security system I had installed, and the arsenal of pepper spray and knives I now keep stashed in various places, I feel better. I also feel more secure knowing Patrick is right over the hill and would come running if I called.

      “You look stunning.” Wilson looks me up and down as I walk into the theater.

      He’s sitting on the stage with piles of papers around him. Today he has on black cargo pants paired with a fire engine red blouse. He looks so pop-punk cool that I suddenly want to ask him to be my concert buddy.

      “As do you.” I smile, hoisting myself up to sit on the edge, the spotlights off above our heads. “It feels damn good to be back in this world.”

      “All the world is a stage for you, darling. Isn’t that true?”

      “Eh, real life me is nothing like the characters I play. In fact, part of me loves acting because, in reality, I don’t love the noise and the people and the drama of movies.”

      “That’s what makes you so good at it.” Wilson winks. “Because you’re not thirsty. Actors so desperate for roles aren’t the great ones. They are memorable, but only because they want fame, not to tell incredible stories. You don’t fall into that category, and that’s why you’re so damn talented. So talented, in fact, that I’m keeping you hostage in this random-ass Pennsylvania playhouse to coach my kids for the rest of time.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a bad gig.” I’m only half-joking.

      “Whenever you’re ready to make this permanent, say the word.” He smirks.

      “You haven’t seen me teach, what if I’m shit? What are we workshopping, anyway?” I look over the papers, picking one up to study some dialogue.

      “You won’t be shit. Anyways, we’re doing a Christmas show, it’s an original written by one of our senior cast members. It’s about a small-town family at Christmas adopting a child from the city. Will be heartwarming but also highly emotional, and lots of the cast will be kids because of the school scenes. So they need all the fake crying advice they can get.”

      I chuckle, liking the sound of this already. “I can onion cry with the best of them. Can I read the script?”

      “Oh my God, you’re here.” A teenage girl comes rushing down one of the aisles toward us. “Wilson, you told me workshop didn’t start until next week.”

      “It doesn’t, what are you doing here?” Wilson rolls his eyes.

      “Just wanted to do my homework in the audience seats, but holy crap, this is so much better!” The girl squees.

      “Phoebe, language. Also, Ms. Mauer isn’t doing a workshop today, we’re just going over the script.”

      “I’ll be quiet, I promise.” Phoebe presses her hands together like she’s begging to stay.

      “Hi, nice to meet you. Phoebe, right?” I take over, sensing Wilson is about to crack anyway but that he’s annoyed at this whole thing.

      “Yes! I’m just the biggest fan and when Wilson told us you’d be doing a workshop, I was the first to sign up. I played Belle in the school’s production of Beauty and the Beast last year and then Fanny Brice in the Funny Girl production they put on here in the spring. Oh, I’m rambling, jeez.”

      Her excitement excites me, because I love actors who get into this profession at a young age. I’ve worked with such talented young actors, and they’re usually ten times more gracious than the adults I work with.

      “Phoebe is exceptional, even if she doesn’t listen.” Wilson can’t help but smirk.

      “Well, we’re going over the script for the Christmas play, maybe you can take one of the parts,” I suggest, knowing she’s champing at the bit.

      “Oh my God, yes!”

      “But this does not mean you already have whatever part we ask you to dialogue right now,” Wilson warns with one strict finger pointed at her.

      “Got it.” She nods solemnly.

      For the next hour, the three of us read through the play and tweak some scenes or lines. It’s a great story, will definitely draw an audience, and Phoebe really is as talented as Wilson let on. She’s a bit excitable, but she has the raw goods, and I can’t wait to see her on stage.

      In the back of my mind, I know I’ll have to stay around for Christmas just to watch this production.

      The sun is still shining as I walk out of the playhouse, checking my phone to see that I have a text from Patrick.

      We’ve been exchanging messages and calls over the last couple days, and after we saw each other at the trout fest, he asked if I wanted to go somewhere with him later this afternoon.

      To my delight, he asks me to meet him at a park on the edge of Hope Crest in half an hour, so I decide to head there after picking up a coffee.

      I’m sitting on a bench, basking in the warmth of the sun, while pulling my jacket tighter around me as Patrick pulls up.

      “Hi.” He ducks his head out of the car and waves me over.

      Once I get in his car, he surprises me by leaning over, running a thumb along my cheek, and then kissing me. It’s slow and sweet, and it’s crazy to think it’s only been a few days since we last kissed. Because it feels like I could get used to this.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, happy just to be sitting in his passenger seat.

      “Thought we could drive over to Truesdale and walk the canal? That has the best views, and there is this little island we can walk onto because the water is shallow enough. Plus, I thought we could talk where no one in the Hope Crest rumor mill would hear us.”

      Obviously, we still haven’t spoken about what our sleeping together means. What would come next. I understand his hesitation to make it known in town, and this doesn’t feel like it had before when I’d given Patrick shit about keeping even a friendly banter between us a secret.

      This feels like he’s taking us out of town so we can lay it all out and discuss our fears and the uncomfortable stuff without being overheard or judged before we’re possibly ready to go public ourselves.

      “Sounds good to me.” I try not to squee like a teenager when Patrick starts to reverse and lays his hand on my thigh.

      It feels so old-hat, like he’s been doing it forever. Just watching him command the wheel and keep ahold of me at the same time … yeah, that does dangerous things south of my waist.

      “How was your day?” he asks.

      “Good. I’m volunteering over at the playhouse, doing some workshops with the younger actors. I’m just starting but it’s been really nice so far.” It’s hard not to study his gorgeous profile.

      Patrick seems to notice this and turns briefly to smirk at me before those blue eyes focus back on the road. “Sounds like something you’d be perfect for. Do you coach other actors in LA at all? I know you mentioned you haven’t taken a project in a while.”

      I’d forgotten that little tidbit I’d dropped when Patrick came to fix my house up after the break-in. “Uh, yeah. I mean, I don’t coach out there, but yes, I haven’t taken a project in a while. I don’t know if I’m … promise this stays between us. But I don’t know if I’m really going to take a project again, well, ever.”

      The shock on his face is the same kind I imagine would be on thousands of people if they knew what I’d just told him. “Really? How come? I’m really surprised. Not to boost your ego to the stratosphere, but you’re phenomenal.”

      A blush creeps up my neck and spreads over my cheeks. “Thank you. I love acting, I really do. I love diving into a character. But like I told you, I hate the other nonsense that comes with it. Spending time at the playhouse, even as minimally as I’ve been there, feels so much more authentic to me. It proves that I love acting and theater and stories, and I can do those things without having to fit this persona my career has created.”

      “You don’t think you’ll miss it?” He’s listening, not commenting, and it feels good to vent these feelings.

      “I haven’t in a year. Maybe one day I will, but I can always go back, right? In some capacity. I feel like I got too far into this life without knowing that I was never meant for it at all. And one day I woke up, knowing in my heart I didn’t want it anymore.”

      Patrick blinks away from the road, studying me, and then focuses back. “Then I’m glad you didn’t stay at a place in your life where you felt unhappy. Far too many people do that, only to be disappointed with how much time they’ve wasted.”

      Sounds like he’s speaking from experience, and for the first time, I wonder if the prince isn’t happy in his kingdom. “Have you done that?”

      “Too many times.” He smiles, but there is a tinge of sadness there.

      Our conversation is cut off when we pull into a gravel lot with trees surrounding us. I follow as Patrick gets out, and he waits for me to stand beside him before taking off for the red dirt path below.

      The canal runs from town to town along the Delaware River, connecting all of these beautiful river valley municipalities. Lush greenery, the sound of trickling water, and the backyards of enormous estates hidden from the frontage road. They can only be seen via the miles-long walk on the dirt canal path, and as we walk, I marvel at them.

      That probably sounds strange, considering I own one of these estates back in Los Angeles, but that’s different. In Hollywood, showing off your wealth is the name of the game. Even if famous people say they want privacy, being relevant is their top priority. So photos of their million-dollar home renovation are leaked, or some architecture magazine does a full six-page spread on the design of their home. You’re stacked on top of each other, competing for the coolest features and views.

      Here though? These homes are priceless because they can’t be duplicated. Who in Hollywood can say they renovated a stone-built mansion that our first president passed through with his troops? Where would you find an estate with such privacy that no other soul passes us on the towpath? Where little tributaries of water shoot off, making the perfect setting to plop a kayak in the water and explore for hours.

      This place is magical and being here with Patrick only adds to the Secret Garden-type sorcery I feel as we walk deeper and deeper into the woods.

      “So, about what’s going on between us …” He nervously looks over at me as the water rushes by next to us.

      “Just going to jump right in there, huh?” I’m just as nervous, and I hope it shows.

      I’ve been around so many people who fake their emotions, and I don’t want that at all when it comes to Patrick. Or anyone else I choose to add to my life at this point.

      “We slept together, I think we’re past the point of beating around the bush, huh?” He raises his eyebrows.

      “I could make a bush joke right now, but that seems crass and obvious,” I deadpan.

      At that, Patrick cracks up, his steps stuttering. “Just when I think I know what you’re going to say or do, you do the exact opposite.”

      “Just trying to lighten the mood. But yes, we did. And it was amazing, just so you know.”

      He shoves his hands in his pockets. “Good to know I’m not the only one who hasn’t stopped thinking about it for one second.”

      “Nope.” I can’t help the satisfied grin that stretches my cheeks.

      “I like you, I don’t think that’s in question anymore. I’m honestly mystified by you, and it’s hard to not want to keep learning more. To get closer.”

      “Why do I sense a but coming here?” My palms start to sweat.

      “I haven’t been dating.” He sighs, and I get the feeling he doesn’t want to have this conversation.

      “Okay? You don’t want anyone to know you’re dating, or that you’re dating me? If that’s what we’re talking about here because I’m not quite sure.”

      “It’s just, I haven’t been sleeping with anyone.” Patrick looks like he’s trying to choose his words very carefully.

      “You’re on a celibacy vow?” I don’t laugh, in case that’s the reason, but I can’t imagine this guy not getting around.

      “I’m not. Well, not intentionally. Jeez, uh …”

      My heart does a funny wiggle in my chest, indicating that I might be walking down the wrong path when it comes to this guy.

      “Patrick, if you’re a self-proclaimed bachelor, I get it. It’s not like it’s the best time for me to be seeing someone. And I don’t want someone who doesn’t want the things I do. Which are kids and marriage, to be frank. That’s supposed to scare guys off, but I’ve seen enough of them bolt for lesser reasons, and I’m done being unhappy. So if you can’t be the kind of man I want, it’s better that you’re telling me now.”

      Looking up to the sky, he chuckles. “Cassandra, you couldn’t be further from the truth and yet nailing it right on the head all at the same time. I haven’t been dating because I broke off an engagement.”

      It’s like he just dropped a bomb on me.

      “Oh.” I blink.

      Never in a million years did I think that’s what he would say. I don’t know why it never dawned on me that we’re at the age where Patrick could have had a full marriage and divorce already, but it didn’t. When I first saw him again, and there was no ring on his finger, I never thought to consider other avenues.

      “Yeah. It was my second, actually. Engagement, that is. This time, I didn’t wait until right before the wedding. Besides those, I’ve also been in two very long-term relationships. I’m what they call a serial monogamist, and I didn’t even know I was. This might sound cliché or lame, but I’ve always looked at my parent’s marriage. At my entire family of people who seem to fall deeply in love and spend the rest of their life with that person. That’s what I’ve wanted. And I’ve struck out a lot of times. I broke off my engagement six months ago and haven’t been dating because I thought I needed a break. To search within myself, I guess. But also, I want to find the person who is meant for me. Maybe I can’t trust my instincts to know when it’s the real thing.”

      The subtext is that the next relationship he gets into will be his last. This puts a lot of pressure on someone who isn’t even sure she’s staying here. And yet …

      There is no pressure, or at least I’m not scared off by his confession.

      “The way you describe love and marriage … it sounds perfect.” I exhale dreamily. “I grew up in a world where I saw none of that. I find it admirable that you want that, and don’t want to settle for less.”

      “A lot of women see a walking red flag when it comes to me. The man who can’t settle down no matter how hard he tries.”

      “Sure, that’s a concern. But I’m not asking for anything, Patrick. And we’ve already slept together, so you can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube. I want you in my bed again.”

      He shakes his head as he looks down at his shoes. “You don’t play games, do you? It’s so fucking refreshing.”

      “What’s the point? I’ve been talked about and talked down to for so long, I don’t want to do it anymore. I like you. I’m here for as long as I say I am. All that I ask is that you respect me, acknowledge me, and don’t lie about what’s going on between us.”

      Patrick studies me for a second. “The things I want, I’m serious about them. I don’t want a fling, and let’s be honest, the way I’m attracted to everything about you doesn’t feel small or fleeting. This quickly, that can be scary. Or fizzle out.”

      “Patrick, I reached a place in my life where I was completely unhappy. All the things I had, they weren’t really what I desired. We’ve both failed many times at trying to get exactly what we want, what’s one more? But maybe this time, we don’t fail. Maybe I’m exactly who you’ve been looking for. And maybe this is exactly what I’ve wanted all along.” I’m awfully confident for a woman who hasn’t been sure about much in the last two years.

      I’m also awfully confident for a woman with big feelings for this man. And, as he pointed out, big feelings at a very quick pace. But I’m done not asking for what I want. I’m done not doing what I feel in my heart. I listened to my head for a long time, maybe it’s time for a different organ to start making the decisions.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Patrick says quietly.

      “Because of who my father was?” This conversation is so honest it hurts, but it’s necessary.

      “Not really. I mean, it’s a part of it. But there are a lot of complications here. A relationship between us isn’t going to come easy.”

      “You know what they say about things that come hard.” I give him a wry smile.

      “You and those dirty jokes make me want to say fuck everything else.” He stops walking and takes my hand in his.

      “Then do it. What’s the worst that can happen?” Even with all the uncertainty in my life, I can’t walk away from him.

      I’ve wanted this too much, for too long.

      And even though he doesn’t say it, I see it in those ocean-blue eyes; the worst that could happen is we fall in love.
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      “You’ve been spotted.”

      Yaren’s voice hits my ear, and I temporarily blank out. “Huh?”

      “There is an article and a picture of you walking around in your hometown that was posted on Celeb Spot this morning.”

      “Ah fuck.” I cringe, knowing it’s only a matter of time before paparazzi show up here banging down my door.

      I’m sitting in my dad’s kitchen—because I still don’t think of this house as mine—eating lunch as I talk to him. It’s a day with nothing to do, since new floors were installed yesterday, and I’m waiting on windows that don’t allow frigid air in. The idea of a hot bowl of tomato soup and grilled cheese spurred me to go in search of that, and I returned from the farm-to-table cafe with macaroons and a fruit tart I hadn’t planned on. The latest episode of Virgin River had been pulled up and placed next to my lunch on the table right before Yaren called.

      “I’ve already had a ton of inquiries about the next project you’re doing, and why you aren’t on the press tour for Faithful Foes.” My agent is masking his annoyance at me, and I can tell.

      “I only have a supporting role, at best, in that movie; they don’t need a statement on why I’m not doing press.”

      As if walking red carpets and giving pithy interview answers is all I’m good for. I actively hate that part of being an actress in Hollywood, it gives me so much hangover anxiety when worrying about what words will be dissected in tomorrow’s news cycle.

      Yaren sighs. “Fine. But, Cass, we have to talk about this.”

      I’ve probably strong-armed him as much as I possibly can. And he’s right, we need to get down to brass tacks.

      “I’m not happy anymore, Yaren.” It’s as simple as that.

      “Okay. Then we find projects that make you happy. Or you produce your own show or movie, you have the money to do it.”

      His solution is not one at all for me. “No, Yaren, you don’t get it. I’m not happy there, in my life. I love acting, yes, but only in its purest form. I’m absolutely exhausted by everything else. And not in a ‘I need a break’ way. I truly can’t see myself back there. I’ve taken the year, I’ve been in Hope Crest for months. Nothing in me is calling me back to LA or that life. I think about my future and each time I picture it in Hollywood, I get this sour taste in my mouth and a pit in my stomach. I’m done. Or I want to be. I know it’s possible for some to fade, to just fall out of public view for a while—”

      “You’re not just some person in Hollywood, Cassandra. You’re A-list. A-plus list, if we’re being frank. People are obsessed with your life. What you wear. What movies you star in. You might not be on social media, but I am, monitoring all the time to see what people are saying. You’ve remained a private celebrity for the most part, but you’re still a celebrity. You have a ton of fan accounts cataloging all that you do, which is probably how someone found you in Hope Crest. I don’t think it’s going to be so easy to stop working. Plus, on a totally non-selfish note, it would be a shame for you never to act again.”

      “Totally non-selfish,” I quip, knowing he takes fifteen percent from every million I make. “And I never said I won’t. It’ll just be for me. Which is why I started acting in the first place.”

      “You have a ton of endorsement deals.” Yaren sighs, and I love him because he’s not questioning a decision I’ve taken a year to come to terms with.

      “I’ll fulfill them. Or if they’re not too far along, shop them to your other clients. I just … I want out, Yaren.”

      “This isn’t typical. And you may regret it,” he warns.

      Checking in with my heart and my head, dissecting the feelings swirling through my blood, I know I won’t. “I might, but that’s life. I’ve taken the time away, no part of me has missed anything about that lifestyle. This change is necessary, and while there might be fallout, I’m at peace with it.”

      When I say it, I know I’ll have to get to my mother before she reads about this. Some media source will pick up that Yaren is offloading my deals, and the rest will unravel from there. Celebrity business is known before most celebrities know it themselves.

      Yaren huffs on the other end. “You’re such a talent. I’ll miss seeing you sparkle on screen.”

      My decision to choose him as my agent years ago pays out tenfold at this moment. Any other ruthless shark in the business would be ripping me a new asshole, refusing to close out my accounts, hanging on hopelessly by their teeth to drain as much money from me as they possibly could. Not Yaren, though, and for that, I’m thankful. He still, seemingly impossibly, has a soul and is willing to help with this final endeavor.

      “And I’ll miss our lunches where you joke about billing me hourly,” I razz him.

      “Anytime you want another lunch, it’s on the house.” His tone is almost sad.

      “I’ll be around. I still have a house there, and you could travel outside the LA bubble to come see me. Hope Crest is beautiful in the winter.”

      “Sweetheart, you know I don’t do snow. I’ll be in touch about the endorsements, they’ll be tricky with legal but we’ll make something work. I hope you know what you’re doing, Cass.”

      Searching for any sign of doubt, I can’t find one, and I smile because of it. “I think I do. Or I’m trying to follow what makes me happy. It’s a work in progress, so I guess I’ll wait and see. Thank you, Yaren. For being an ally and a friend when I need you most. Not many agents would agree to this, and I’m really lucky to have you on my side.”

      “When you do the Steel Hearts reunion tour in ten years, I’ll take a percentage off the top,” he jokes.

      Trying to envision that seems futile because I don’t know what ten years will bring. I have dreams for it, about things that have nothing to do with movies or fame, but wishing for those now seems like I’m jinxing something.

      Yaren and I click off after some more ribbing and heartfelt promises, and I eat my lunch with a show on. The activity might seem simple, but it’s so enjoyable that I realize I haven’t eaten lunch on my own terms in years. Normally, I’m on a diet, gulping a protein shake between takes, or so busy that I often forget to eat a meal.

      I savor every last drop of soup and then reward myself with two strawberry jelly-filled macaroons.

      Hours later, the sound of a mindless reality show gives way to a knock on the back door. A familiar face fills the window directly next to it, letting me know the person trying to see me isn’t a danger, and I wave him in.

      “Hi.” Patrick walks in through the screen door, his tall frame filling the house and making my lady parts tingle with anticipation.

      It’s only been a day since our canal walk, but that ended with ice cream from a roadside stand and a hot make out in his car before I said I needed to get back. Sure, we were both driving home to the same land, essentially, but I wanted him to take a long look at what I’d asked for.

      Which is, for all intents and purposes, a relationship. I’m not asking him to out us to the entirety of Hope Crest, not right now, at least, but I’m making big decisions in this era of my life. Leaving acting, getting out of Hollywood, and finally pursuing something with the man I’ve been enamored with since he was a boy.

      “Hi.” My smile can’t be hidden or dialed back. “How was work?” I ask, loving the complete normality of that question.

      We agreed today while texting that he should come over to hang out. The more time we spend together, the more we get to test things out between us. Plus, after our steamy kisses last night, I had a hankering for more than we could do in a cramped car.

      He shrugs out of his coat and hangs it over the back of one of the kitchen chairs. It’s so domestic and simple, but I’m left breathless at the idea that this could be our every day. I know I’m romanticizing things, getting way ahead of myself, but that’s what a guy like Patrick Ashton does to you. A man who is hellbent on marriage and babies is, to me, a huge fucking turn-on.

      “It was okay. Dad bitched the entire dinner service about wasted pasta, even though he’s the one who hand cuts it so he should know how much to make in preparation. Then one of our waitresses is in a bit of hot water with her home situation, and I found an error in the line items for last month’s orders. Which took a hell of a lot of time to correct. Sometimes my eyes go numb looking at those numbers, even though I love it.”

      I’ve known Patrick handled the money since practically the minute I stepped back into town. You can’t go many places in Hope Crest without hearing someone talk about the Ashtons; they’re like Hope Crest’s first family. It’s idyllic that all the kids went out to learn their trades and then came home to implement them in the family business.

      “Math and I don’t get along, so I could see how your eyes could glaze over. But you love it?” I pat the spot next to me on the couch, and Patrick sits, putting his arm over the back of the cushions until his hand touches my shoulder.

      He squeezes, giving me a bit of a massage, and I sigh in ecstasy. There is nothing like an intimate touch that isn’t sexual. It’s comforting in the best way.

      “I do. I love accounting, as nerdy as that makes me sound, but I love working with my family. I always knew I’d come back to the business, had no doubts or qualms of being pushed in that direction. It’s a legacy, one I want to own someday.”

      “How is your family handling all that? I’ve always wondered.” I’m shameful in my need for inside track gossip on the infamous Ashtons.

      Patrick grins. “You’d have to ask my dad. Old man claims he’s not handing over the keys till he croaks, but I know Mom will force him out before then. Not that I’ll fight my siblings for it, but whoever takes over needs to know how to keep the business moving in a modern direction. That takes money management skills. Which I have.”

      I stroke my nails up and down his forearm. “But your brothers and sister want to own it as well?”

      He shrugs, moving closer until both arms are around my body. “I don’t fully know, but I suspect there won’t be some easy discussions when the time comes. It gives me a headache just thinking about it. All day, the only thing I looked forward to was coming here to see you.”

      “Kept you going when the numbers were giving you hell, huh?” I smirk, raising my eyebrows.

      “Talking to you has become the best part of my day. How was yours, by the way?” he asks, his lips on my cheek.

      Lust, hot and needy, runs down the back of my throat. I’m left thirsty and completely uninterested in conversation.

      “Extraordinarily ordinary. The perfect lazy at-home day. I think you might need a dose of that.” My lips trace the shell of his ear.

      “If I told you I had an absolutely horrible day, would it make you take pity on me?” His eyes go molten.

      “What if we pretend it was terrible?” The corner of my mouth flicks up as I slink off the couch and onto my knees in front of him.

      “Cassandra …” Patrick groans, one hand smoothing through my hair as I work his zipper open.

      I’m more confident tonight than I was that morning after the police station visit. It’s been a week since the break-in with no sign of a repeat offense, things have been going well between us, and I’ve been mingling with Hope Crest residents like I’m actually a local. I finally laid it all out to Yaren, and that uneasiness about ending my career has lifted from my shoulders like a boulder being taken off. Between our texting conversations, calls, and the walk last night that I cut short due to giving us both some air, I’ve been needy and horny for days now. Patrick awakened a beast in me when we had sex that morning, and the number of pornographic dreams I’ve had since then is ridiculous.

      So when I pull his cock free of his jeans and stroke it up and down, watching his eyelids droop and his teeth bite into his bottom lip, I know I’m about to enjoy what I’ve been fantasizing about for a week.

      Licking my lips, I bend to take him in my mouth, just the head, releasing it with a pop after a few seconds.

      “Fuck me. If you keep doing that, I’m going to embarrass myself.” The light pressure his hand puts on the back of my head seems involuntary.

      Like he has no choice but to put my mouth back on his cock.

      “Maybe I want you to. I want to be the one to drive you crazy.”

      Blue eyes full of heat and passion meet mine as I drag my tongue from the bottom of his shaft to the top.

      “I’m driven to the brink of insanity just by looking at you.” His big hand cups my jaw as I swallow him. “Fuck, baby, I don’t think you understand how far gone I am over you.”

      The use of the pet name, the way he tenderly touches me even as he tries to fuck my mouth, his confession … it’s the elixir that has me feeling like a superhuman.

      It’s also the potion he douses my heart in, ruining it for any other man.
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      The image of Cassandra on her knees in front of me will be tattooed on my brain for the rest of time.

      Powerful, defenseless, thoroughly sated, at her mercy. All these things mix together in my veins, but they’re empty. My blood has drained to reside at the head of my cock, which she’s currently sucking on like her favorite lollipop. Like she’s never tasted anything as delicious. Like she’s going to make me melt into a puddle of a man, though I’m already there and ready to murder for her if she continues doing this.

      “I’ve dreamed of this, dreamed of watching you make my world explode.” The words come out choppy because I’m trying so hard to breathe through my nose and not come that I feel like I have vertigo.

      She’s a goddess, milking me with her mouth as I watch through heavily-lidded eyes. With each pop of her mouth, I feel like I could shoot my load, my balls drawing up.

      But I haven’t explored enough yet, haven’t found the spots on her body that drive her wild when licked, or heard enough of her moans to fill up my memory quota.

      So I pull the hair in my fist, lifting her head gently off my cock, even as she makes a sound of protest. “As enticing as it is to come in your mouth, I need to be inside of you.”

      Cassandra’s eyes are pools of forest green, two shades darker than normal with the fever of her lust.

      Pulling her off the floor, my hands grab her thighs to hike her up, a frenzied flutter moving through my chest. I meant to take things slow, to talk awhile after getting off work and coming here. But Cassandra and my uncontrollable hands have other plans as they throw her onto the bed and nearly tear off the lounge set she’s wearing.

      “Where the fuck do you buy all these? They’re soft as hell and made of sin,” I curse as I frantically pull the pale pink leggings down her legs, her underwear hitching on the fabric and coming off too.

      “I wear them because they’re comfortable, but good to know you approve.” Her laugh is throaty, but it course-corrects to a moan when I press my thumb down on her clit.

      “God, I’ve thought about little else than this since the last time I was inside you here,” I confess as Cassandra pulls my shirt over my head and I reach for my pants to pull them off.

      “I need you inside me.” With the way she’s already bucking her hips at the little contact I’m giving while trying to get us both undressed, I can tell we both just took this from zero to one hundred.

      The wave of lust seemed to topple us, drowning us in its clutches, and no one in this bed cares. We’re riding it, allowing ourselves to be pulled under with every curse, removal of clothing, and shuddered breath.

      “Trying, baby.”

      Cassandra groans, and I can practically see the flush on her cheeks.

      “You like when I call you that? Baby?” Nearly naked now, just the flick of my ankle to kick off my jeans and I’m lining my cock up at her slick entrance.

      “I love it.” Nails scrape my ass as she pulls me forward, urging me inside.

      The absolute madness that consumes me the moment she’s in my presence is other-worldly, something I can’t describe using the English language. I went from discussing my day on the couch to needing her desperately. Not that I don’t need her every other waking hour, but when she initiates and I have the green flag? I’m going rogue.

      When my cock pushes into her wet heat, temporarily stunning me, Cassandra throws her head back and cries out, “yes.”

      “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I tell her, my hips already pumping faster than I intend.

      She yelps, and I know I’m stretching her open too soon, but her legs wrapping around my hips and trying to move them tell me otherwise. Her knees hit the bed on either side, giving me access so close that my dick is hitting an impossibly deep spot.

      “God, Patrick!” Her lips fuse to my neck, sucking on a spot that has my balls clenching tight.

      “Calling me almighty?” I try to make a joke, but I groan as her hard nipples brush my chest in a downstroke.

      Cassandra pushes on my chest, signaling me to flip over. I keep us connected, scooping her up in a fluid motion while I roll to my back and let her take charge.

      “With moves that smooth, maybe,” she whispers into my mouth.

      I assume she’ll slow our pace, but Cassandra moves up and down on my dick so feverishly that I can barely keep up. Tightening my abs to stop me from coating her walls with my release is the only thing I can do aside from watching her with my tongue falling out of my mouth.

      She’s a vision, the way her hips swivel and she rolls her nipples in her fingers. Swatting her hands away, I replace them with my own, smoothing my fingers over the most sensitive parts of her breasts until her breathing is labored.

      Never in my life has sex felt this intense. I’m a man, I’ve always enjoyed it. But until Cassandra, I hadn’t felt truly connected to someone on this level. Our bodies move in sync, hands touching the exact desired spot without the other begging. With each stroke, I grind up into her; the move sending shivers through us both. Leaning up on my elbows, I capture the lip she’s biting in my teeth, our eyes colliding as she rides me.

      “Come for me. I need to feel you come.” My voice is hoarse as I command her.

      “Patrick, too much …” she cries out as if she won’t be able to handle it and is holding back.

      “Baby. Come.” I reach up and grab her chin, directing it until her eyes are locked on mine.

      The endearment does the trick, her eyes snapping shut with a ragged breath as her hips twitch uncontrollably.

      The world shifts, tilting on an axis I hadn’t previously thought possible. One where she and I can exist because there is no way I’m going back now. She’s infected me, I’m in this, and as I come on the detonation of her orgasm, my heart gives in. The restraints I put on it after everything I’d been through unlock like chains, the lock swinging wide open for her to claim it.

      It never felt right with anyone else because it was never supposed to be anyone but her.

      We said we’d take it slow, and I may be absolutely fucked in the head to think this, but I’d get down on one knee now if there wasn’t a possibility she’d think I was clinically insane.

      Because that piece clicked into place. The feeling blindsided my blood.

      That ever-elusive it I’ve been searching for is right here, lying in the arms of the woman who just knocked me sideways.
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      Mom sings and taps her foot in time, a bunch of the lunchtime customers laughing as they wait for their takeout orders.

      “A regular world-class singer over here.” I chuckle and roll my eyes as I ring up an order for Mr. French, the town councilman.

      “A song and a stromboli, I’m a happy man today.” He rubs his stomach.

      Mr. French stops in for his pepperoni stromboli every Thursday for lunch, and I see Mrs. Katten and her toddler twin girls waiting for their weekly plain pizza. We converted the space next door to Hope Pizza into a takeout counter about six years ago and have been doing the to-go orders from there ever since. This side boasts a glass display case with all our pies of the day, a few strombolis, and some of the appetizers we make. It’s a much more casual setup than the formal dining room, with a few first-come-first-served tables and a machine full of sodas.

      “All we had was pancetta, so that’s what he made you,” Mom informs Mr. French.

      “Even better. Ingrid doesn’t like when I have ham, but oh God, is it good.” He winks at us, and we all laugh.

      Alana usually helps Mom with the lunch counter but had a doctor’s appointment today, so I’m on the hook. I don’t mind; getting out of the office every once in a while is a nice change of pace.

      “Prosciutto for me, all day every day.” My mouth waters for lunch.

      “This boy would eat melon and prosciutto for every meal when we took him to Italy in high school. I’d never seen anything like it.” Mom laughs.

      “I can’t wait to travel with the girls.” Mrs. Katten, or Haley, sighs dreamily. “Brett keeps saying when they’re potty trained.”

      “Take them to Rome and then out to the sea, maybe Positano, although it’s so many steps but it’s worth it.” Mom sighs as she rests her elbows on the counter.

      I check Mr. French out at the register. “Mom would live in Positano if she could. It’s pretty spectacular, I have to admit. Been meaning to get back there myself.”

      “Nowhere like Hope Crest, though. Listen to you small-town folk trying to dream big.” A condescending voice comes from the door.

      Nikolai Drafter walks in, blue uniform wrinkled and nowhere near the code I usually see most of the other officers in the small Hope Crest police department wearing theirs. Nik and I were good friends in high school, always running in the same crowd and playing the same sports. He was a pompous jerk back then, but so was I, teenage hormones and ego running rampant. It wasn’t until I went off to college and he sat on his parents’ couch for two years that I realized those were his only personality traits.

      Nik comes from a construction family and always talked about following in his father’s footsteps—until Butch ratted his dad out to a competitor in high school and the senior Mr. Drafter was eventually put out of business because of his shady dealings. The entire scandal resulted in the rats in Cassandra’s locker. To this day, I don’t know for sure that it was Nik, but I have my suspicions. He denied it at the time, and I’d hoped becoming a cop would clean up his conscience and his regard for people, but I don’t think it has. I wouldn’t fully know because we’ve drifted since high school, but from what I hear around town, he’s still the same old scumbag.

      “Ashton, what’s up?” He tips his chin at me in a bro-like way.

      “Hey Nik,” I greet him cordially because, after all, I’m still working the counter, and I’m kind to each one of our customers.

      “Didn’t realize the money man reduced himself to takeout orders.” Nik acts like he’s joking with me, but I know it’s a backhanded comment.

      Everyone else seems to fade away, checking out, and walking back to work or their activities. Nikolai seems to have killed the friendly buzz we had going.

      I shrug. “I help wherever my family needs it. What can I get you?”

      He’s trying hard to hide the sneer because he probably wouldn’t do the same for his father. From what I hear, Nik blames his relatives for the life he’s living now. He grew up much like me, in a very nice home with whatever gifts he asked for and no need for worry. After his father’s business went under, they had to sell their house, the cars, and Nik’s life took a very different turn. He blames a lot of people for his lack of wealth, in his eyes, and for not being set up in the cushy way he believes my siblings and I have been.

      “There is an order for the station that someone called in.” He looks bored now that he’s done ragging on me.

      “I’ll just go get that from the kitchen.” Mom is wearing her polite, I-don’t-like-you smile.

      That leaves Nikolai and me alone in this side of the restaurant, and a sudden need to know about Cassandra’s investigation lights a bulb in my brain.

      “Hey, have you gotten anywhere on the break-in at the Mauer house?” I lower my voice as I ask.

      It’s a miracle no one in town has found out, but I guess since Cassandra has told me the police haven’t even contacted her since her initial report, I guess they didn’t inform anyone in the gossip mill.

      Nikolai’s eyebrows shoot up and he looks around nervously. “Who told you about that?”

      Suspicion sits in my gut because it’s weird he’s following my question up with a question. “I was just curious if you’d found out who did it.”

      No need to tell him about my ties to Cassandra. Not because I wanted to hide our relationship. I was planning on telling Mom about what’s happening between us as we worked the lunch counter together, but something tells me to stray on the side of caution where Nikolai is concerned.

      “That’s police business. But I don’t think some hotshot actress really needs protection from some measly cops in a small town. That chick was practically staring down her nose at me when she came in.” He scoffs, and I know for sure now that he holds a grudge against her.

      “A crime happened in our town, it could happen again to someone else, and you’re not taking that seriously?” I actually do look down my nose at him.

      “Why are you taking up for her? She’s nothing but Butch’s spawn, may that bastard rot in hell. She probably set the thing up if she’s anything like her father, always looking for attention. I mean, she shows her tits to millions on screen—”

      “That’s enough,” I spit through my clenched teeth.

      “Patrick.” Mom touches my elbow as she puts a takeout box full of dishes on the counter. “There you go, Officer. It’s on the house.”

      Food for the cops in town always is, but I should charge him out of spite.

      “Have a good day now.” He grins like the devil as he takes it and walks out.

      Mom doesn’t speak until he’s out the door, and it shuts with a jingle to the bell over it.

      “People judge that girl too much for the sins of her father.” She shakes her head.

      “And not enough from the sins of his.” I point out the door to where Nikolai just disappeared around the block. “I get a bad feeling about him, Ma.”

      She purses her lips. “I can’t say I don’t, but he’s got a tough job, honey. His family has put him through the ringer, and that molds you. Same as Butch Mauer’s daughter. What’s going on with her that I found you ready to throw down with a police officer?”

      The break-in isn’t exactly a secret Cassandra asked me to keep, and I don’t want to freak my mother out that someone was trespassing so close to her own house.

      “Cassandra is just having a problem, and I don’t think the department is handling it seriously at all because of who she is. Or I don’t think Nikolai is taking it seriously.”

      “Cassandra, huh?” Mom doesn’t let that one slide.

      I shrug. “We’re … seeing each other. And I’m going to tell the others, but maybe let us have a grace period first?”

      Telling someone in my family is not only a huge relief, but it makes it feel more real. Cassandra and I are only in the beginning stages, but it feels more monumental than any relationship I’ve had before. It should scare me, but this innate sense at the back of my neck tells me I might have stumbled into my forever.

      Mom doesn’t look disapproving, as much as worried. “I think I might agree with not telling your father for now. But only because … well, you always loved complicated, didn’t you, my boy? There are a lot of obstacles where she is concerned, and I want you to be happy but just tread carefully. As for Nikolai, that’s bullcrap. If something happened to her, he has a duty to investigate, no matter who she is. Like I said, people in this town are shameful when it comes to that young woman.”

      “She’s nothing like people assume, Ma. Cassandra is kind and considerate, very down to earth for someone with such a big life. We want such similar things, and the way I feel about her …” I trail off, trying to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      “You really think this girl could be the one.” It’s not a question as I turn to Mom, who now has a sheen of glisten to her eyes.

      “Could be.” My voice is gruff because I’m trying not to get ahead of myself.

      Mom chuckles, but I hear the emotion in her voice. “I always knew it wouldn’t be easy for you. In the back of my head, I knew you’d need this once in a thousand lifetimes kind of love. Like your father and me. The other women were wonderful, but … well, it would happen this way for you.”

      “Let’s hold our horses. It’s been like three weeks.” I laugh because this is an awfully deep conversation for the lunch counter.

      “I knew I was in love with your dad five minutes into our first date. He took me for ice cream sophomore year of high school, and that was that.”

      I’ve heard that story a hundred times, and it still sticks with me. How my parents knew right away, even at their age.

      A part of me sensed that with Cassandra the minute I saw her in her field, watching me on my quad all those years ago.

      It just took me a while to get it through my thick skull.
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PATRICK

        

      

    

    
      Even though my brother is grumpy and nonverbal most of the time, he insists we go out for a beer once a weekend.

      I think he thinks he’s bonding with me, and Liam has always been a good sibling, so I humor him because once upon a time, something crawled up his ass and died. I don’t quite remember exactly when the change occurred, seems like sometime in high school, but my jovial, cocky brother turned into this shell of a person and never really came back.

      A time or two, when I’ve convinced him to drink whiskey instead of lager, I’ve tried to siphon the information out of him. But he gives me this forlorn look and says something like, “what I thought my life would be walked away years ago.”

      And shit, if that isn’t fucking depressing.

      Which is why I sit next to him at the bar of the Laura Inn, our favorite spot in downtown Hope Crest to grab a drink. It’s a modern hotel attached to a log-cabin inn built before the Revolutionary War. You can still stay in one of the old rooms, but the owners of the inn added a hundred fully upgraded rooms that still fit the aesthetic. It’s all gold metal and light wood in here, with black light fixtures and a slate black bar that stands out among the seventy or so tables seating people for dinner. With a mix of raw shellfish and quaint split chicken, their menu is delicious. And the drinks they serve are top-notch, not to mention top-shelf.

      The Laura Inn is one of the less rowdy bars on the main strip downtown, with bars like Halara and Renaissance drawing a younger twenties crowd due to their dance floors and cheaper pours. Back in the day, when I was about twenty-two and fresh out of college, you could find me and my high school friends shutting down those bars. Even as a guy who wanted to get married young, I’d done my fair share of partying. But I’m tired now, nearing an age when I don’t want to be drinking alone downtown at all hours of the night.

      Abraham, the owner, has been a family friend since he and Dad started on the Hope Crest business council decades ago, and he waves at us as he passes through to his office in the back. Hope Pizza closed about an hour ago, and we find ourselves two beers deep at the bar around ten p.m.

      “I’m not even thirty yet and this feels damn late,” I joke, sipping my beer while watching the flat-screen showing a baseball playoff game.

      “Not going to make a joke about it being ancient for me?” my brother quips.

      “Nah, too easy. Evan is probably just getting up.” I snort, thinking of our little brother.

      “That little shit better be coming home soon. I can’t hear Dad gripe one more time about training him on the line.”

      Evan was supposed to be back months ago, but instead is working in fine dining in California. Our dad is silently pissed, while Mom is trying to be understanding and supportive but growing more weary by the day. I know why, and while I’ve tried to talk to Evan a handful of times, he’s like any early twenty-something; he thinks he knows best.

      “He’s getting some great experience there, and maybe he’s just hoping to bring some new recipes back with him.” I shrug, trying to take up for our sibling.

      While I never had the pull of getting away from our hometown, I know what it is to disappoint your family. I’ve seen it on my parents’ faces each time I ended a relationship. Evan deserves to carve his own path, even if it is away from here.

      “Each day that goes by without him coming back is another day Dad worries about finding a replacement chef. He may joke about staying in that kitchen until he’s six feet under, but we both know at some point his food will begin to slip. He can’t work dinner service like he used to even now. Evan needs to come home, to take up the mantle.”

      “Not everyone wants to be Hope Crest townies like us their entire life.” We both take a sip of beer.

      “And those people are losers. Where else do you get the beauty of this land, the river so close by, all the restaurants, the community?” Liam waxes poetic.

      “Sheesh, getting soft on me?” I tease him, but I know how much he loves this town.

      Valerie Notson and Rae Turner walk into the bar, and I see Val wave as they head for stools at the other end.

      “Val is here. She been trying to get in your bed again?” I ask Liam because she’s always had a thing for my brother.

      He makes an annoyed sound. “Only every other day. The other night she actually drove the cables I needed out to the farm, as if I couldn’t just pick them up from her dad’s shop the next day. I fucked up when I slept with her.”

      “You did tell her it was only one night, right?” Not that I want to discuss who my brother is fucking, but Liam is an enigma when it comes to women.

      “Of course I did. I don’t see anyone past one night. They all know that.”

      “The whole town knows that.” I snort.

      Liam waves the bartender down for another beer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s widely talked about that you inform your guests that they’ll only be attended to until sunrise.” I bat my lashes at him like I’m trying to piss him off.

      Which I do. “You make it sound like I’m some sort of asshole.”

      “If the shoe fits—”

      “Hey guys, sorry I didn’t realize you were being serious about coming over here.” Warren slides onto the stool next to Liam.

      “Sorry, we kind of hightailed it out of there. Dad was driving me nuts,” Liam grits.

      “He was on one tonight. Made me clean the counters with a toothbrush. He was scouring the freezer supplies when I left. Your dad is one diligent motherfucker, I’ll give him that.”

      A laugh bursts from my throat. “Warren, that’s the first time I think I’ve ever heard you say a bad word about my father. Welcome to the club.”

      As I clap him on the back, he looks nervous. “Jeez, I didn’t mean that. It’s just … I’ve been working in the kitchen with your dad for a long time and he’s becoming more and more paranoid. Maybe we should talk to your mom.”

      “Now he wants to bring Mom into it? You’re asking for an ass-whooping.” Liam chuckles.

      Warren gulps a large swig of beer, and we all fall silent.

      “For a long time, I thought you kissed his ass so hard ’cause you were trying to sleep with my sister.” Liam shudders.

      Warren laughs and shakes his head vehemently, but I catch his expression. He isn’t fooling me, or probably anyone, about how he feels about Alana. But I don’t push, those two need to figure that out on their own.

      All the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I know why. When I turn, Cassandra has walked into the bar in a cream sweater dress and fuck-me black velvet boots, making my cock thicken in my jeans.

      She hasn’t seen me yet, and I watch as she laughs at something Wilson, the guy who runs the playhouse, says. They move to a table and order some drinks. That’s when she looks around, her eyes catching on me. A slow, shy blink is sent my way, and it’s so goddamn adorable I want to stomp across this bar and sweep her up into my arms.

      In just two weeks, we’ve developed the kind of secret language couples who have been married for years adopt. I ask her with my eyes how her night was, and she shrugs, telling me everything in just that gesture. That her night was good, but she missed me and plans on us in bed together when our separate evenings are over.

      “Excuse me, I have to, uh …” I can’t take my eyes off her.

      “Oh good God, Dad is going to murder you,” I hear Liam mutter, and when I look back at my brother, he’s waving the bartender down. “Might as well give me two fingers of your dirtiest whiskey, I’m going to need it.”

      “You don’t know her.” A hard tone makes its way out of my throat.

      “Neither do you. Maybe you’ve been in her bed, but you don’t know her,” my brother says.

      “Watch it,” I warn.

      “Cassandra is a nice person. Sure, we haven’t seen her in years, but I know how to read people. Believe me.” Warren’s expression grows weary, and he doesn’t have to remind us that he’s seen some hard times.

      Liam’s expression grows from annoyed and cagey to genuinely concerned. “Patty, I’m just looking out for you. You know I want you to find what you’re looking for, I always have even if I act like an asshole most of the time. But there is a reason complicated love doesn’t work. When an obstacle so enormous stands in your way, there is nothing that will work to overcome it. It could be the love to end a world, one that lights up a galaxy, and if there is this immovable conflict in the middle of you, it’s not going to disappear just because you love her.”

      The faraway look in his eyes clues me in to the fact that he’s definitely not talking about Cassandra and me. I haven’t even told my brother, much less anyone else, exactly how deep my feelings for this woman run. No, Liam is talking about whatever or whoever shut him off. What turned him into this furious person. For the first time in a long time, I see my brother through the lens of heartbreak and realize he’s been going through a devastating thing.

      “Liam …” I start, but he holds up a hand, and I watch the preverbal blinds shutter over his expression.

      “You know what, forget it. Your dick is always going to do what it wants.”

      He’s hurting, so I’ll forgive the dig. But I make a mental note to circle back to this in a week or two. Without another word, I leave my beer at the bar and make my way over to her. She tosses those auburn waves over her shoulder as I approach, and I’m trying my hardest to mosey rather than sprint to her table.

      “Hi. ” Her eyes sparkle as she traces the condensation on her glass.

      Wilson sits next to her looking like the cat who got the cream because it’s definitely no secret we’re making bedroom eyes at each other. “Mr. Ashton, fancy seeing you here.”

      “Wilson, nice to see you.” He’s a few years younger than us, and while we’ve never had the same group of friends, he and his mom often come into Hope Pizza for meals. “What brings you two to the bar tonight?”

      “I was a watching a rehearsal for the upcoming production and offered to take Wilson out for a drink. He needs it.” Cassandra chuckles.

      “These actors are going to make me lose my ever-loving mind. Can no one remember a line anymore? Hit a mark? Do I need to get up there and play all the parts?” He dramatically flourishes his hand and then takes a long sip from his red wine.

      “Now that I would pay a lot of money to see.” Cassandra looks practically giddy at his misery. “Don’t worry, you still have two weeks. I once watched Niall Marge flub every single line for that outer space movie we shot. And he won a freaking Golden Globe. So ...”

      Wilson stops drowning his sorrows to shoot a look at her. “To be clear, you’re talking about Darkness, one of the most incredible movies of all time, and comparing it to my amateur play in Bucks County, Pennsylvania?”

      “Well, yeah.” Cassandra shrugs.

      “I’m doomed.” Wilson buries his face in his hands.

      I can’t help but laugh, and I know my brother is probably staring daggers at me, but I ask anyway.

      “Come sit with us.” I nod my head at Warren, who commandeers a nearby table and pulls up the appropriate number of chairs.

      “Oh, we don’t need to interrupt—” Cassandra starts, and I know she thinks I don’t want to be seen out with her.

      “You’re not interrupting, and I insist.” My hand is at her elbow, and just the light touch sends zings up my fingers.

      With a little shuffling, we all come to sit around the table, holding our drinks and attempting to start some awkward small talk.

      “Warren, you always say you’re going to come for an audition and you never do,” Wilson starts, breaking the tension.

      Warren chuckles. “I did one play in high school, Wilson. That does not make me an actor.”

      Wilson turns to Cassandra like they’re the evaluation squad on acting. Which I guess they are. “He played Fiyero in Wicked my freshman year in drama club and was outstanding. He’s got a real knack, I mean, look at that charm.”

      Our friend puts on a real show of it, smiling and flexing for the table.

      “You should.” Cassandra touches his arm, and envy burns green and bright within me.

      These two are nothing but cordial acquaintances, and here I am, steaming like a jealous kettle.

      “Oh, Liam, by the way, I meant to tell you or Patrick, but I made a linguini with your vodka sauce I got at the supermarket, and holy cow. It was better than La Lunar, this amazing Italian restaurant in LA. And in a jar, no less. Bravo, honestly. It was delicious.”

      If there is a way to win Liam over, it’s complimenting his food. And Cassandra seems to be doing it in a genuine way, not one that seems like an act to appease the family of the guy she is seeing.

      Liam nearly chokes on his whiskey. “Uh, yeah … thank you.”

      “I’d love to get a tour of the farm some time. I mean, I’ve lived on the edge of it for so long and always wondered what happened with all those delicious looking vegetables. The apple trees, too, they look so pretty now that it’s fall.”

      “We’re planning on picking them soon for the restaurant to start making this apple cake called Torta di Melt. My nonna’s is the best, you should come in and try it.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I can’t help but blurt out.

      Liam shoots me a glare as if to say play it cool. “She wants to see the farm and try the apples. Let her.”

      “As if I’m the one who has kept her away from them,” I grumble, and then feel Cassandra lace her fingers with mine under the table.

      The next hour goes better than I could have imagined, with Cassandra, Wilson, and Warren doing most of the topic shifting. But Liam looks like he’s enjoying himself for once, and I’m beside myself that I get to publicly hang out with the woman I’m falling head over heels for.

      Warren looks at his watch at some point and plunks his glass down with finality.

      “Should we call it a night?” Wilson yawns. “As it is, I have to get up at the crack of dawn and these cocktails don’t sit the way they did when I was twenty.”

      “You’re probably right,” Liam grumbles. “I have a ton of work on the farm tomorrow. We’ll be doing one of the last big harvests this week before the cold, so it’s all hands on deck. I’ll see you bright and early?”

      That’s a question for me. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      “All right.” Liam gives Cassandra a look I can’t decipher, but he surprises me by extending a hand. “Good night, Cassandra. It was nice to see you.”

      My girl’s mouth practically falls open in shock. Getting a handshake from Liam is akin to receiving a birthday gift from Oscar the Grouch.

      “It was good to see you too, Liam. I’m holding you to that farm tour.” She recovers quickly and gives him a mega-watt smile.

      My brother nods before giving me a soft noogie, and then he turns to leave.

      “You heading home?” Everyone has risen to gather their coats and close out their tabs, leaving us by ourselves.

      I’ve spent almost every night in her bed this week, but today is the first time we’ve been out of communication for a lot of it. She was busy, and I was busy. So I didn’t know if she wanted some space, since I hadn’t heard from her.

      “I am.” She hesitates. “I don’t know what your plans were, but …”

      That’s when I realize Cassandra has the same self-conscious thought I did.

      Moving in close with my gaze fixated on her lips, I silence her doubts.”

      “I don’t like you being alone there.” I keep my voice low because we still haven’t heard a thing from the cops.

      There has been no follow-up from Nikolai, not that I thought there would be, but there also haven’t been any more incidents. Fingers crossed everything is secure and safe. There should be nothing to worry about, but I still do constantly.

      “Maybe you need to stay with me every night, then.”

      The way her voice takes on some extra husk has my cock imagining dirty, dirty things.

      “You got yourself a deal, baby.”

      I don’t put a label on what we just agreed to, but if she just extended an invite to sleep with her wrapped up in my arms every night, I’m taking it.
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      Two weeks pass with a bunch of workshop time at the playhouse, calls with Yaren about what contracts I have to fulfill versus those I don’t, and spending as much time as I can with Patrick.

      Some housework on my dad’s place gets thrown in there as well, but it’s pretty much complete and ready to be listed. I haven’t reached out to anyone, though, to begin that process. I’m in no rush. My father’s feud with the Ashtons seems all but irrelevant, aside from the fact that Patrick won’t mention his father to me in conversation. I know he, and probably Liam, want me to sell them the land. I’m not opposed, but right now, I’m not hurrying the sale along.

      This was supposed to be a stopgap in my life, a place to rest and recharge before I found what I really wanted. I never thought I’d discover it all here, laid out right in front of me. However, the things I’ve wanted most are the ones currently occupying my time, and I want to dedicate it all to them.

      Most of all, Patrick. He spends every night in my bed, and each morning we sit at the small kitchen table making conversation or just silently smiling as we wake to the world together. I kiss him passionately before he gets in his car and heads to work, and he brings me little treats from the kitchen most nights. Yesterday, it was a little heart-shaped pastry filled with strawberry cream that he said commemorated our one month of being together.

      That was the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me. It was so simple and heartfelt and took me by such surprise as the female in the relationship who isn’t even counting those days. But Patrick had, and that means a lot.

      Dinner dates to surrounding towns, mornings walking the canals, nights spent catching up on our favorite shows, and playing card games like an old married couple. We’ve grabbed drinks at the Laura Inn with his brother again, and I even had him sit in on one of the workshops I ran for some high school theater students. We stayed the night at a bed-and-breakfast on the river, dining on canapés and drinks at the rooftop bar as the Delaware rushed below us. Patrick took me on a bike ride through a wildflower preserve, and I dragged him to an art gallery in a nearby town.

      He said most of his family knows we’re together and are happy about it, but he hasn’t asked me to a formal family event yet. Then, last week, I ran into his mother at the flower shop, and she told me I needed to come for dinner and that she’d love to host something for Patrick and me. It was so out of left field that I nearly dropped the bouquet of daisies I’d been holding. I hadn’t given her a concrete answer because her son and I haven’t talked about it, but taking that next step and becoming a part of the Ashton family is something I have very real dreams about these days.

      I get it’s still early, but most of the town is already gossiping about us, and it’s only a matter of time before a paparazzi photo is published. As it is, they tracked me down and showed up in Hope Crest about three days after the article Yaren called me about. There has only been a couple of photographers, and they’re tactful enough only to ask questions and snap pictures in town, never venturing to the outskirts by following me to Dad’s house.

      I know, because my publicist sent me the articles and press clippings. There is an entire mystery around what I’m doing here. What my next career move is. Someone reported about my dad’s funeral, a small private affair that wasn’t supposed to be for public consumption. But now that the cat is out of the bag, I’m sure others will come digging for a story.

      And Patrick is bound to get caught in the crosshairs. Nervous energy fills my stomach at how he’ll react to the entire world finding out about us.

      “Where did you go?” His voice has me checking back into reality, my paddle slicing through the water.

      This Saturday morning, he’d gone over to the guesthouse on his parent’s property and strapped kayaks to the roof of his truck. I’d never been before, though I promised him one day we’d go surfing in Hawaii with this incredible stunt teacher I had on the set of a movie ages ago. Patrick held my thigh the entire drive down to the part of the river he usually launches from, and as he strapped me into the lifejacket in this cute, protective way, I blinked up at him and knew.

      I’m falling, if not already, in love with this man.

      We’re paddling side by side, the sun shining down on us and reflecting up into my eyes. Patrick wears a khaki bucket hat on his head that would make me look ridiculous, but on him, it’s transformed the button-down-wearing accountant into a hot, adorable fisherman.

      “Was just thinking about when the paparazzi are going to splash our relationship all over the tabloid sites.” I bite my lip, hoping he’s not going to back out of this when it gets too public.

      “Alana sent me an Instagram account full of posts on me already.” Patrick effectively bursts my bubble.

      “You’re kidding.” My heart sinks. “I’m really sorry. I tried to keep it buried as long as possible.”

      “Why are you sorry? One, I don’t care if people know we’re together. The whole world is in on it? Cool. Even better. Not from a fame standpoint, but I want everyone to know you’re the woman I’m enamored with. But two, you didn’t do anything wrong, baby. You simply live your life, and because of your career and who you are, people are obsessed with knowing everything about you. As they should be. But if you think this is going to scare me away, or that I hadn’t thought about the possibility, think again.”

      On the one hand, I’m relieved. But another part of me knows a side of this industry he doesn’t. “Patrick, they’re going to start rumors about you, about your family. People who know you will come out of the woodwork and talk about your engagements, your lifestyle. They’ll make up fake stories about us feuding, or how I feel about your family. You’ll read this stuff, your parents will read this stuff, and think that where this is smoke, there is fire. I just need you to remember that none of it is true. That if you ever need to know what’s real, come to me. Come to the source. Because once it’s out there, the firing squad will begin. They’ll be out for blood, they always are when it comes to me.”

      He places his paddle in his lap and reaches for my hand. The noses of our kayaks collide as they bob in the water, and the sound of birds chirping overhead is our soundtrack, along with the lapping waves.

      “We’ll survive it. If I haven’t told you before, I’m all in, baby. Come hell, high water, or fucking paparazzi, I’m not going anywhere. I made the mistake of being a bystander once, and it cut me to pieces to watch the way people took advantage of you. The guilt I’ve lived with since then, the regret of what could have been between us … we’ll never get those years back but I want them now. What we have is special, and I’m hanging on even if it has to be by the skin of my teeth.”

      Even with his declaration, I should still be worried. Especially with the onslaught of rumors and stories that will be circulated about why I’m leaving Hollywood. Patrick will take a lot of the brunt, people running rampant with the idea that he forced me to give up my career.

      But I feel nothing but peace. With him, with my decision, with our relationship. I know what he’s said is true; we’ll be able to weather the storm even if it leaves us battered.

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to buckle up then. I told my agent I’m quitting the business.”

      That bomb is one I haven’t dropped on Patrick yet. Even with spending every day together, I needed to get some things in order and think long and hard before I revealed my plans for my future.

      “Wait, what?” He’s so shocked that he half-jumps and almost capsizes himself.

      “I told you it was a possibility.” We chatted about this, weeks prior, and I told him how unhappy I was.

      “I guess, yeah. But you hadn’t mentioned it since. I mean, I know you’re happy here, and you love the playhouse, but leaving your career? That’s a huge step. Not that you haven’t thought about it, but … I don’t know what to say here. You threw me for a loop, baby.” He laughs a little.

      “I’m not happy when I’m in LA or on set. I haven’t been happy doing those things for years, and this decision was a long time coming. My agent is closing out all my endorsements and active business, and I’m going to sell my house there, along with some companies I’ve been producing projects under. Being here has shown me that I never fit there. My heart feels complete here, and that has something to do with you.” I smirk at him. “But it also has to do with this town. The area. In my soul, I know I’m home.”

      Patrick is quiet for a moment, then shakes his head as he looks down with a small smile. When our eyes meet, and his lashes flick back up, a pitter-patter that only beats for him starts in my chest.

      “The big screen is going to be missing one huge talent, but I can’t say I’m that upset about it. You do belong here. You belong with me. It’s fast, but I’ve done this before. I’ve jumped headfirst and thought it was my forever. But one look at you and I know you’re the place I’m supposed to be. You planting roots here just means we get all the time in the world to do that, and I’m never going to be upset with that decision. Whatever you need, I’m here to hold your hand and help.”

      We float along, our kayaks slowly taking us as our paddles stay sedentary, and we hold hands over the water. The quiet is nice, and this relationship is the first time I feel like I can be “alone, together” with a man.

      “I saw an article in Bite today about your Nonna Pie. They called it the best in the continental US.” I raise a brow at him after a while because I’d meant to tell him. “I kind of geeked out when I saw it. Like, I know how successful Hope Pizza is, but every time I’ve seen a write up over the years, I’d feel so much pride for you all. That New York Times piece had me tearing up.”

      A few years ago, the food critic at the most iconic newspaper in the US, and probably the world, gave the pizza the Ashtons make two thumbs-up. I had a feeling business was booming.

      “They’re not wrong. And that piece was epic for the business and my family.” We watch a white heron land on a low branch about a yard away. “I need to take you into the restaurant.”

      We haven’t had the conversation yet, and I haven’t pushed. Hope Pizza is the final domino in the solidification of how serious we are. It’s not like I haven’t eaten there, Dad took me once or twice as a kid. I’ve picked up takeout from the lunch counter a few times since being back in Hope Crest. But I haven’t eaten dinner, across from Patrick, in the main dining room since becoming the woman he’s dating. It seems silly to put the boyfriend/girlfriend label on us. One, because we are far past the age of worrying about such drama. And two, because it seems so trivial to the relationship we have. We’ve both already admitted and shown that we want to be in this for the long haul.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Soon. Because once we do that, there will be even more talk amongst the Hope Crest residents than there is on your paparazzi sites.”

      My laughter confirms his assumption because that’s probably very true. I’ll welcome it with open arms because it means I’ve landed Patrick Ashton. My teenage self would be over the moon.

      What’s more, my current self is entirely sure this is the man I am meant to spend forever with.
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      A noise rouses me, waking me from my deep slumber.

      Cassandra is wrapped up in my arms, her hair tickling my shoulder as her nose presses practically into my neck. It’s a wonder we get any sleep with how coiled we are, but for the first time in my life, I feel better cuddling with someone while I sleep than I do on my own separate part of the bed.

      Another thump has me gaining more awareness; the darkness of the room illuminated by the moon coming through the curtains. When nothing else sounds, I sit up, waiting.

      It’s probably the horse outside or Nathan the dog, shifting positions. Either way, I get up to pee and then head for the kitchen, needing some water.

      I flick the light over the sink and grab a glass, wanting to shake off this eerie feeling and get back in bed with Cassandra. I look outside, staring at the fields I’ve known my entire life, the moon patiently waiting for us all to wake up so it can rest.

      That’s when I turn and see it.

      The glass slips from my hand, shattering onto the floor, but I’m not even aware of it.

      Because written on the wall of Butch’s living room is the word RAT in big, red capital letters.

      “What’s going on?” Cassandra comes out of the bedroom rubbing her eyes, hair mussed. “Did you break a glass?”

      My finger comes up, trying to stop her from the other side of the room. “Don’t, stop right there.”

      She’s still around the corner, the half wall blocking her view of the message written in the living room.

      “I can help. There is a dustpan under the—” But she sees the dread in my eyes and watches them flit to the wall I don’t want her to see.

      And then her head is turning, and I watch as all the color leaves her skin. “What?”

      “I thought I heard a noise, then nothing. Came to get a glass of water and clear my head from the paranoia, then turned around to see this,” I explain, my throat dust dry. “Don’t step over here with the glass.”

      I tiptoe over to where she’s standing, her body cold and still as I reach for her. She can’t take her eyes from the wall, fresh droplets from the spray paint still rolling.

      “Someone was in here while we slept.” She chokes out the words.

      That thought sends a chill of anger and murder down my spine. Someone broke into her safe space again, getting around the security system, and was on the other side of this wall while we were defenselessly sleeping. While Cassandra was unarmed and unconscious. The what-ifs crowd my brain, blurring my vision into a red haze.

      “I’m calling the cops.” I don’t let go of her as I swing us back to the bedroom, holding tight as she begins to shake in my arms.

      “We can’t go back to the cops.” Cassandra lays her hands on my bare chest, her face pale and frantic.

      I wrap my arms around her, trying to give all my warmth to her right now. “We have to report this.”

      “Patrick, did you not read that? Rat. Whoever broke in here is talking about high school. About my father. About what was in my locker. This is someone who is an integral part of this town. No one was ever blamed then, held accountable then, and it’s no wonder the cops did nothing about the first break-in. We can’t trust them. We can’t trust anyone in this town.”

      A prickling of awareness has the hairs on the back of my neck standing up, because I can’t find a single thing about Cassandra’s assumption to poke holes in. The word choice is clear, this is a person who is tied directly to the reason why she left Hope Crest. And I’d seen Nikolai in the pizzeria that day—the cops had no intention of helping her.

      But what she’s asking of me … it’s a hard pill to swallow. This is my home. My town. I trust these people implicitly and hold out a hand whenever they need it.

      In my bones, though, I know it’s time to make a choice. And it’s not a question anymore; I would take a bullet for this woman. I’d burn the world down to make sure she’s okay.

      It took tonight, a horrific violation, to make me realize that Cassandra is the one. That she’s the woman I’ll fight to the end of the earth to be with. If that means turning my back on the people I’ve known all my life and trusting her word, so be it.

      “We can’t stay here.” I affirm her choice by not addressing it whatsoever. “We’re going over to my place until morning when I can think clearly. But I can’t sleep in that bedroom knowing someone almost …”

      An image of Cassandra lying bloody fills my head, and I want to double over and empty the contents of my stomach.

      “Get me out of here, Patrick.” Her voice is reed thin.

      I dress in the dark, throwing clothes over my head, and then hold her shaky fingers as she pulls on the first warm clothes she can find. The walk from her back porch to the French doors of the guesthouse is quiet, lit only by the moon, and eerie as hell. I feel like we’re being watched the entire time.

      A light from my parents’ house draws my eyes up, and when I look, Mom is standing at the window with a worried look. I shake my head at her, knowing Cassandra hasn’t caught a glimpse. Another person’s involvement tonight would only make things worse.

      It’s going to be mayhem when my family finds out that I’ve been hiding the other break-in from them, not to mention the hysteria the town will be thrown into once they know what’s happened. This is a threat to all of us, there is a dangerous person in our midst.

      But right now, and moving forward, my number one priority is Cassandra. I need to get her into my guesthouse, lock the doors tight, and try to coax her to sleep. Giving herself over to the land of numbness and dark is the only option at this time of night. She’s going to need rest and a clear mind for what has to happen next.

      Because this is war. She won’t be safe. I won’t rest easy until whoever did this is found.
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      I make it exactly six hours without Patrick.

      My day is spent calling Yaren and the security company, who work to hire a private investigator to figure out what the hell is going on and how this person got into the ranch without tripping any of the new security features. I meant it when I told Patrick I don’t trust the cops here. Something feels off, and the fact this person broke into my house without stealing anything or harming me throws me off even more.

      They wanted to leave a message, one I spent three hours scrubbing off the wall that is now dyed red, and they succeeded. Whoever had done this wants me quaking, scared, and threatened, and they’ve done just that.

      Trying to wait it out for the man who is slowly becoming my first choice of comfort proves unsuccessful. That desperation is what has me walking into Hope Pizza, even though I know it can lead to a slew of shit. But Patrick holding me is the only thing that will calm my anxiety right now, so I move forward.

      Except I know I’ve made a huge mistake the minute I come face-to-face with Thomas Ashton.

      The restaurant isn’t full necessarily, but there are a good number of customers dining for early dinner or late lunch. A couple heads swing toward me, and I don’t miss the dropped jaws or whispers. I haven’t kept to myself while in town, but I haven’t gone out of my way to stand out either. Aside from the occasional trip to a festival or necessity store, I have kept to the wilderness or my father’s house.

      It’s too bold of me to come in here, but my anxiety has me needing to cower into Patrick. And now Thomas looks like he’s about to blow steam out of his ears. He’s furious at me for stepping foot in here, that much is clear.

      What is also clear is that Patrick hasn’t cleared our relationship with the person who matters most. I can’t lie and say that it doesn’t sting as I’m standing in the place they all hold sacred.

      “Did you come here to offer me the land?” Patrick’s father, Thomas, walks to the hostess stand.

      “Wh-what?” I stutter, not understanding it.

      I’m still stuck, half-drowning, in what happened at my house last night.

      “You shouldn’t have come here unless you’re offering to sell me Butch’s land. I’ve seen you around, trying to be a part of this town. Well, it won’t fly in my restaurant. Attempting to walk in right before the dinner rush and making some show like this. It’s exactly what your father would have done.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare.” Patrick’s voice is deadly quiet as he walks out of a back hallway. “You don’t speak to her like that.”

      “Patrick, you dare speak to your father like that?” An older woman, Patrick’s Nonna, if I’m guessing correctly, clutches her chest as she passes by, holding some kind of dish with red sauce that looks incredible.

      “If he is going to speak to another human, what’s more, a woman I care deeply about, then yes, I’ll talk to him just like that.” Patrick’s jaw tics and I can see his hands ball into fists.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen, coming here like this.” I turn to catch his eyes and ours hold. I hope he sees how desperate I am.

      “Shouldn’t have left you to come to work, I’m sorry,” he murmurs, only to me, but obviously, everyone else hears it.

      “What the hell is going on?” His father’s focus swivels back and forth between us.

      He doesn’t seem to care that a restaurant full of customers is listening to him berate me and his son.

      “Enough,” Mrs. Ashton silences her husband. “You don’t know half of what is going on, and the man I married would never speak to another person that way. Much less the girl our son is in love with.”

      Even though I’m struggling through my emotions about the trespassing, my heart stutters to a stop in my chest. Did she just say Patrick is in love with me? From the way his jaw tics, the annoyed expression on his face directed at his mother, and the red tips of his ears … I can’t tell if it’s true or if he’s pissed his mom is going around throwing that word out.

      “In love with?” His father snorts. “I told Patty to get close to her so she’d sell us that land.”

      Silence, pure and stunning, fills the dining room. My stomach plummets to the floor, every sick and nauseating feeling twisting inside my gut and worming its way to my throat.

      “What?” I squeak out, tears collecting at the corners of my eyes.

      Humiliation doesn’t begin to cover the hot-cold feeling running over my skin right now. Standing in front of almost every member of his family, having them hear the same news I just did. Thomas stares at me with a smug sort of satisfaction running over his face.

      Is Patrick annoyed that a moment ago, his mother suggested he loved me or because he was just trying to con me this entire time? If I don’t get out of here, I’ll double over and heave on the restaurant floor. That would only give Thomas more ammunition to hate me.

      “That’s messed up, Mr. A,” Warren pipes up, shaking his head in disapproval.

      “You’re disagreeing with my father? What a day this is.” Alana appears, visibly annoyed at her best friend.

      “What’s your problem with me respecting your father?” he snaps back, and the two of them locking eyes is enough to send us all tumbling onto our asses.

      I sense a backstory, but I’m in enough of my own shit not to involve myself in their fight. The break-in, the mortification, Patrick’s intentions … they all swirl until I feel dizzy.

      “Will you all shut the fuck up with your opinions? Her house was broken into last night, and now you’re driving us apart,” I hear Patrick yell at them while I’m bolting for the door.

      My feet can’t move fast enough, and I can’t get enough oxygen into my lungs. White dots gather at the corner of my vision, and I know I need to make it to my car, but I stop and perch a hand on a bench, trying to calm down.

      “Baby …” A touch at my elbow.

      “Don’t.” I shrug Patrick off, not turning to look at him.

      “I’m sorry about what happened in there. If you had texted me you were coming, I—”

      Suddenly, everything snaps back into place, a gust to my chest igniting the rest of my body with anger.

      “You would have what? Told me not to come? Hidden me away like you’ve continued to do? I get it, Patrick, I’m not a somebody in this town. Your father thinks I’m scum, and apparently you do, too. Or was sleeping with me always on the agenda for getting me to sell the land to you?”

      He looks stricken and has the decency not to deny it. “He did ask me to do that. It’s … horrible. I should have told you from the beginning. But three seconds with you, and I knew it was never about that.”

      “Yet you kept the secret, so how the hell should I know if that’s true?” Sadness echoes in my chest, leaving little cracks in my heart.

      “Have I ever once asked you to sell it to us after I initially did? We’ve been together for weeks, baby. I haven’t brought it up at all, haven’t tried to sway you, haven’t made any suggestions in my family’s favor. The proof is right there. Be pissed that I didn’t disclose what my father wanted, but you can’t say I’m lying.”

      Prickles of awareness travel through me. He’s technically right, but I’ve been burned by the people of this town too many times. With the break-ins and the threat to my safety—maybe someone is trying to get me to sell the land. A new thought occurs, a new motive I haven’t considered.

      “The break-in …” My voice is a whisper, as if pieces are being put together in my head.

      Patrick swoops down to my eye level, intensity igniting his expression. “If you’re seriously insinuating I could have done those things. That I’d ever risk your safety, or stoop that low just to get a fucking piece of land …”

      The way his eyebrow quirks and his tone shakes with hurt and anger, I know it could never have been him. No, Patrick would never do those things.

      But he had lied. “You told me to leave. So how do I know what your father just said in there isn’t true? That you haven’t been manipulating me? That you took the way I feel about you and twisted it for your family’s benefit?”

      My mental state is all over the place; I feel like I’ve been thrown for a loop since being back in Hope Crest and still don’t know which way is up.

      Patrick’s big hands are on my shoulders, his eyes boring into mine.

      “You weren’t around for a lot of Butch’s shit in the later years. For instance, he called the board of health on our restaurant. They have to investigate each and every one of those claims. Do you know how annoyed we were that he’d done it so callously and with nothing to go on? Or when he trampled over a good portion of the back fields just two weeks before a harvest because he said Liam was intruding on his part of the property. Your father was a bitter old man, one who loathed other people for having success or love. A lot of people have those insecurities, but they don’t try to ruin other people’s livelihood because of it. And it wasn’t just our family. He broke up marriages by snitching about cheating spouses, regardless of if he knew their situation or not. He’d catch kids doing shit on the street, just normal kid goofiness, and try to haul them to the police station. It isn’t wrong of my father to be weary of your last name, you have to understand that. But I also know, and am going to try to get it through his thick head, that you’re nothing like that man. You’re kind and sweet and wish the best for people. You are incredibly compassionate and thoughtful, it’s part of the reason …”

      Patrick trails off, and his eyes shift sideways before landing back on me.

      “Part of me wanted you to leave town because … I’m going to get real honest here.”

      “I think you know me enough to know I don’t operate any other way.” I prove his point that I’m not my father.

      “I’ve had a thing for you since I was a teenager. Probably before that. You were the forbidden fruit on the edge of the property, which only made you more enticing. I’d catch you watching me when I rode around in the woods, and cocky little me tried so bad to show off for you. Then that night I took you for a ride … I could feel it. You did too, I know you did.”

      “Talk about cocky,” I mutter, but his hands start stroking up and down my arms.

      “You know you did.” Patrick’s voice never wavers. “And I felt it the moment I walked into that house to feed those damn animals. Our eyes met and I could feel it all over again. It scared me, knowing who your father was and what that sure-as-shit connection could become between us if kindled. I chickened out. I’d burned women before, didn’t feel like falling head over heels only to have it implode all over again. I was a dumbass, okay? I should never have said that, and if you left now, I’d be a useless shell of a person. Without you, my life isn’t whole.”

      “The way you looked when your mother said that surely didn’t make it seem that way.” I’m being sullen and a bit dramatic because his reasoning is sound, and my temper is wearing off, but I’m still so humiliated about what happened in there that I need reassurance.

      Patrick throws his hands up. “Because my mother is always meddling in other people’s business. It’s what she does, you’ll have to get used to it. I was annoyed in there because I haven’t had the chance to say the words myself, yet. To tell you how ridiculously in love with you I am, that I’ve gotten it wrong countless times because my heart knew it should be waiting for you. I’ve never felt this way about anyone else.”

      “But you were about to get married. Two times.”

      “Exactly. And what I feel when I’m with you, when I look at you across the room, when I think about us ten years from now … nothing before compares to this. To you. I’m in love with you, Cassandra. Beyond any kind of love I ever thought I’d feel.”

      Tears dot the corners of my eyes, and even with how messed up and untethered my life feels, I know, without a doubt, that I love him, too. I can’t swallow to speak past the lump in my throat when he takes me into his arms.

      “I’m so sorry about what happened in there. I swear, it’s not you. It’s his perception. The rest of my family is already smitten with you, even Liam though he probably won’t admit it. My dad will come around, if it makes it better, I wish I could take away the sting of what he said. Because I love you. Because I plan on loving you for a very long time.”

      “Guess I can’t leave then.” My voice is wobbly as I press my cheek against his.

      “No, you can’t,” he whispers in my ear.

      The embrace feels like a balm to my wrecked soul.

      “I love you, too, by the way.”

      “I know.” I feel Patrick’s smile against my scalp, then he presses a kiss there.

      A low chuckle works from my throat. “So cocky.”

      “Come back inside, please?” The creak of the restaurant door reveals Leona, Patrick’s mother, and her face is a combination of apology and kindness.

      Patrick looks down at me, measuring what condition I’m in. “Yeah. We have some things we all need to talk about.”

      Why do I have a feeling he isn’t just talking about our relationship but the whole mess I seem to have landed myself in?
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      “You need to inform the other people in town.”

      Dad’s gruff voice almost snaps the last of my patience.

      I’m sitting at the head of a twelve-top that’s been bussed, and the restaurant lights dimmed as the sounds of the last of the kitchen staff cleaning echo from the back. My family sits around me, Dad at the other head, Mom by his side, my siblings and Warren gathered around. Cassandra is pulled into me, almost sitting on the side of my chair as I hold her to keep both of us anchored.

      After Mom followed us outside and interrupted our first declarations of love, we went back in and waited for closing time. Not only did my family need to know what Cassandra means to me from my own lips, but they need to be clued in on what’s happening just beyond their property. Her safety, theirs, and what happens next all depend on it. It’s time to call in the troops on this one because, after last night, we can no longer do this alone.

      The niggling sense to say fuck it all and take her home, especially after this conversation, has been rocky at best and is becoming stronger by the moment. I’ve always imagined that when I tell her I’m in love with her, it would be in private, probably in bed right before I got to slide into her. Having to delay the celebrations of us admitting our feelings is a buzzkill, but this is necessary.

      “Stop telling him what he needs to do. He’s trying to figure it out.” Mom cuts Dad a stern look. “That’s why you were out so late last night.”

      She’s got him on a leash she’s about to pull. I know it. And I also know she saw us going into the guesthouse as she watched from her window.

      “You think I don’t know what kind of danger is lurking out there? It came into my girlfriend’s house while we were sleeping, right there on the other side of the wall.” My voice is getting hysterical. “You want me to go blast that on Newton Street and send the town into hysteria?”

      Cassandra and I filled everyone in on what has been going on, much to their utter shock and fear. Watching my sister rush to my girlfriend’s side was a small reprieve, and the way my mother promised to keep us safe as if it were in her ultimate power, wasn’t too bad either. But Dad has been sitting there looking red-faced and stubborn.

      “No, that’s what we’re not going to do,” Liam agrees with me. “And you’ve already filed a report with the police?”

      Cassandra nods. “Not that it was much help. They didn’t take me seriously at all.”

      “Figures.” Warren rolls his eyes.

      Not that the department in Hope Crest is bad, but they don’t deal with a lot of crime. Some of the guys we went to high school with work there, and they aren’t the most reliable characters. Especially after I’ve seen with my own two eyes what Nikolai is doing about Cassandra’s case.

      “She hired a private investigator. He hasn’t had much time on the case, seeing as this even more threatening attack only happened last night. And whoever it was slipped the security footage that was set up on her property.” I squeeze her hand where I have it resting on my leg.

      Cassandra shakes her head. “He didn’t. Everything happened here …” She trails off, looking at my father, “Before I could tell you. The security company hadn’t started running the feed on my property. It was a mistake.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me.” My blood is boiling, because how could they fuck that up.

      Mom’s eyes grow worried, and she directs them to the woman I love. “Oh honey, I’m so sorry you went through that. I can’t imagine how scary and violating that was for both of you. To think that …”

      She breaks off and looks away, and I notice Dad smooth a lock of hair behind her ear for comfort.

      “So we can’t go to the cops. Can’t inform people there is a mad man on the loose. What do you suggest our family does?”

      I don’t miss the way he’s clearly excluding Cassandra, and I’m done with it.

      “Well, Dad, I’m going to protect the woman I love, yes, love with all my heart, if it’s the last thing I do. If you give a shit about me or any of that, then you’ll get on board real quick.”

      Someone gasps, and I think Liam’s jaw might be on the floor. We’re obedient kids. We were taught never to disrespect our parents. For good reason, they’re typically fair and wonderful people. But he is seeing red when it comes to Cassandra, and my patience has run dry.

      Dad looks like I’ve punched him in the face and is probably so shocked I stood up to him that he can’t fathom a response.

      “It’s settled. You’ll stay at the guesthouse.” Mom’s head bobs like she’s already made the decision for us all.

      “I couldn’t possibly intrude—” Cassandra holds up her hands before Alana bulldozes right over her.

      “Stop it, we’re not playing that game. You’re one of us now. It might be fast, but my brother is clearly obsessed with you, and he’d be stupid not to be. We protect those closest to us.”

      “She’s right. I would feel better if you were near Mom and Dad. I can put up some extra cameras, I already have some watching the crops. More traps like the animal ones I have, you’ll just have to be careful if you walk around at dusk. If there is anything I can help with, you let me know.” Liam’s voice is stoic, but I know it’s a huge show of support the way he says all of it.

      I nod appreciatively at my brother, but my head whips to the side as soon as I hear a choked sob.”

      “You’re all really … very … nice.” Cassandra hiccups and I can see she’s trying to keep it together. “It hasn’t been easy being back here, and now with the threats, the break-ins … I just …”

      I hug her to me, pressing my palm to her cheek as I press the other side of her face to my chest and try to shush her to calm down.

      “We’re not going to let anything happen to you.” Warren meets my eyes as they pass over everyone sitting around the table.

      At the same second, my heart is breaking, it’s also being strengthened to the point of a steel coat wrapping around the organ. Because my family is not going to let anyone mess with Cassandra, and that feels like a huge step.

      My gaze snags on Dad; his eyes are zeroed in on Cassandra, trying to control her breathing as she presses her cheek to my shoulder. While he doesn’t look as angry, he does look skeptical, but I guess improvement will happen gradually.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.” I press a soft kiss to her forehead.

      “None of us will.” Alana nods.

      “All right, everyone. It’s late. We all have much to think about, and I need to help these two settle into the guesthouse. Lord knows Patrick lives like a pig.” Mom tries to bring some levity to the room.

      “Mom, I’m a bachelor, not a disgusting teenager.” I shake my head.

      Truth is, I’m nervous to bring Cassandra into my domain. We’ve spent most of our nights at her place because it’d be weird to sneak her into mine, and now I’m bringing her to the place I’ve been temporarily living. Under dire circumstances. It’s not the place I want to impress her with because what twenty-something man wants to admit he basically lives with his parents?

      But hopefully, someday soon, all this danger will be behind us, and we can have an honest conversation about where we’re going to move in together. Because I meant what I said to her outside, I’ve never felt this way about anyone else, and I plan to be with her … well, forever. It might seem fast, but I’ve not been sure before, and since I am now, I’m wasting no time.

      My family shuffles out of the dining room, closing up or heading home. When I get Cassandra into the passenger seat of my car, opting to leave hers here for the night, I bend down to press a kiss to her lips.

      “Still want to be with me even though my family is insane?” I ask, my smile pressed to her mouth.

      She sighs. “They love you fiercely, that’s something I’ve never experienced. I hope one day I can feel the full force of it.”

      “For now, you’ll have to settle for the full force of my love.” I palm her cheek, and those emerald eyes flutter shut.

      “I can’t believe you said it.” Those words sound happy, if not tired.

      “And I’ll keep saying it, every single day,” I promise.

      “Good. Because I’ll need to hear it. This isn’t going to get easier. Maybe at some point, the threat will go away. Or the person will be caught. But are you sure being with me is worth it?”

      Now her lashes flick up with the opening of her eyes, and I see worry marring them.

      “Not another second of that. You’re worth everything.” I’m crouching on the pavement. “Let me take you home. To our place, at least for now. We’ll rest, and hopefully, with extra security and people around, we’ll be able to get to the bottom of this before anything else happens.”

      Cassandra nods, and with one last kiss, I move quickly to the driver’s side to fire up the engine and heat.

      While I might have promised her some rest, I barely shut my eyes the entire night after we slip under my sheets. The last break-in happened on my watch, and I won’t let that occur again.
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      Two days after I move some of my stuff into the guesthouse, Wilson calls to say they have a new round of workshop kids he wants me to coach.

      Patrick isn’t so keen on the idea, but with only forty-eight hours under my belt, I feel stuffy and claustrophobic from sitting inside all day. It might be a risk, but I need to get out, and it’s not like I’ve ever been approached or attacked in broad daylight downtown. I pointed out that I’m more unsafe being home alone, as evidenced by the break-ins, but the man I love doesn’t seem to be satisfied with that answer.

      The man I love. The sentiment still shocks me because it’s nothing I ever thought I’d find when I came to settle my father’s estate. But I guess that’s how love goes, right? It comes when you’re least expecting or looking for it? Patrick admitting that he’s one hundred percent sure about me, that he could see our life ten years down the line …

      I see all of it, too. Knowing that he feels that way has my heart beating double time, even as I duck into the car with the cold seeping through my veins.

      Nathan, my father’s lazy dog, who usually spends his days on the front porch ignoring me, is my only security option today. Patrick had to go into the restaurant, something about inventory not being able to wait, so Nathan is riding shotgun, drooling on the leather seats of my car.

      Wilson meets me in the parking lot, which isn’t his normal MO, and I wonder if Patrick had a chat with him about my safety. Not wanting to arouse suspicion because no one in town is clued in on the fact that someone has been harassing me, I hold my tongue. Well, actually, I guess the police have some of the details, not that they’re pursuing any of them.

      “Morning.” He hands over a coffee, and I think I smell the signature cinnamon caramel of my favorite latte from Vanilla Bean.

      “You’re a life saver.” I take the to-go cup and let the warmth invade my gloved hand as I let Nathan out of the passenger seat.

      Wilson raises an eyebrow as he loops his arm in mine. We’ve become fast friends, bonding over our love of the craft of acting and gossiping about D-list reality stars who bring us joy on a guilty pleasure level.

      “We’re allowing mangy animals inside these days?” he asks as if I run the playhouse instead of him.

      “He was lonely and I had him at Patrick’s guesthouse. Didn’t want to come home to my dad’s dog having chewed up my boyfriend’s shoes.” Mostly lies, but they sound believable.

      “Staying over at the Ashton Estate? Things are getting serious,” Wilson muses.

      And, of course, he knows that Patrick lives in the guesthouse. The entire town of Hope Crest knows all the inner workings of the Ashton family, even if no one explicitly tells them.

      “As a matter of fact, they are.” I smile giddily because I can’t help myself.

      The heat of the playhouse hits me as we enter, all the opulence and coziness warming my soul. This place is the one place in town that makes me feel even remotely safe right now. Of course, being with Patrick, in his arms, is at the top of my list. But there is something about a theater, especially this one, that makes me feel like nothing bad can ever harm me. The scent of old playbills, the crackling fireplace on the far side of the lobby, the creak of the stage boards … I’m glad I decided to come today, and that’s putting it lightly.

      “Are we going to have a third engagement on our hands?” Wilson muses as we unwrap our scarves and coats, Nathan lumbering over to the fire and plopping down before promptly nodding off to sleep with a snore.

      “Ouch.” A bristle of hostility pinches my insides.

      Wilson has the decency to cringe. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. I know I haven’t seen you two together much, but the man would be a fool not to be head over heels crazy in love with you. And he has a reputation.”

      “Don’t we all, in some way or another?”

      “There you go again, being a saint-like angel.” He rolls his eyes but smiles.

      A hearty laugh makes my throat vibrate. “Not at all. I’m just saying. People make a shit ton of mistakes. Lord knows, I have. So Patrick has dated around? So what? We’re happy. Really happy.”

      If only life were as simple as that. Wilson doesn’t know that while we might have each other, we definitely weren’t living a happily ever after. I hope someday soon I get to claim that, too.

      “All right, then fill me in on all the sexy details before the kids get here. It’s been months and I need to live vicariously through you. Oh! And do tell about Leona Ashton’s kitchen, because I’ve heard it’s a modern farmhouse dream.”

      As we sip our coffees, I spill to Wilson that one of the best parts of living in the guesthouse with Patrick is getting to know his family. It’s nice that my coworker has no idea of the danger I might be in because it lets me shut that part of my worrying off, even if for a few minutes. It gives me this blissful bubble where I get to gush about my boyfriend’s family and how incredible they are. Because aside from the chilly shoulder his father is still giving me, the rest of the Ashtons accept me with open arms. Last night, we ate dinner in Leona’s kitchen. She cooked her famous chicken saltimbocca, a gnocchi Alfredo that I wouldn’t mind laying down my life to eat one last time, and his nana whipped up fresh pound cake soaked in limoncello. Despite the fact that someone is trying to mess with me and that’s why I’m there, there was a jovial atmosphere. They played hands of gin rummy after, and I got to tell the story of how I accidentally tripped on my train on my first red carpet and fell face-first in front of the most famous actor of Leona’s generation.

      For the first time in my entire life, I’m beginning to feel like I belong somewhere. I split my childhood and teen years between houses, being fought over like some prize neither of my parents really wanted to win. Once I got to Hollywood, I never felt completely comfortable in my own skin.

      Coming back here almost feels like a do-over, a chance to see if Hope Crest is my place without my father’s shadow hanging over me. Of course, it still is, but not where Patrick and his family are concerned. Not anymore. In giving up a life others would kill for, in admitting that I want to stop running from the uncomfortable parts of my past, I’ve found everything I’ve always dreamed of.

      The kids come in one by one, and Wilson introduces the workshop material by handing them packets as we all settle in the front rows of the theater. Today, we’re working on comedic scenes that involve timing, deliverability, working off of someone else’s humor, and involving your body in the comedy. To me, humor and comedy are much harder to pull off than drama and sadness because not everyone can access that funny side. Comedy is so subjective to each person, whereas we can all relate to trauma or baggage on some level.

      “Cassandra, will you join me on stage?” Wilson smirks at me after we go over the lines and scenes the students can practice with during the workshop.

      I stand and dust my hands off on my jeans, shaking away the nerves. No matter how many important people I’ve done this in front of, no matter how many sets or stages, there are always the initial butterflies that make it clear how much I love this job.

      Wilson and I enact a scene from Funny Girl, one of the harder comedic roles I’ve seen performed. I can’t say I’d be good in the role, but I try my best and get a few chuckles. After that, pairs come up and act out some of the other scenes from The Producers, Hamilton, Death of a Salesman, and Little Shop of Horrors.

      We then break for lunch, with the kids settling in groups around the theater as they pull out Ziploc bags and thermoses. I catch one of the girls walking down the aisle and recognize her as part of the second or third pair who performed. Her Audrey for Little Shop of Horrors had been genuinely funny and spot-on. Being in the business, I can tell she has a knack for this.

      “Your performance was wonderful. Amanda, right?” I smile at her from my chair.

      She bobs her head, a smile peeking out, but I can tell she’s nervous.

      “Your humor really came through. You made the character feel true without being too camp, too obvious. Audrey is a really hard sell, and I think you did it beautifully with not a lot of prep time. You’re in the drama club at the high school?”

      “Yes.” Her monosyllabic answer is either nerves or teenager for I don’t want to talk to you.

      “Keep going. You’ve got whatever it is that I’ve seen in some of the best actors. Pursue that.” I hope that my words here really stick with these kids.

      I could have used someone building me up when I had no clue if I was doing anything right. A lot of people in Hollywood will use mind games to stay on top, but I think there can be a place for everyone. Especially a young woman who clearly has talent, like Amanda.

      “My mom has always said …” She breaks off, looking nervous.

      “What is it?” I ask, a glimmer of worry passing through my chest.

      “My mom talks about you. About your father. I think … well, no, I know. My dad was cheating on my mom, and it got out. I’m pretty sure your dad told the town.”

      Embarrassment, swift and biting, clenches my gut. “I’m so sorry.”

      Amanda bites her lip. “You’re a really nice person. Everyone here says so, the other kids who have worked with you. I’ve thought a lot about what my dad did. It’s no one else’s fault. Just like the stuff people say about you isn’t yours. Thanks for saying all that. I mean … shit, you’re a legend.” She blushes after she curses. “Do you think I could ask you some more questions?”

      It was so simple, such a succinct thought from a girl who doesn’t know how impactful her words are at this moment. And they wash me, almost cleansing me of the guilt I feel whenever the whispers about my father follow me. I could acknowledge the hurt he caused people here while also not being responsible for it.

      “Of course.” I pat the seat next to me.

      Amanda and I eat lunch together as she opens up more and more, asking me questions about sets, directors, and different roles. By the time the workshop is over, I’ve given her my phone number and feel like a ton has been lifted off my shoulders. Coming here was the right choice.

      As I collect Nathan from where he’s still sleeping in front of the fireplace, my phone rings.

      “You headed out?” Wilson calls from the ticket counter, where he’s clacking away at the computer.

      “Yeah. I’ll see you soon?” I blow a kiss and head outside as he answers yes to my back.

      The call connects to the car as I pick it up and put the seat warmers on.

      “Hi, Mom,” I greet her.

      “Why am I hearing from Malcolm that you are trying to end your contract with Yaren?” An irritated tone barks at me through the speaker.

      Shit. With everything going on here, I forgot to get ahead of the hurricane that will be my mother when she finds out I’m quitting my famous life.

      “I don’t know why Malcolm is even calling you. I’m not seven, I run my own career,” I grumble because the people who I pay out of my very hefty contracts should be keeping my stuff under wraps.

      “This is going to get out, Cassandra. People will think you’ve gone crazy, or that you have a dark scandal threatening to come out, or that you’ve lost the star factor. You can’t let these rumors run rampant or they’ll come true. Working to stay on top is part of the business, dear.”

      In her brain, she’s helping me. But that gene most mothers have to nurture their child’s happiness and contentment apparently wasn’t installed on her motherboard.

      Taking a deep breath, because I know the war I’m about to start, I just say it. “Mom, I am ending my contract with Yaren. After the last movie I shot releases, I’m going to be taking a step away from acting. I’m going to be moving out of LA. And I’m going to try to leave the spotlight, if it will let go of me.”

      Silence from the other end cuts like a shallow wound. Because, on some level, I don’t care what my mother has to say. I’ve been independent for far longer than I’ve been famous, making every decision essentially alone, and I know what’s best for me. Our relationship doesn’t have the sway of guilt or expectation it once did over me.

      On the other hand, she’s my mother. I’m always going to want to impress her or have her be proud of me. Which is why her words and reaction sting.

      “You’ll end up just another one of these failed actresses, too weak for the limelight. Is that what you want? Look at all you’ve built. People love you, adore you, worship you. You make millions of dollars a year. You’re giving it up for what? Because you’re having a hard time. Believe me, Cassandra, you don’t know struggle. I’ve struggled. And being where I am now is a hell of a lot better. Call Yaren immediately and tell him you made a mistake.”

      Sour spit fills my mouth. And not because I want to obey her against my own happiness, but because I realize that I was raised by two people who will always put themselves and their image first. Spending just one night with the Ashton family showed me what real families act like. They laugh together, support one another, and look out for each other. No one is perfect, but this reaction without even hearing why I’m taking these steps is just wrong.

      Nevertheless, it doesn’t surprise me in the least.

      “I’m not going to do that. I’ve thought about this for a very long time, and I’m not happy.”

      “What is happiness when you have everything anyone could ever want?” Mom scoffs, and I can picture her face.

      “You don’t know what everyone wants. And you don’t have to understand what I want, but you do have to respect it. And stay out of it. My business managers and lawyers and agent answer to me. Not you. So I’m asking you, stay out of this and stop your husband from getting involved.”

      What I leave out is that it won’t end well. I have nothing to lose if I’m giving it all up anyway. My mother isn’t the villain in my story, but she isn’t a supporting character either. Her influence and effect on my life is very minimal these days. And thankfully, I’ve molded myself into a strong enough person that her digs don’t leave invisible cuts anymore.

      “How … what … I am your mother. I’ve always tried to do the best for you, so has Dennis. This is a huge mistake, Cassandra. Do you know how selfish it is to give up a life that everyone wants?”

      My mother is too high in her penthouse to see that the majority of people wouldn’t want it once they knew the toll it involves.

      “I guess I’ll have to trust that I know what’s right.” It’s meant to come out more sarcastically than I say it, but I disconnect the call before she can lay into me further.

      What I truly want has changed so much over the years, but never more than in this last year of discovering who I firmly want to be. It has taken coming back to a place where I assumed no one wanted me to see that brushing away the cobwebs and scary tales made something look awfully different than we remember it in our minds.

      Leaving my life in LA feels quite the same. And instead of a pit in my stomach at the thought of quitting, I feel nothing but light as a feather.
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      A week of living in the guesthouse passes slowly, with little development from my PI.

      He made the trek from New York City, where his highly discreet firm is located, four days ago to check out the damage on my father’s house. Walter took some fingerprints, samples from the wood, the paint the intruder used, and swept some things off the floor to analyze in a lab he works with. He took statements from Patrick and me, though we were both asleep and didn’t have much to go on.

      Since the Ashton property and my father’s house are both located on roads with no traffic cams, he was unable to find any cars that had driven down to our land that late at night. Liam’s security cams were up and running, and Walter scoured them, but the person must have known what to look for. They were never detected on them and must have come from the woods behind my father’s house, where there are no cameras.

      Patrick filled him in on the inner workings—or as much as he knew—of the Hope Crest police, and I told him about my father’s history with the town and the rat incident in high school.

      Other than that, there isn’t much else. Liam put more security cameras around the property and at the entrance to the guesthouse. Patrick insists on accompanying me anywhere, and Leona made excuses for me to help at the restaurant so I am all within their sight.

      As much as I love spending time with them all, and especially Patrick, I feel like a prisoner in my own life. It feels like waiting for the other shoe to drop, for something terrible to happen once again.

      “You’re doing it again.” Patrick comes up behind me, rubbing my shoulders as I snap out of the daze I was in.

      I’m sitting with my knees tucked into the couch, my chin resting on the back of it, as I look out the wide bay window in the guesthouse living room.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, trying to stop thinking about it all.

      “I hate coming in here to see you so lost in this. I know, I know. We need to find who did that, you have no idea how much I want that. But I hate that it means you can’t do what you want to. That you can’t be you.”

      The weight of him sitting beside me has my body tipping into his chest, and I lean over to rest my head against his shoulder. “It’s not like I want to strut down a red carpet or parade around Newton Street. But this feeling that someone is watching my every move, waiting to strike … it has me feeling like a captive in my own life.”

      His lips on my forehead ease some of the sorrow and anxiety, and I wish so dearly that his touch could be the medicine to make me forget any of it.

      “Let’s go out.”

      It’s not the reaction I’m expecting and has me pulling back to look into his eyes. “What?”

      “You’ve been cooped up, trapped under the supervision of my family and me, and I can see it’s weighing on you. You said yourself that you’re more of a target here than outside of the property, and it’s been a week since anything has happened. Let me take you out. Maybe for a drink, for a bite to eat. I feel like I haven’t given you dates at all, not that this would qualify as romantic. But let’s go out and live, even if just for a few hours.”

      “It’s too risky.” I pout, but I am scared to expose myself that much.

      Patrick shrugs. “Maybe. But it’s a risk being here, too. It’s a risk anywhere. Until this motherfucker is caught and put away, it’s a risk. What’s not okay is you retreating into yourself. I love you, I hate seeing you upset, and I feel helpless. Let me do this for you.”

      I digest his words, weighing all the possible outcomes this night could bring. Is it stupid to go out and put a target on my back? Anyone could be watching us.

      But they also might be doing that right now. And Patrick is right, I’m becoming a shell of myself. Each day, I grow more anxious, more worried, and more upset.

      “Okay. But does that mean I have to get out of pajamas?” I lean in to let him take my lips, the kiss sweet and reaffirming.

      I do change, but only into comfortable jeans and a sweater that allows me not to put on a real bra. The truck is freezing as Patrick and I hold our gloved hands over the center console and he winds us toward town. Hope Crest isn’t as much of a tourist attraction in the summer. The locals are the only ones at the bars now that the river has begun to freeze on its banks during low-temperature nights. Winter seems to have come early this year, but I almost welcome it. I’ve missed living somewhere with seasons.

      The sign for the Laura Inn glows brightly in the faux lamp-lit downtown street, and the windows boast the roaring flames from the huge brick fireplaces signature to the bar. Patrick’s glove is laced in mine as we walk briskly down the street, the cold air a balm to my soul.

      Stepping inside brings a waft of ale and french fries to my nose, and I’m instantly a little calmer. Sit me at a table with a salty basket of those, and my nerves will stop rattling real quick.

      “You want a drink?” Patrick asks as he helps me shrug out of my coat.

      “Yes, please. A glass of red, whatever they recommend.”

      “Hey, guys.” Warren walks up, holding a pint glass of an amber liquid.

      “Hey.” I lean over for a hug.

      He’s the only member of the Ashton clan who gets the position I’m in as an accepted inner circle attendee but still an outsider. I feel a kindred spirit whenever he’s around, but I do wonder about how exactly he feels about Alana. The rest of the family must be blind if they don’t see the way he looks at her, and I’ve only been hanging around for a week.

      “Hey, man. Going to get our drinks, can you take Cassandra to whatever table you claimed?”

      “Sure thing. I got the couches by the fire tonight, figured it’d be a little removed once the local crowd fills in.” Warren tilts his head to the far side of the room.

      “Sure thing. You okay?” Patrick checks with me before taking two steps in, kissing me, and then motioning to the bar.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Go.”

      Turning to Warren, I follow him to where Alana sits, deep in conversation with a brunette woman.

      “You okay being out?” Warrens asks, lowering his voice as we walk.

      “Yeah, honestly, it feels good to be here. Normal. I need a little normal, even with everything.”

      “Don’t we all.” His smile is sympathetic.

      “Hey! I didn’t realize you were coming. My brother has you locked up in that sex dungeon.”

      “Lana, gross. Siblings don’t talk about that shit,” Liam mutters as he pulls some chairs over, giving our group more seating.

      She shrugs and hugs me anyway.

      “Patrick suggested we have a night out of the dungeon.” Giving Alana a small smile, I turn to Liam, who nods supportively but doesn’t hug me.

      “Good. We’ll get you nice and drunk before we all have to find our way homes in this frozen tundra.” Alana chuckles.

      “This is nothing and you know it. Remember the time I had to shovel your car out of four feet of snow and couldn’t because it was frozen solid after you tried to windshield wiper it off?” Warren raises his eyebrow in her direction.

      “No one told me to refrain from using that fluid.” She shrugs.

      “You were twenty, no one should have had to tell you that.” He smacks his palm to his head.

      “I don’t even understand how your windshield wiper fluid wasn’t frozen in the first place.” Liam looks bewildered.

      “Here’s your drink, baby.” Patrick joins me, wedging into the couch and making me even warmer as the fire crackles in front of us.

      “Anyone check on Mom and Dad before coming out?” Alana asks.

      “They were about to watch Casablanca, and I think your mom had cinnamon buns in the oven.” Warren, the non-Ashton sibling, fills everyone in.

      “Oh, gross.” Alana winces at the same time as Liam makes a vomiting noise, and Patrick covers his ears like it’s the worst sound in the world.

      “What?” I’m lost.

      Patrick looks ill. “Every time they watch Casablanca, it means they plan on being … romantic.”

      “I’m going to throw up,” Liam mutters.

      A lightbulb goes on. “Oh. I mean, it’s kind of sweet, though? That they still love each other so much. Are attracted to each other.”

      “Yuck, please stop talking about sex and parents.” Alana cringes.

      “Says the woman who was just talking about siblings and sex,” Liam reminds her.

      I chuckle as I sip my drink, loving their banter. The Ashton family is one of the closest I know, and it’s a privilege to sit and listen to them verbally spar.

      “Yeah, but that’s different. There is something inherently wrong about ever picturing … ew. As children, we all just assume we were magically dropped off by a stork, and that’s how it should remain.” Patrick nods like this is the most reasonable explanation.

      “And for some of us, it’s true.” Warren smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      No one says anything for a moment, and I try to save the conversation. “If it makes you all feel better, I have zero idea how the people biologically responsible for my life ever even stepped foot in the same room.”

      “Or how you picked Patrick, of all people. A glamorous, Hollywood starlet and my boring accountant brother. Who would have thought?” Alana ribs my boyfriend.

      “Honestly, a lot of people I met in that life are boring when it comes down to it.” I shrug.

      “How so?” Liam asks.

      I shrug. “It’s all about image. Spend three minutes alone and you’ll realize that all they’re comprised of are Instagram pictures, magazine spreads, and product placement.”

      “Well, what about those people on reality dating shows? They have to be somewhat real as reality stars, right?” Liam argues.

      Alana cackles. “Here he goes. Liam tries to come off as the grumpiest recluse in town, when little does everyone know he’s obsessed with D-list TV contestants.”

      “He and Mom watch them every week together with a bowl of popcorn and red wine.” Patrick lets slip, and I think his brother might punch him.

      Liam’s face is nearly purple from embarrassment. “They are funny shows sometimes.”

      I pat his knee across the group. “I get it. They asked me to attend a live taping of one of the reunions and I was practically frothing at the mouth.”

      Liam can’t hide his need for more information. “Whose season was it for?”

      The group breaks into hysterics as Liam and I devolve into a frantic discussion about our favorite and most hated contestants. One drink turns into two, and the atmosphere is warm, if not a little tipsy. Others drop by to talk to Warren or the Ashton siblings, and they always introduce me or try to include me in the conversation.

      A blond woman walks past us and waves, then idles as she says hi to Patrick.

      “Leah, good to see you. How’s that job over at the river bridge Billy’s got going?” Patrick asks the woman, then leans over to explain to me. “Leah and her husband went to high school with us, and Billy is the town planning engineer now. He’s working on updating the bridge that crosses over to New Jersey.”

      “Oh, very neat.” I smile, hoping she doesn’t remember me from high school.

      But her eyes linger too long, and I know she knows how I am. Of course she does. I have to stop hoping that people in this town, much less anyone who reads a gossip column, won’t know who I am.

      “Yeah, it’s long hours, but hopefully, he’ll keep any of us from driving into the water, so that’s all we can ask, right?” She laughs.

      “How is Xander? I need to relieve you two of parent duty soon and come babysit,” Alana tells her.

      “He’s good, so into those Marvel movies right now. I keep the more inappropriate ones programmed behind the parental locks but he’s gobbling them up.” Leah’s eyes go moony.

      “Xander is their son, and he’s six,” Patrick explains.

      “And he’s … oh God, I totally sound like a stage mom. But he’s obsessed with movies and plays, loves Broadway, too. I know Wilson mentioned you were doing workshops over at the playhouse, and I’m wondering if you’ll do a kiddie class of sorts? Xander would just love that.” Leah looks so hopeful.

      For the first time since I’ve been here, I truly feel a part of something. This woman isn’t talking to me because of who I am in LA or who my father was to this town. She’s talking to me as a contributing part of something in Hope Crest. It’s a little glimpse into who I could become to the people of this town, and I’m jumping for it.

      “I think that would be a great idea, let me talk to Wilson.” I beam.

      Patrick squeezes my knee, and I know he knows exactly what I’m feeling at this moment.

      I cap at it at three drinks, with Patrick only having his one as Alana and Warren pile into our car for rides home.

      And as I slide into bed, toasty and a little buzzed, I press my cold toes into Patrick’s calves, and the break-ins and threats are a mere ghost at the edges of my brain.

      For the first time in weeks, I sleep soundly, all wrapped up in the arms of the man I love.
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      “You’ve got a little … right here …” I lean in, kissing away the flour on Cassandra’s nose.

      “Hey! You’re screwing up my heart, here.” She nudges me back to my side of the counter.

      “And here I thought I was making it beat double-time.” I wink, trying to throw her off her game.

      She sticks her tongue out but doesn’t look at me. “I should have specified that you weren’t allowed to talk during this. You’ve already got such an advantage.”

      Kneading my dough into the perfect shape, I can’t exactly tell her she’s wrong. When I suggested a pizza-making competition for dinner, Cassandra laughed and said I was setting her up to fail. And then I told her that my parents used to do this with us as kids, splitting us into teams while they were captains. Two kids to a side, having free rein over toppings and sauce, and we had to make the perfect pie, and then we’d all sit down to eat them for dinner and vote whose was better.

      Cassandra blinked at me when I told her I wanted to start the tradition ourselves, then launched herself at me and gave me a kiss that had my cock going from six to midnight.

      “But I let you take the prosciutto as your ingredient. Adding that to anything gives it like five extra bonus points.” I pout like I did her a favor.

      “And your mom gave me her special sauce,” she brags, nodding her head toward the jar.

      “Why does she like you more than me?” In the ten days she’s been living in the guesthouse, my mom found her way over here numerous times or invited Cassandra to do some kind of activity at my parent’s house.

      Even if I am teasing her, and a little salty that she got the better sauce for our pizza competition, I am thrilled they’re bonding. Not just for Cassandra’s sake, it’s nice for her to have other people to lean on, but because I can tell that Mom is really bringing her into the inner circle. Which is the end goal, since I plan on making Cassandra a permanent part of the family … not that I want to freak her out with all that just yet.

      “Mushrooms? Ugh.” She sticks her tongue out when she sees me placing them on my uncooked dough, sauce, and cheese.

      “Once you taste them, you’ll change your entire stance. These are from a small business in the area who forages for these themselves, and they’re so delicious, you’ll never buy store bought again,” I rave.

      Cassandra points a finger at me. “Your family is the kind who all sang songs on the way to the market on Sundays and you got a treat if you were well-behaved, weren’t they?”

      “Picked a caramel snickerdoodle practically every weekend for ten years running.” I pat myself on the back.

      She chuckles, but then I notice her go quiet as we place the finishing touches on our pies.

      “Once this is over. God, I hope it’s over soon …” she rambles, and I lean over to press my forehead to hers.

      “It will be.”

      Cassandra takes a deep breath. “When it is, I think I’m going to list the house.”

      We haven’t spoken about this since my dad let slip that he asked me to get close to her so she’d give us the land.

      “You’re sure you’re ready for that?” Even though I loathed Butch, it is still the house where her father lived.

      She nods, looking down at her pizza. “Especially with everything that’s happened there since I’ve been back, I need it out of my life. Renovating some parts felt like exorcising some demons, but it’s not mine. I don’t have good memories there. I did the right thing by my dad, even if some say he didn’t deserve it, and now it’s time to close that chapter. So when we figure out who is behind this, I’m going to list the property. Your brother and Dad can put in an offer fair and square, and if it’s the best, I’ll take it.”

      “Make them sweat a little, at least put them through a bidding war.” I saunter the minimal space over to her and wrap my arms around her waist. “But I think that sounds perfect. You’re right, you did the right thing by him. A lot of kids wouldn’t have done the same. It’s what made me fall in love with you, your inability to be anything but fair and decent.”

      “I’m thinking I’d like to donate the proceeds to some local charities. Places that will make a difference in someone’s life, maybe a portion will go to scholarships for workshops at the playhouse. I don’t know. I don’t need the money.”

      I bite my tongue from saying, that at least in his death, Butch could do some good, but I have a feeling that’s what Cassandra is getting at. She’s trying to repent for her father’s sins, and while she doesn’t need to, it’s honorable.

      “That’s a really great idea.” I kiss her forehead. “When do you think you’ll do it?”

      “Well, I haven’t heard a thing from the private investigator in days. He has nothing to go on. Is it too foolish to hope that maybe they didn’t get what they wanted and are just done? I moved out, I’m here with you. Maybe they just hated my father and would be happy if the house sold.”

      “As badly as I want to believe that, I think we’d be a little naive to go with that theory.” I frown because I wish it were true.

      Cassandra drops her forehead to my chest. “I know. I just want to move on with my life. It feels like I discovered this next chapter I want to start, yet this thing is keeping me anchored to everything I want to offload.”

      I know what she means. It has only been ten days since she moved into the guesthouse, and in those ten days, I’ve become one hundred percent certain that I want to marry this woman. That I’ll be ready tomorrow to hire a realtor and go house hunting in the area. That I’ll let her pick any brick-front colonial we could purchase to fill with scarlet-haired babies. I want it all, right now. It’s taken me many mistakes to get to the right path, but I know without any doubt that Cassandra is the woman I’m supposed to love for the rest of my life.

      “I think we both want that more than we can express. Let’s just count our chickens that there have been no more threats, and that we’ve survived basically living with my parents as a new couple. It’ll happen, and then we’ll look back at this as a bump in the road that is so minor, we can’t believe we stressed about it.”

      I might be peddling a bit of bullshit, but it’s not like the past two weeks have been all bad. Yes, I can constantly feel her stress and worry, but this time has also given us a chance to spend a lot of our days together.

      “What happens after it’s over?” she asks.

      We’ve talked a little about her finishing out the commitments she has in California, and her agent, Yaren, has already sent over an itemized list and schedule of what those are. They’ll finish up around the middle of next year but are so sporadic that she’ll never have to spend more than a week at her house in LA. She plans to ask Wilson for some more work at the playhouse, on a volunteer basis, of course, and other than that and the news about selling her father’s house, we haven’t spelled out any more of our future.

      But I’m ready to do that. More than ready.

      “We find a place together that isn’t in my parent’s backyard. Preferably with lots of bedrooms and an office so I can get away from the craziness of the restaurant if I want to. It’ll have a big backyard, maybe a pool, and a basketball hoop in the driveway. We can get a dog, and a fire pit, and—”

      “You want to move in together?” she asks, her eyes wide, but I see the hope there.

      “Isn’t that what we’re already doing?” My smirk is sarcastic.

      “This was born out of necessity, not romance or commitment. I didn’t know if you would want to continue it after …”

      “After whatever madman is threatening you and writing on your walls in red paint to signify blood? Yeah, no. I want to keep living together even after that.” What can we do other than add a little levity to this awful situation.

      Cassandra seems to consider this a moment, then those long lashes blink up at me. “We’ll have to back up to some woods so you can take me riding on the back of your quad.”

      My heart soars like she just gave it the gift of wings. Thinking of that, of our life on some plot of land that is wholly ours … it’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      “These have to cook for twenty minutes.” I point to the pizzas, then walk her backward, holding her hips as her ass hits the counter.

      “Do they now? Thanks for the education, chef.” She nips at my bottom lip.

      My fingers seem to spark as they find the sliver of midriff skin exposed as her top lifts when she winds her arms around my neck. I dig the tips in gently, kneading her flesh.

      As quickly as humanly possible, I pop the pizzas in the oven, then I’m back in front of Cassandra. Kneeling, I take her pants and underwear with me as I slide to the floor, her scent putting me in a trance. No matter how many times I taste her, how many times I hear her panting for me, how many times her body shudders when I give it an orgasm, it will never be enough.

      I’m an addict, high on the way she looks down at me through worshipping eyes as I flatten my tongue against her.

      After I make her come once, savoring her taste on my tongue, I lift her onto the counter and drive into her. The pizzas could be burning, and the whole house could, for all I care. Being one with her is the only thing I can see, hear, or feel when I’m thrusting into her, our eyes locked.

      And when I release into her as her pussy flutters around my cock, both of us groaning our climax to the ceiling, I know there is no one on earth I’d rather be with than her.
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PATRICK

        

      

    

    
      Halloween comes and goes with my whole family, including Cassandra sitting outside the restaurant in costume, handing out candy to the kids in town.

      The night is one of my dad’s favorites, and I’m shocked when he compliments my girlfriend’s Elton John costume and then tells her his favorite song by the music star. Even if he’s still not fully on board with our relationship and who her father was, he’s coming around. Probably because Mom is dragging him by the neck, but still.

      The end of October means the start of our rush to the holidays. Even if it’s a business killer in the practical sense, my parents always close Hope Pizza on the weekends from Thanksgiving to Christmas. It’s to give our family special time together and the employees a break to be with their loved ones. My nonna also judgmentally says it makes people cook their own food rather than relying on takeout, and that’s good for my generation. I roll my eyes and my accountant brain with all the money we could be making, but I don’t argue it anymore. It seems to be okay for business and does give us some much-needed time off.

      Except the weeks leading up to that month are full of prep, book balancing, and people coming in to get their pizza fix before we go on weekend hiatus.

      And tonight, the Saturday before Thanksgiving, seems to see more people passing through the front door of the restaurant than I see in a week’s time during the summer.

      “What the heck is going on in here?” Cassandra’s hand is laced in mine as I approach the hostess stand, where Mom is frantically rifling through menus.

      “August didn’t show up for her shift tonight and we’re slammed. I need you on waitstaff duty.” Mom rushes off before I can ask too many questions.

      Shit. August has been showing up late for shifts and seems stressed, but I didn’t think it was so bad. Someone needs to check on her, but we also need all hands on deck. I planned on taking my girlfriend for a quiet meal and some family drinks after the crowd dies down, but it looks like a night of romance is off the table.

      “You care if I work for a little?” I turn to Cassandra.

      She’s already shrugging out of her coat. “No, in fact, I’ll help. All hands on deck, yeah?”

      Seeing her tie a little black apron on should not be as sexy as it is. But more than that, she’s willing to hustle for my family, even if they haven’t fully accepted her. She’s doing it for me, and I realize that I need to lock this woman down before I let more time go on. As it is, I’m head over heels in love with her. If a woman with Cassandra’s career, and with all this town’s put her through, doesn’t mind getting in the trenches at my family restaurant, she’s a keeper. Not that I don’t already know that.

      But it speeds up the timeline of the rings that are currently saved in my internet browser.

      I put that mental to-do in the back of my head as I pass Alana, who is on her way to the dining room with four glasses of Coke in her hands.

      “What’s going on with August?” I ask, concerned.

      “I don’t know yet, Warren went to check on her. We’ve gotta do something about that, Patty.” The worry drips from her voice.

      “I know we do,” I grumble, thinking about the justice I’d love to serve August’s mother.

      Cassandra overhears, because she steps forward. “I know a bit about having a parent who has … difficulties. If I’m catching your drift. When she comes in, do you mind if I talk to her?”

      If I weren’t already smitten to hell, this would be the cherry on top. “That would be helpful, thanks.”

      Alana nods thankfully. “As for the dinner rush, just hold on tight and triage. We don’t expect you to be perfect, but things move fast around here, so just go with the flow and ask us for help if need be.”

      “I’ve worked on movie sets, I know rude people when I see them.” She smiles confidently.

      I step into her and lean down, unable to resist giving her a kiss with too much tongue for the front lobby of my family’s restaurant.

      “Unfortunately, baby, I don’t think you’ve seen anything like this.”

      The Saturday night dinner crush almost does just that. Alana, Cassandra, and I circle round the dining room like we’re dancing the do-si-do while Dad and Nonna scream at each other while cooking in the back. Mom is nearly sprinting back and forth to bring the waiting customers a complimentary glass of wine, with juice boxes for the little ones, and Warren comes back with a grim look on his face and no August. Unfortunately, there isn’t time for us to debrief about that, and it’ll have to wait even if my panic meter just heightened a notch.

      I’m in the back, plopping frozen dough for rolls on a baking sheet after two of my tables just cleared when Cassandra bustles into the kitchen.

      “I need a large pepperoni, two burrata pies, and a spaghetti Bolognese for table twenty. Hold the spinach on those burrata pies and they said they were considering the chocolate lava cake for dessert, Nonna, I know you need a heads-up on that.”

      She rattles these things off her fingers, not even looking down at the pad in her apron pocket.

      “Got it.” Dad is furiously kneading dough into the counter, the wood oven sparking flames behind him.

      “You memorized that?” I gape.

      She winks. “I’ve memorized lines for three-hour movies for ten years. This is a piece of cake.”

      And with that, she twirls out of the kitchen like a fairy going to spread magic dust over the customers. Which I’m pretty sure she has, seeing as her tips have been better than mine tonight. I ask if we should have a little wager on who makes more, but then Alana said Cassandra would wipe the floor with me, and a customer shouted about his steak being underdone, so it was cut short.

      “I’m going to marry that woman.” I shake my head with a smile that never seems to wipe off when she’s around.

      Even in the thick of chaos, she stepped up when no one asked and shined.

      “Of course you are,” Dad says, and I physically startle.

      A defensiveness takes over my soul at him commenting on anything Cassandra. “What? You don’t want me to?”

      Dad looks at me a moment, even as he’s manning about sixteen items cooking in front of and behind him.

      “Any woman who challenges you, steps up the way she has, and keeps coming back swinging even when your own father is nothing but a grinch to her … of course, she’s worth marrying. If you let this one go, you’re an idiot.”

      “Gee, thanks, Dad,” I mutter.

      Even if this is the best thing my father could have said about Cassandra, it only reminds me of my track record. Of what people will say when I inevitably propose to her. Of course, it won’t stop me from doing so, but I fucking hate having to hear outsiders’ opinions on shit that doesn’t even concern them.

      “You know you never told your mother and me you were going to marry either of the two girls you proposed to?” My dad has some weird ability to read all our minds.

      “I didn’t?” Those relationships seem like such a blur compared to what I feel for Cassandra.

      He shakes his head and pulls three steaming hot pizzas out of the oven in quick succession. “Never said much about being so in love that you had to spend your life with them. I always thought it probably felt like the next logical step to you. With Cassandra? You’ve told me time and time again how strongly you feel for her. That’s real love. Standing up and proving it to the biggest naysayers, no matter if they believe you or convert or care. You were willing to piss me off, you love her so much. You were so overcome by it that you said your intentions just now, no matter who heard them. I’ve never heard you do that before. That’s how I know this one will stick.”

      “Count on your father to make you cry in a hot, busy kitchen. He always was the romantic and softer than my daughter.” Nonna nods sagely from her dessert station.

      I’m so stunned and overcome with emotion that I’m rendered momentarily speechless. So instead, I go over and hug my father.

      We both clear our throats, and when I pull back, I feel that cloud of tension I’ve felt for weeks lift off my shoulders.

      “Good, so now that that’s out of the way, can we talk about you slowing down in the kitchen here? Calling Evan home from San Fran? Thinking about retirement?”

      He glowers at me. “Don’t press your luck, kid. Maybe I’ll object when you’re on the altar.”

      That tone is all joking, but I couldn’t help it. Sooner or later, we’ll have to discuss those things.

      “It was worth a shot.” I shrug.

      “Nooo. Did no one order extra flour?” Nonna bemoans from her pastry counter near the back of the kitchen.

      “I thought I had some in the order that came in Monday. Do you not have any more under the cabinets?” Dad asks, walking over to her.

      “It’s not here. Come on, I told you to order double.” She scowls at my father.

      “Sorry, Mama. Ah, someone has to go get some then. The market is only open another fifteen minutes.” Dad looks guilty as hell, like a little boy who’s about to get grounded.

      “You need someone to go to the market?” Cassandra breezes in, dirty plates stacked up her arms.

      I take them. “Yeah, I can go.”

      “No, let me. I get a break anyway, right? I need laundry detergent, so I’ll grab that and some flour,” she offers, her cheeks flushed from all the chaos tonight.

      “You’re not going out on your own,” I object.

      “It’s been a month plus of nothing. It’s two minutes down the road, and your family can’t spare another person. Let me get a breath of fresh air and I’ll be good to go for the rest of the night.” Those green eyes tell me how much she needs this tiny moment.

      It has been weeks of nothing: no threats, no whiff of danger, not even a sideways look on the street. The residents of Hope Crest are becoming less and less aware that a celebrity lives among them and have started looking at Cassandra like a regular one of them instead. When we walk down the street or into establishments, no one whispers all that much anymore, and we don’t even have the obnoxious questions from those brave enough to ask them to our faces.

      Cassandra is itching to break out of this protective bubble we’ve all placed around her, and I don’t blame her. But I also know how anxious I’ll be letting her walk the dozen or so yards to the market.

      “I have my cell and my pepper spray.” She reaches into her apron and pulls them out as evidence.

      “I don’t know …” Part of me wants to lock her up and throw away the key.

      “She’s a grown woman, Patty. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to have a little faith. The PI hasn’t found anything, and it really could just have been bonehead teens trying to play some pranks.” Dad tries to reason.

      He didn’t see that red paint on the wall, though. If I had to guess, I’d say that wasn’t just a prank. Pranks don’t make you wake in a cold sweat half the nights of the week and reach for the woman you’d now put your life on the line for.

      “He might be right.” Nonna raises an eyebrow at me.

      My grandmother is tougher than nails, and I know she thinks the same of Cassandra.

      “Right back here, okay? And if anything happens, call us. Run. Sprint into the dining room screaming for all I care.” I reach for her, holding her close and pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      “I’ll be okay.” She tightens her arms around my middle, and the sigh she lets out is just a tad nervous. “I need to do this.”

      The last sentence is whispered, so only I hear, and I guess this is part of the healing we’ll both have to do. Her venturing out on her own, and me swallowing the fear of letting her do so.

      “I love you,” I tell her as she unties the apron and sticks her phone and pepper spray in her pockets.

      Cassandra reaches for her coat hanging on one of the hooks by the swinging door.

      “Son, she’ll be gone for three minutes.” My father rolls his eyes.

      “Still love her.” I wink at my girl.

      “My lord, this child is drunker on love than that French skunk.” Nonna laughs.

      Cassandra blows me a kiss and mouths the words back, then slips out the door. In my head, I begin a countdown clock for when she should be expected back and pray for the best.
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CASSANDRA

        

      

    

    
      The bite of the early night wind in November is a welcome sting.

      I’ve been alone for most of my adult life. Not alone in the sense that I don’t have friends to keep me company or family to call on if I need them, but alone in that, I’ve moved through life independently. I’m used to not having to answer to someone when I make decisions and take joy in moving freely to do whatever I want.

      Adding Patrick into the equation is something I love and am grateful for, but the break-ins and threats have essentially made it so that I can’t have a good balance of both. While spending all my time with him is something I’ve loved doing in the honeymoon stage, I’m ready for a bit of freedom from him and our predicament.

      Of course, he’s smart to be cautious, to get anxious about letting me venture mere feet to pick up some flour. But the PI hasn’t given us any reason to assume they weren’t just awful pranks, and I need a bit of freedom, even if it’s just three minutes.

      Which is exactly what I get as I stroll back to Hope Pizza, lugging two sacks of flour. I know it might only get Nonna through the night, but it’s not like the small market on Newton Street has carts, and I didn’t want to bother one of the teenagers by asking them to help me walk more back. Would kind of defeat the point of my solo time.

      I roll my shoulders, and even though they’re loaded down with the weight of the objects in my arms, they feel light. Tonight might be a headache in Patrick’s mind, but I crave this kind of happy chaos. Buzzing around the restaurant, helping his family, and chatting with locals was a much-needed couple of hours. The feeling I got on set had been replicated to an extent, and waitressing was my stage for the night.

      Add that to this little meander down the street lit with turkeys hung on the street poles, and I’m feeling practically giddy.

      A couple I recognize from the bar outing with Patrick waves at me from the other side of the street and I smile back. Hope Crest is becoming my home, I am becoming part of the Ashton clan, and even with the obstacles in my way, I’ve honestly never been happier. Grinning alone like a fool in public wasn’t my thing, but I guess it is now.

      Turning to lug the two bricks of flour into the back entrance, I turn down the small alleyway. My phone buzzes in my pocket, and it’s probably Patrick checking to see where I am.

      That momentary glance down at my pants is all it takes for the person to disorient me, flying at me head-on in all-black clothing.

      One second, I’m walking next to the brick side wall of Hope Pizza, and the next second, my cheek is scraping it so hard, I can taste blood. Or maybe that’s from the bite-size gash on the inside of my mouth from the force of how hard I hit it.

      I feel the flour sacks hit my feet, exploding around us as I try to stifle the cough from the white clouds lodging in my nose. I try to struggle for one second, but it’s useless. Whoever this is has me pinned up against the brick, my head spinning from the collision. They have a lot of weight on me and are taller, that much I can tell. But I can’t seem to focus, trying to collect myself or move for the pepper spray in my pocket.

      My cough escapes, and I try to follow it with a yell, or maybe Patrick’s name, but the flour in my mouth won’t let me, and the assailant presses against the back of my neck until my breath starts coming in short, frantic breaths.

      “Don’t make a fucking sound.” A snarl so close to my ear has every hair on my body standing up straight.

      Everything in me freezes as I try to place the voice and to take stock of where I am and who can see or hear me. It’s odd; I always thought I’d never be able to think in these scenarios, that my mind would be outside of itself and just begging not to lose my life. I’ve acted this scene out rather often in certain movies, and this is nothing like that.

      Of course, it’s not, my inner monologue comes out at the worst time. Right now, I’m just trying to measure everything. Can I get my pepper spray? The second I move, whoever this is will surely strike some part of my body, and I have no clue if I’ll be able to spray them. I hold off, hoping that someone comes upon us.

      “You little bitch, always with those stupid fucking Ashtons protecting you. Like you’re their princess, their new crown jewel.” The voice is angry and raspy but too low for me to get a good grasp on the accent or cadence.

      “Ple—” I try, but that only makes him—I think it’s a man—angrier.

      With the arm not pinning me by the neck to the brick, he uses his fist to punch me so hard in the ribs I see white hot pain. I twist, trying to get away from the intensity of it burning in my gut, but that only makes my cheek scrape the wall harder.

      “I thought celebrities like you didn’t beg for anything. Not like your father did. No, Butch begged for attention every time he ruined someone’s life.”

      My father. I should have known. I did, in some part of my brain. But whoever this is just confirmed I’m still a score to settle for old sins that weren’t even my own.

      “That prick ruined us. And now you’ll pay. You want me to leave you to your precious Ashtons? Five hundred thousand. That’s what I want. Cash.”

      “I—” I wheeze, and he taps my temple with his finger, demonstrating that I’m at his mercy.

      “Don’t even try to tell me you can’t get it. We both know some watch or necklace in your house is worth that. I want it in cash, by Friday. Leave it in the kayak shack down by Stoller Bridge. You bring anyone, you tell anyone, you try to tip off the cops again, I’ll sneak into that guesthouse and slit his throat.”

      My body is arctic I freeze up so badly.

      The laugh that echoes in my eardrum is sinister and low. “You don’t think I watch as you go into that house together? That I don’t know you think you’re safe on their property. I can get you anywhere, princess.”

      The thought of this person harming Patrick in any way has me feeling desperate and unhinged. I’m about to try for the spray, no matter the outcome, when a sound comes from the end of the alleyway, and he freezes in his tapping at my temple as if he was driving the point home.

      I’ve never wished more that Hope Pizza had a door that opened out here. Unfortunately, the door is around the corner, and I can’t tell if it’s just the screen banging in the wind or if someone is coming outside.

      The dark voice snarls, as if to tell me not to do anything stupid and presses their elbow harder into my neck. I can barely breathe at this point, my vision catching stars in its peripheral. All I see are visions of Patrick lying in our bed, hurt and bloody. All I can think about is who this is and why they want half a million dollars.

      “Cassandra?” Patrick’s voice rings out, and all I want to do is run to him.

      “Friday. Half a mil. You tell anyone, he dies.”

      I collapse without the weight of the person pressing me to the bricks, and the pain is bad but the fear is worse. Footsteps echo around me, and I can’t tell if it’s the criminal coming back or someone coming to save me.

      “Patrick!” I cry out weakly, because my ribs hurt every time I move, and tears stain my cheeks and throat.

      “Dad!” I hear him call behind him, and then suddenly, he’s running toward me.

      Relief and protectiveness so fierce combine in my blood in a rush that makes me dizzy. I can’t say anything, I can’t say anything, I can’t say anything.

      He’s nearly to me; I watch as his arms lower to scoop me up, and then …

      “No, don’t touch her!”

      Patrick halts, whirling around with one eye still on me. The rest of the Ashton family is behind him, or at least his father and sister, plus Warren. I’m fading, the world spinning too fast, and I try to suck in air even as the side he punched me in screams with agony.

      Patrick’s father says it again, for Patrick not to touch me, and I try not to jump from how loud it is.

      “Dad, what the hell?” Alana glares daggers at him.

      “She could have evidence on her. Fingerprints, hair, something. Call that PI, tell him to get down here now,” he instructs Patrick, then comes to crouch in front of me. “I know the only thing you want right now is to go home, lock yourself away, perhaps with my son holding you tight. But I need you to hang on for just a little bit. Can you do that?”

      His weathered blue eyes are the same as his sons, and he’s looking directly into mine as if trying to hypnotize me into agreeing. I nod, because I can’t seem to do much else. He’s the only one speaking and thinking with logic right now. And even if my mental state digresses by the moment, I know he’s right. I’ll sit in the cold, bleeding, if it means some information could come from it. If the PI can get even one ounce or scrap of a lead, I’ll do it.

      “I’m not leaving her. Dad, she’s in no state—”

      “No, he’s right.” My voice is small and husky as I try to talk, but my eyes meet the man I love. “If he can get one kernel of information off of me, it’s worth it.”

      Alana walks backward down the alley. “I’m going to tell Mom no more customers. Have Nonna try to churn out orders.”

      “Business as usual, I’ll be in in a second. Don’t spook the diners, let me just talk to Cassandra and I’ll be in.” The senior Ashton is still crouched beside me. “Warren, you call the private investigator, tell him to hurry. Bring out some tea, just in case Cassandra gets too cold. Patrick will stay here.”

      A calmness moves over me at the thought of this man handling everything. Patrick is my rock, but I’ve never had a father figure in my life step up to figure everything out, which is what his father is doing right now.

      “What happened?” Patrick comes to sit next to me on the pavement of the alley.

      He doesn’t touch me, pulling his hand back at the reflex that has him wanting to.

      I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. I’ll have to repeat this story, but I can’t tell them about the ultimate outcome. Can’t disclose what he wants from me, what will keep their entire family safe.

      “I was walking back with the flour …” I trail off, pointing to the ground around us, now littered with white powder. “I’m so sorry Nonna won’t get it for her desserts.”

      “Don’t worry about all that.” Patrick’s father waves his hand as if it’s trivial.

      My boyfriend gives me an encouraging nod of his head, but I can tell he’s two seconds away from losing it. “I was going to bring it around back, and then suddenly, this person was pushing me against the wall. He told me not to make a sound, said something about my father. It was all a blur.”

      I wince, the pain in my cheek and my ribs throbbing now.

      “Where did he hurt you?” A muscle in Patrick’s cheek tics, and I see rage undisguised in his eyes.

      “He kept pushing my face into the bricks. Am I bleeding?” I reach up to touch it, but his father shakes his head that I shouldn’t. “And he punched me; my ribs feel like hell.”

      Patrick pulls in a fury-filled breath through his nose, and I know he’s dying to pummel someone. Not someone, the person who did this to me.

      “I can wait, though. We need to. It’s the closest thing we’ll have to a lead.” I gulp, trying to focus on that rather than the trauma.

      “Can you remember anything specific about the person? Anything they said, alluded to?” His father presses me.

      I nod, knowing I need to give them and the PI enough to go on but not enough to reveal what the ransom ask was.

      “He mentioned my father, that my father ruined ‘us.’ Not that it narrows it down, my father hurt a lot of people in this town.” I’ve never loathed him more than when his consequences were coming for me. “And he said that it didn’t matter if the Ashton family protected me, he could get to me.”

      “Motherfucker,” Patrick swears under his breath, turning away as his jaw tightens so violently, I think he might break a tooth.

      “Can you remember anything else?” Patrick asks me, trying to sound a little gentler than his curse a moment ago.

      Breath traps itself in my lungs because this would be the time to tell him. Tell them. Except the only thing I can see is Patrick, dead because of me.

      “No.” A sob wracks me.

      “Okay, okay. It’s okay. You’re okay now.” Patrick can’t touch me, but he’s as close as he can get.

      The PI, Robert, arrives within thirty minutes, already having been in New Jersey for something else, as fate would have it. He does a full workup just like the cops would; fingerprints, dusting, hair samples, pulling at things with tweezers, and a statement. He swabs my cheeks and clothes and has me recount the entire story again. He promises to rush the lab samples and try to keep it discreet. The last thing we need is this attack made public; not only for the town but also because a huge media circus would surround me if the world knew.

      “Now, let’s take you to the hospital and get you cleaned up,” Patrick says, pulling me into his arms the minute Robert says it’s acceptable.

      His warmth and love are all I want to focus on

      “No hospital,” Robert says, his gruff voice matching his personality.

      “Yeah, no,” I agree, even with the blood drying on my cheeks.

      But no one knows I’m only saying that because their safety is my utmost priority.

      “They’ll want to do their own tests and they’ll contact law enforcement, who have already screwed this up and shown us they don’t care. Can you manage the injuries at home?” he asks me.

      I nod. “Nothing feels broken—”

      “Are you crazy? We’re getting you to the ER.” Patrick looks bewildered.

      I press my hand to his cheek, fighting every second that I want to break down and hide away. “It’s scrapes and bruises. I don’t need to go, I’m telling you. I just want you to take me home. I want to get out of here, be alone with you, and …”

      I can feel the tears coming, the knot in my throat loosening.

      Patrick seems to sense this because he scoops me up until I’m being carried and can lay my head against his chest.

      “You’ll tell Mom?” he asks his dad as he starts toward the car.

      “Don’t worry about us. Take her home, take care of her. Cassandra?” His father touches my hand that’s pressed to his son’s chest. “You’re incredibly brave.”

      If only they knew. If only they knew what I’m about to do, the risk I’m about to take. I wish I didn’t have to face it all alone but isn’t that balance what I was just wishing for before?

      God, the universe really took me to heart on that one.

      The ride home is a blur, and I keep it together until we get to the guesthouse, where I tell Patrick I want to shower while he makes me tea.

      Only then do I sob violently, silently, into my fist as the hot water washes away the traces of the attack. Because I have one chance to keep everyone I love safe, and I’m not sure it will even work.
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      Two days of hiding out with Patrick has me on edge, skittish, and feeling like prey.

      He won’t let me out of his sight since the attack, and I wake fitfully through the night to find him staring at me like he’ll burn the world down before letting anything else happen to me. I can’t say I don’t feel loved and protected, but this feels like a nightmare I’ll never wake from.

      “Anything from Robert?” Patrick asks as his hand rests on my thigh.

      We’re on the way to Hope Pizza. Patrick took the last two days off to basically hold me, have sex whenever I requested because I couldn’t take him staring at me like I’d break, and feed me until I couldn’t move. I know he’s trying to care away the attack, but it’s getting to the point where I don’t know what either of us is supposed to do anymore.

      He also has to work, especially going into holiday season. Which requires his laptop, and he left that there in the flurry of activity after the attack. Sure, one of the family members could bring it to us, but I’m stifled and starting to feel the panic rising in my throat by the second. I need to get out, even if it means the short drive to and from the restaurant, where I’ll never be out of his sight.

      “Not yet. He said the lab could take up to a week, which is still a rush job that I’m paying extra for. Not that I care, it’s just … we won’t hear for a while.”

      And definitely not before I have to put half a million dollars in the shack down by the Delaware River. Even though I can get the money, I haven’t yet. I don’t know what I’m doing, wavering like this, but I’ve never been in a situation where everything is so life or death. It’s causing me to stall.

      Because the life I’m risking is Patrick’s.

      “I love you.” He palms my cheek as we turn onto the main drag of Hope Crest.

      I lean into the touch, seeking any source of comfort I can get.

      “Of course we’re driving through the thick of Turkey Fest,” he mutters, angling the car through the crowd of people swarming the streets.

      Residents and tourists in their corduroy and flannel hold buckets of caramel corn, turkey legs, and copper mugs that look filled with something like a Moscow mule. Smiles on their faces, excited about the week of giving thanks for what you have, they’re all unaware of the pain in the passenger seat as I observe them out the window.

      “In and out, okay? Mom and Liam are manning the front of the restaurant, but we’re not staying,” Patrick warns, knowing I don’t want to be shut up in the house any longer.

      I know it’s what they all think will keep me safest, but that voice telling me he watches us keeps echoing in my head.

      He parks, and we get out, me ducking beneath the brim of the baseball hat I’m wearing. Patrick rounds the car in a hurry and grabs hold of my hand tightly as we walk in the back entrance of his family’s restaurant.

      “Patty, that you?” I hear Liam immediately as we enter. “Come in here?”

      Patrick sighs and throws me a weary look because, of course, we’d get talked into something while coming here.

      “Oh shit, Cassandra. Didn’t realize you were here. How you doing?” Liam is kneeling on the floor, cleaning up a large red spill that looks like a broken sauce jar.

      I shrug, not trusting myself to speak.

      Liam nods and looks to Patrick. “Can you run these orders up to table twelve for me? August broke two sauce jars and there is glass all in this puddle, I need to concentrate. We’re shorthanded and—”

      “Yeah, sure.” Patrick would never leave his family in a lurch.

      Nor does he know how serious the threat is or potentially how risky it is for me to be in public without having already gotten that money together or formulated a plan. But my tongue is frozen, as it has been since the attack.

      He grabs the tray of food from the prep station and nods for me to follow him. I linger in the hallway, where I can still see the restaurant, but I’m not in full view of the customers. Patrick swings over to the table, chatting jovially with the family sitting there while he serves their food. I have no idea how he can plaster on that facade right now, but he’s miraculous at it. A better actor than even I can be at the moment.

      Liam comes to stand next to me, and I assume the spill is taken care of.

      “You okay? Truly?” He nudges my shoulder.

      I swallow the lies in my throat. “Getting there.”

      Patrick comes to join us, surveying the dining room and the chaos on the street.

      “Isn’t that Miss Murphy?” Patrick points out the window to a familiar-looking woman standing at a display of dog sweaters across the street.

      “What?” Liam snaps, his gaze zeroing in.

      When I follow his gaze, mine lands right on Gabrielle, the woman who interviewed for the theater job the same day as I did.

      “Wait, I know her. She interviewed for a job at the playhouse, we got to talking.”

      Patrick doesn’t hear me and keeps going. “Yeah, I think it is. Remember we both had her for English, I had the biggest crush on her. She left after that year, though, right?”

      When I look at Patrick’s brother, his face is as white as a sheet, and I think his hands are shaking. I know, instantly, that he knows Gabrielle in a way Patrick and I don’t.

      “Did you say she interviewed? For a position … here?” Liam’s voice is gruff.

      “Dude, are you okay?” Patrick asks.

      “Don’t draw attention.” He hides his face so quickly he rattles the table.

      Interesting. “Yes, she said she loved being a theater advisor at the school when she worked there, was interviewing for some position but I don’t know what. Maybe she got it since she’s back.”

      Liam is muttering something, but I can’t make it out. And then, in the next second, I can’t focus on anything else.

      Because I hear it, the sound that sends frigid cold fear skittering down my bones.

      That laugh. It echoes in my ears, sends fear flying into my chest, and I have to digest it over and over again before I know why.

      “That laugh.” I grip Patrick’s arm and he freezes.

      “You okay?” he asks. A rare—these days anyway—unconcerned smile on his face.

      “That laugh, over there.” I point to a couple of kids sitting in a booth.

      “Baby, what is it?” Patrick’s voice drops an octave, and he moves in closer.

      “I just heard someone laugh over there, and I swear it was the same noise I heard the night my house was broken into. The first time, when those kids were there.”

      Without another word, he’s stalking over to them, leaving me in his dust.

      “What’s he doing?” Liam asks.

      “I think … I heard someone who sounded similar … the laugh I heard … first break-in.” My voice is choppy as I move toward Patrick, who is almost to the group of kids.

      “Which one of you did it?” Patrick is demanding, his face full of fury.

      This is not the time, place, or way to go about this, but I can feel the venom coming off him. The man I love is in a blind rage, and it doesn’t matter that this little scene could throw off the PI’s entire investigation; Patrick is here to get justice and swiftly.

      “Dude, what?” One of the guys, who looks a little stoned, smiles goofily at him.

      I survey the faces, none of them looking familiar, but I pause when I get to a pair of eyes soaked with guilt. I’m an actress, I’ve studied faces, emotions, and expressions for years. This kid, the one with the dark mass of curls and the dark eyes shifting with his teeth sinking into his bottom lip, he’s guilty. Of something, that’s for sure.

      “Which of you broke into her house? Trespassing, burglary, vandalism, they’re all crimes punishable with jail time, you know that, right?”

      “Patrick,” I whisper-hiss, tugging on his sleeve.

      “People are staring,” Liam mutters, trying to pull his brother back.

      “What’s his name?” I ask Liam, and Patrick turns his head as he sees where my finger is pointing.

      The two men study the teen, who is trying to rise out of the booth and successfully skirt around his friends.

      “He’s a Drafter, yeah. I think I remember one of the guys I went to high school with bringing him in here a lot as a kid.” Liam studies the teen with his head to the side like he’s trying to place him.

      “Drafter.” My stomach drops to my feet.

      The teen holds his hands up, like he’s waving a white flag, but he’s already backing for the door. His friends stare at him like they have no idea what’s going on, but it’s some bad shit.

      “My uncle, he … I thought it was a stupid prank … he said he’d pay me back …” And before Patrick can wrap a hand around his wrist and yank him back into a chair, he’s bolting for the door, nearly knocking incoming customers over.

      “What the fuck?” Liam starts toward the direction he went off in, but with so many people now witness to our argument, he stops himself.

      Patrick’s mom is staring at us like we’ve all lost our minds.

      But all I can do is stand there and try to put the rapidly appearing puzzle pieces together.

      “That cop, you know who works there, right? Nikolai Drafter.” I look deep into Patrick’s eyes.

      He grabs my hand, hauling me to the back, and Liam follows.

      “What is going on? You think the Drafter family is involved with this?” Liam asks when we’re in private.

      “He took my statement about the first break-in. Didn’t take me seriously at all … almost as if he disliked I even stepped foot in the station. I didn’t think anything much of it, other than that he might have been one of the guys in the whole high school debacle. But this? Rat? And now his nephew basically admitting to the first break-in? He has to be involved.”

      Fear skitters over my skin again just thinking about the voice and being pinned to the brick wall just outside where we were standing. That person had been unhinged, vengeful, and they sounded like they’d stop at nothing.

      Patrick looks like he’s digesting it. “I don’t know, baby. You really think a cop would do all that? Nikolai is a dick, but he was a high school kid.”

      “Patrick, there is a reason he hasn’t followed up. There is a reason his nephew just ran out of here.” I know he’s trying to stay rational, but none of this is rational.

      “You’re right.” He pulls me to him. “What do you want to do?”

      He’s with me no matter what, and that makes me a little braver.

      “We have to go back to my dad’s house. Maybe we missed something, maybe there was something more we didn’t pick up on.” I’m frantic, pulling my phone for the PI’s number.

      “That’s a bad idea.” Liam voices it.

      “Maybe, but it might be the only one we have,” I plead.

      “Liam and I will go. We’ll scour the place, look for anything we might have missed. But babe, we combed over all of it.” Patrick tries to reassure me.

      “No, I need to go. I need to make sure there is nothing more that can solve this, that can get this settled and make this stop.” I’m just so exhausted from looking over my shoulder.

      “Take this.” Liam moves for a safe on one of the back shelves in the kitchen, presses some buttons, and pulls out a gun.

      “What? No.” I shake my head, everything feeling even more real now.

      But Patrick takes it, tucking it in the back of his pants like I’ve seen people do on set when I’m acting.

      “Just a precaution,” he assures me, pressing a kiss to the side of my temple.

      “Call me as soon as you’re out of there.” Liam makes his brother promise.

      Patrick does, then laces his fingers in mine. We just got one step closer to being free of all this, if we can figure out the connections, but …

      Somehow, it feels like that step is too close to a cliff we might fall from.
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      “It’s weird being back here. What if …”

      Patrick seems spooked when we pull up, and that rattles my nerves even harder. I’ve been leaning on him to be the brave one, but I saw his bravado falter in the restaurant when Nikolai Drafter’s nephew fled. The danger could be closer to home than either of us realizes.

      “It’s broad daylight. No one’s been here in weeks. I think it’s fine.” But my heart is beating too fast, and I’m the only one who knows that my attacker admitted to watching us in the guesthouse.

      Really, I’ll do whatever it takes to get answers at this point. I want the life with Patrick that I’ve seen glimpses of; the future we could have if this threat weren’t looming over our heads. It feels like I’m so close to an answer that I need to keep pushing no matter how risky it is.

      “Just make sure we look thoroughly over everything. Anything we might have missed, no matter how long it—”

      Patrick walks in as I’m talking, opening the creaky screen door and crossing the threshold. But before I can get the whole thought out, he slumps to the floor.

      At first, I think he’s tripped, and I’m momentarily stunned. But then someone is pulling me in, my body moving without me giving permission.

      “If you scream, I’ll shoot him instead of just rendering the moron temporarily unconscious,” the voice at my temple growls.

      I stumble back and the person lets me. Patrick hasn’t moved from the floor, and my eyes bore into his body as I silently beg for him to stand up. He was blindsided, we walked right into this, and it’s all my fault.

      All my fault.

      “Don’t worry, he’s just knocked out. Nice blow to the head will do that. He’ll still be the same dickwad pretty boy when he wakes up. If he wakes up.”

      The evil in those words has my eyes flicking up, and I’m met with Nikolai Drafter aiming a gun at me.

      “You,” I breathe, the word full of knowing and yet shock at the same time.

      “My nephew called me. You’re not as stupid as you appear in all those hot shot movies, princess. But you were dumb enough to come here.”

      Guilt rips my heart in two because I made Patrick come here. Everything in me wars with going for Nikolai or throwing my body over Patrick, the situation impossible. Adrenaline pumps through my system, making it impossible to concentrate, and yet everything is zoned in.

      A nasty gash marks the right side of Patrick’s head, and I see the blood pooling on the floor. Panic grips my throat, and then that’s replaced by Nikolai’s hand when I don’t move fast enough.

      “Patrick!” I wheeze, trying to will him to wake up.

      If I lose him …

      The thought makes my insides die a thousand deaths.

      “You just couldn’t let it be, huh?” Nikolai waves the gun in my face as he pins me against the same wall he marked in red.

      “Why?” I manage to mutter, his hand clamping down on my throat.

      “Shut the fuck up, you know why. Your father ruined my family. That fucking rat. He could never get enough, not like you, you ran the minute it got hard. But couldn’t stay away, huh? Had to come back. He was six feet under, I didn’t have to be reminded of how he fucked my life and my family up, and then you came strolling into town like some Hollywood darling. All your fucking money. Assuming we’d all bow down. Someone had to make it end, had to stop the Mauers from fucking this town up even more.”

      My lungs don’t seem to work, all the air being squeezed out in his fist. Spots dot my vision, and even if I tried to call for help, no one would hear it. We’re out here in the middle of the woods, all the Ashtons out for the festival.

      “So here’s how it’s going to go. You’re going to get on your phone and transfer that money to me now. My fucking nephew sped up my timeline, getting caught like the idiot he is, but I don’t give a shit when I get the cash. Half a mil, now.”

      He releases me, my knees giving out as oxygen rushes back into my body.

      “I don’t know if I can get that much.” It’s not what I should say, but my brain won’t function correctly, and thoughts are just popping out.

      “You better fucking try.” The cold metal of the gun presses to my temple, and I jump.

      My knees hit the floor again, and I scramble for my phone, trying to push past the sheer terror and panic to concentrate. I open my phone, scrolling through the apps until I find my bank.

      “No funny business. No trying to call for help, or I’ll kill him.” I look up in time to see Nikolai train the gun on Patrick.

      “Please, no. You don’t have to do that. Patrick never did a thing, I didn’t do a—”

      “Yes, you did!” He explodes, shaking the gun in the direction of the man I love. “Your fucking scumbag of a father fucked me out of a family business. My life was cushy, easy. I was about to walk into a guaranteed job and a ton of money after high school, and he ruined that. I was forced to become a fucking cop. You think I care about justice? About keeping people safe? Fuck no. I want what’s mine. And now you’re going to give it to me. And then I won’t have to see you all over the town you never should have stepped foot in. My town.”

      That’s when it occurs; he’s going to kill me either way. When I give him this money, there is nothing else holding him back from fulfilling the destiny he believes he deserves. I need to give us a fighting chance, do something that might make it possible for me to get Patrick out of here.

      “Okay. I’m going to wire the money. If I can … I don’t … I’ve never done this.” I fumble with my phone, pretending to shake uncontrollably. “I just … with you pointing that I can’t think.”

      “Fucking do it,” he yells, my fear spiking with my heart rate.

      I pretend my hands won’t swipe my screen because they’re shaking so badly. “I can’t, can you just …”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, give me it.”

      He bends to take my phone from where I kneel on the floor, and I do the only thing I can think of. I headbutt him. It’s the only strike I have from this angle, and he’s close enough when bending to see my phone screen that I can knock him off balance.

      As soon as I do, Nikolai falls to his back, muttering obscenities, and my head swims with the blow I just willingly dealt it. But I have to concentrate through the pain, trying to crawl to Patrick with the mere seconds I have before Nikolai regains his composure.

      “You bitch!” he yells, and a bullet fires.

      I drop to my stomach, inching toward Patrick as I hear the gun cock again. This is it, I think as I near the man who I want to spend the rest of time with but fear I won’t have that chance. Sadness so potent injects into my heart, tears welling in my eyes. I envisioned loving Patrick for such a long time. Growing old with him, getting married, raising babies. He won’t even know about all of it. If he’d just wake up, I’d tell him in a rush before we had no more time.

      As I reach Patrick, my body covering his, I feel it.

      The gun in the back of his waistband.

      “Stupid little bitch, always ruining what I’ve got coming for me. Your family is a stain on this fucking town. Every fucking—”

      I don’t hesitate. As swiftly as I can, I pull the gun from behind Patrick’s back, brandishing it and hoping like hell the training I did on my last movie was accurate. My finger finds the trigger just as Nikolai pulls to his feet and staggers over, his gun aiming toward me.

      That’s when I press the trigger, training every ounce of sanity on this one action. The bullet releases, the sound ringing in my ears as I hold steady to the handle. In the split second, before it makes contact, Nikolai looks straight into my eyes, shock and evil mixing for a vicious combination.

      And then it hits him, goes right into his stomach, the weight of it slamming into him and me alike.

      Nikolai goes down, the sound of the shot deafening me as the recoil pushes me back, my shoulder blade making contact with the floorboards. I’ve shot guns in some of my movies, but never real, loaded ones. It hurts, the stun of it stupefying me for moments as I sit motionless. A gurgling sound comes from the man I just shot, blood pooling beneath him.

      A life. I just … he had a life. The world seems to turn upside down, nothing making sense, and I’m only anchored when I turn to Patrick, who still lies unconscious. I hug him to me, rocking him, trying to get him to open his eyes.

      “Cassandra?” Alana stands in the doorway as I turn, my mind almost playing tricks on me, a cell phone in her hand.

      I sob harder, unable to get anything out, cradling Patrick’s head in my hands.

      “I heard gunshots. I was at my parent’s picking something up …” She trails off as her eyes land on Nikolai’s lifeless body.

      Her face goes white, but all I can do is squeeze Patrick’s hand, trying like hell to will him back to me.

      “I love you, I love you,” I repeat over and over as I press my lips to his temple.

      I only register Alana talking again when I hear, “We need an ambulance to the Mauer property.”
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      The mumble of the doctors talking to my parents hurts my head, even if they are on the other side of the door.

      Although, everything since I’ve come to seems to make my skull pound and pierce with pain.

      I’ve been confused and disoriented for the last hour or so, and no one will give me a real answer or explanation aside from telling me to rest as they ran tests and drew my blood. Mom let me know that Cassandra is here in the hospital as well, but won’t tell me anything as my medical team focuses on me.

      The door opens, and in come my parents with a guy in a white lab coat. I rest against the pillows, the IV in my arm killing me as the drugs they’ve supposedly given me don’t do much to numb the throb at my temples.

      “Patrick, good to see you awake. How is your pain level?” the doctor asks.

      “I’m fine. Where is Cassandra? What happened? If you could just tell me what happened.”

      The last thing I knew, I was walking into the Mauer house with Cassandra at my back. The next, lights out. Nothing. I woke up here, confused as all fuck, and without the woman I love.

      “Patrick, you’ve suffered a mild fracture of your skull due to a blow to the head. You also have a severe concussion, so we’ll be admitting you for the next forty-eight hours to monitor you. With rest and time, the fracture should heal on its own, but from what I’ve been told, you’re lucky to be alive. We have you on some medication for the pain and will continue to monitor to make sure no other symptoms arise.” The doctor spells out my treatment, but that’s not what I asked for.

      “Where is Cassandra, and what the hell happened?” I direct this at my parents, who exchange a look and then nod at the doctor.

      He bows out, probably wanting nothing to do with whatever conversation my parents are about to have with me.

      “She’s not … she can’t be …” My heart seizes with panic because all I know is that she’s in the hospital, and my parents have these sympathetic fucking looks on their faces.

      “No. No. Cassandra is okay. She’s not hurt.” Mom grabs my hands as tears gather in her eyes. “She just can’t come see you right now because she’s talking to the county sheriff and the officers.”

      I breathe a short sigh of relief that she’s unharmed and alive. “Why is she talking to them?”

      “You don’t remember anything that happened?” Dad asks, moving closer to my hospital bed.

      I shake my head and find that even the slightest motions make my brain burn like it’s being doused in fire. I wince, trying to hold still.

      Dad takes a deep breath as Mom holds my hand. “We’ve spoken to Cassandra and the police. From what we can gather, Nikolai was waiting at the Mauer house for you. His nephew tipped him off, and there was something about a payout, but I’m not sure what. Anyway, I guess he tracked you two through town, had some kind of tag on Cassandra’s location the whole time. It’s how he found her the night she was attacked in the alleyway. Apparently, he’s been watching you both as well. He knocked you out when you walked through the door, hit you in the head with a gun.”

      My breathing seems to stall because how the fuck wasn’t I more careful? Cassandra had to face it all alone.

      “He was threatening Cassandra, who was trying to help you. I’m not sure what all ensued, but Cassandra got the gun Liam gave you from the restaurant and she … Nikolai Drafter is dead, son.” Dad shifts his eyes as he says this.

      “What?” I can’t believe the words coming from his mouth.

      “Cassandra killed Nikolai,” Mom whispers.

      “Good.” It pops out before I can stop it. “That monster came after her, multiple times. She was defending herself.”

      My heart surges with pride at her bravery and sobs for what she must be going through. I love her with every fiber of my being, and to know that she’s sitting alone somewhere in this building, having to explain herself, kills me. The need to get out of this bed and go to her is so strong, I might just unplug all these machines and do just that.

      Dad puts a hand on my shoulder as if he sees my thoughts. “Stop it, you need to rest. No one is doubting her story, all the evidence is there. I’m sure in time, the PI and the police will put together more of the puzzle. But you’ll be no help if you go storming through here. Cassandra is a brave woman, she saved your life. We can’t imagine what we’d all do if she hadn’t come into your life.”

      Dad’s eyes go teary, and he blinks away, Mom choking on a sob at his emotion. I swallow a lump as well; the thought of losing her or not being here for my family too real at this moment.

      “Patrick.”

      Cassandra stands in the doorway, her voice breaking on my name as she chokes out a sob afterward.

      Her clothes are marred in blood, there are dark circles under her eyes, and she looks haunted, like she’s been through a war today. She has, and she won. For both of us.

      “Come here.” I open my arms, not caring if it hurts any part of me to hold her.

      She rushes in, gingerly coming onto the bed when she gets close enough and laying her head on my chest like I’m the only place in the world where she feels safe.

      “Hey, I’m okay. I’m okay,” I coo into her hair as we hold each other, as if we need to know that we’re both physically here and safe.

      “I’m so sorry. I convinced you to go there and then …” Cassandra hiccups, her cheeks tear-stained.

      “None of that.” I press a finger to her lips. “None of this is your fault. None of it. I love you. I’d take any kind of bullet for you, even if it was just the butt of a gun.”

      “Too early for jokes,” Mom scolds me, then comes over after giving us a little space. “Cassandra, we’re so proud of you.”

      Mom wraps my girl in a hug, and I see how her body starts to shake.

      “I never meant to hurt anyone,” Cassandra says in disbelief, looking around the room.

      Now it’s Dad’s turn. “You had no choice. And you saved our son’s life. The position that man put you in, what he did to you two, there was no coming back.”

      Cassandra nods, like she’s still trying to convince herself of it, then settles back next to me.

      “I thought he killed you,” she whispers, pressing her lips to mine.

      “Going to take a lot more to make me leave you. Just a skull fracture, I should be healed up in no time. I’m more worried about you. You’ve been alone, talking to the police.”

      She shakes her head. “Liam found me, sat with me. And a lawyer. Not that there are charges being filed. My story was corroborated the minute they talked to Nikolai’s nephew, and someone else in the department who helped him do some background snooping on me and my father’s property. He was tracking us from some location software he put on my phone when I went to report the first break-in. I hadn’t even noticed. They have evidence of him trying to set up a getaway plan because … I’m so sorry, baby. He threatened to … he said he’d go after you if I told anyone.”

      Cassandra begins to cry again.

      “The night he attacked me in the alleyway, he told me to put half a million dollars in cash down at a kayak shack by the river. And that if I told anyone, he’d take you from me. I didn’t know what I was going to do yet, whether I’d try to fight it or just give in and see if he kept his word. Now I know he never would have settled for anything more than me being gone. He was there to collect because his nephew beat him to the punch and we were on his scent. The desperation was palpable. The pure evil, the hatred he had for me … it was all over what my father did to his family business. The same story from high school.”

      “None of which is your fault.” I pull her to me even though it’s agony on my head. “You did everything you could, you protected us. I wish you would have told me, but it doesn’t matter now. We’re here, we’re safe. We’re going to get through this together.”

      Because I might have to physically heal, but the tougher part will be Cassandra’s. This will stick with her, there is no way it won’t. Even if self-defense and necessity are on her side, she’ll still carry this weight. This guilt of taking a life. And I’ll be with her every step.

      “I can’t believe you’re okay.” She hugs me tighter like I might slip away.

      “Thanks to you. You’re so brave. So amazing. I love you.”

      “I love you so much,” she whispers, ducking her head into the crook of my neck.

      “We’ll give you two some time to rest.” Mom and Dad bend down to kiss both of us on the forehead, and I know for sure Cassandra is one of their own now.

      “My agent is on his way from LA to do damage control.” She groans. “Because this will be picked up. I’m so sorry about all of it, Patrick. We’ll have to keep reliving this nightmare, and—”

      “I don’t care.” I lift her chin with two fingers so she’ll look at me. “The only thing I care about is you. That you’re safe, that the person who wanted to hurt you is out of the picture. My life was nothing before you, I can see that now. You’ve brought me everything I knew I wanted, and now I get to spend the rest of my days making you happy. Making our dreams come true. Can’t you see? I don’t care about any of the hard stuff because I want it all with you.”

      Her lower lip wobbles with emotion. “I want it all with you, too.”

      “Good.” I tuck her back beneath my arm. “Now, let’s get a little rest before the cavalry shows up. We need it, and there will be weeks to come of hashing this all out. Right now, I just want to hold you.”

      That’s what we do. Hold on tight before we fall into a little sleep, easing away some of the pain from the day we’ve had.
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      The front shades at Hope Pizza might be drawn, but inside is a feast fit for a king.

      Or a king and all his princes and princesses. The entire Ashton family and their nearest and dearest sit around a bunch of four-tops that have been pushed together and disguised with a red checkered tablecloth. Hands reach over the surface, scooping potatoes, picking up turkey legs, and batting each other out of the way for the last of Nonna’s biscuits.

      “Liam, if you take that last scoop of sweet potato casserole, I swear to God …” Alana threatens her oldest brother.

      Under my breath, I chuckle because even if the last week was a huge, horrible pill to swallow, this bunch manages to smooth away some of the rough edges. Alana especially, who has taken to checking up on me twice a day and even bringing distractions like nail polish and old rom-coms to the guesthouse.

      Warren sits next to her, their vibe off from the normal. Come to think of it, they’ve been weird since that night the Ashton patriarch yelled his dislike for me.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask Alana, trying to whisper from across the table.

      “I’m fine.” Her smile is too bright for that to be true. “Plus, shouldn’t I be asking you that? How are you feeling? Patrick, you okay?”

      My hand is in Patrick’s, and he squeezes my fingers under the table.

      “If everyone would stop asking, I’d be better,” he mumbles, because we’ve talked about how talked out we are.

      Yaren arrived shortly after I was discharged from the hospital, and we had to debrief with him hours later about the media strategy. There were already rumors swirling that I’d killed someone.

      Just thinking about Nikolai’s face with that gun in my hands leaves me feeling like I can’t breathe. The therapist I went to yesterday, the first one I’ve ever seen, says I’m still in shock about the whole shooting. That I am still trying to process it. No matter how many times everyone says it’s not my fault, I still can’t seem to digest those emotions and rationales. It’ll take time, the therapist also told me that, but it feels comforting to be in this room full of people who have become like family to me.

      But Yaren was here, and we’d given an interview to a trusted media source that had never done me wrong. Patrick and I gave quotes, confirming our romance in the process, and gave as much information as we could without impeding the investigation that would close shortly. I hadn’t wanted to put anything out, but my agent was right in knowing that if I didn’t, people would only talk more about it.

      This way, our story is told by us, and we wouldn’t be doing anything further. No documentaries, no fictionalized shows, no sit-down interviews. I said what I said, and now it’s time to fade into the quiet life I’m hoping to be granted. Yaren didn’t know if that was possible, especially now, but he’s hard at work trying to make it happen.

      “Hey, you here with me?” Patrick whispers in my ear.

      I nuzzle into him, his scruff tickling my lobe. “Always.”

      The two of us only seem to have gotten stronger after the truth came out about Nikolai. The Hope Crest police station is under investigation by the state, and it looks like they’ll be overhauling the chain of command, depending on who knew what other shady stuff Nikolai had been up to. The case was pretty open and shut, at least according to the officers and lawyers we’ve spoken to. It was self-defense, there’s more than enough evidence to show I’d been threatened and attacked, and there would be no charges filed.

      “If it’s too much, we can go home.” The man I love speaks, so only I hear it.

      “No, I like this. Being surrounded by people and warmth just might be the medicine we need.”

      “I love you.”

      When I turn to face him, the expression of contentment and surety makes my heart speed up. I can’t believe, in all this chaos, that I found the love I’ve always been searching for.

      “Love you, more.” I smirk.

      “Don’t play that game with me, beautiful. I might have been laid up the last week, but I’m getting cleared tomorrow and I’m coming for you.”

      “That a promise?” I whisper, squeezing his thigh under the table.

      “Can you two stop? This is a wholesome Thanksgiving dinner.” Liam rolls his eyes.

      Everyone is staring at us as I blink away from Patrick. While we’ve spent most of the last week with each other, it hasn’t felt like the bonding time the two of us are used to. Between damage control, police interviews, everyone checking on us, and doctor’s visits, we haven’t had much alone time to process and comfort one another. Plus, Patrick hasn’t been cleared for any physical activity, and having that release might have been useful.

      Good thing he’ll likely be cleared tomorrow.

      “Sorry.” He coughs. “Thank you for delaying your holiday for us.”

      Since the shooting and everything went down right around Thanksgiving, the family missed the traditional meal. So Leona decided to postpone until we could all be here and somewhat put together. I am more than grateful that she called it a no-brainer to include me in the meal since my own mother has only called to check up on me twice. I didn’t expect more and haven’t had time to reflect too greatly on it, considering everything else on my plate.

      “Hush,” his mother admonishes him. “I’m so thankful you’re all here, healthy and safe. Never has it been more apparent than this week just how close our family is, just how much I love you all, and how happy I am to have these beautiful souls you’ve brought into our lives.”

      Leona smiles at Warren, August, and me as she says this.

      “Now let’s eat!” Nonna finishes and digs in before the rest of us.

      Conversation is stilted as everyone gets their fill, shoveling food in and sighing about how good of a change it is to the food that’s usually served in this restaurant. At some point, August goes to the back for more biscuits, Warren gets up to take a phone call, and I watch Alana shoot daggers at his back with his eyes.

      After all my drama is over, I’ll have to address that, for sure.

      The front door opens suddenly, one that should have been locked and closed, and I watch Patrick’s father stand to tell the unwanted patron that they’re closed for a private event.

      But he stops, his mouth dropping open as if he’s seen a ghost.

      “It’s a holiday miracle!” Leona cries as she rushes to the young man who just walked in.

      He catches the older woman around the middle as she flings herself at him and hugs her with a smile.

      “Hey, Ma.” He pats her back.

      Ah, I get it now. This is the baby, Evan. I don’t think anyone knew he was coming, not judging by this reaction, and Patrick probably would have told me his brother was coming home. Now everyone is rising from the table, abandoning the food they were just ravenous for to greet him.

      “God, you look like such a city prick.” Alana thumbs her brother’s pea coat and then pulls him in for a hug.

      I watch on as the rest of his family celebrates his homecoming, and then we’re introduced.

      “I read what happened. I hope you’re okay.” Evan smiles warmly as I extend my hand to shake his.

      “It’s been a hell of a week, but we’ll get there.” It’s my new tagline, not that I feel it completely.

      But hey, if I keep repeating it, the ache in my chest may recede over time.

      “Oh, Evan. You’re home.” August comes out of the back holding another basket of biscuits, and I notice that the minute she sees him, her ears turn bright red.

      “Hey.” He gives an easy smile. “Yeah. The prodigal chef has returned.”

      Though I notice he doesn’t seem overly enthused about that sentiment. Still, August is studying him like her favorite book.

      “That’s great. I know your family must be so happy. The customers too, they’ll be in for a real treat.” August pays him a compliment.

      But Evan is barely looking at her, his head on a swivel like he’s dreaming something up for the restaurant. “Thanks. Let me put this stuff down in the back and I’ll come out to sit.”

      As he retreats, I notice an exhale of air deflate the teenage girl in front of me. No one else in the room seems to clue in to August’s feelings, but damn, if I’m not interested in what is happening there.

      “I’m so happy he’s home.” Leona claps her hands, tears clouding her eyes.

      “Uh-oh, her favorite is back in town. Watch out, Patty,” Liam teases.

      His mother hits him on the back of the hand, and he swears, apologizing.

      A second later, August comes back out and takes a seat beside his mother in the chair she just pulled next to her. That’s when Patrick clears his throat and taps his water glass with a fork, and the whole table turns to him.

      “I just wanted to take a minute and thank each and every one of you for getting Cassandra and me through our recovery in this last week. It’s been a rough time. We were suffering in silence there for a while, not knowing what was going on or who was responsible. The way you all stepped up, accepted her into this family like she was one of your own, it means the world to me.”

      Tears prick the corners of my eyes because I’m fortunate to have fallen into all of their laps. I’m lucky that this man loves me.

      He turns to me, his knees brushing the side of my thigh, and takes my hands in his.

      “Speaking of the world, you are mine. When you breezed back into town, I think I was so terrified because I knew you’d change everything. I knew you’d challenge every safe, sane decision I’d ever made. Love had never been dangerous or scary before, not until I met you. That’s how I knew it was real, how I knew you were the one I wanted to spend my whole life with.”

      Now he drops to one knee, and I see his hand go into his pocket. The gasp that fills my mouth seems to echo in my ears, surprise suffusing every cell in my body.

      “Oh my God, Patrick!” I tighten my hold on the one hand he still lays in mine.

      “You’re the most incredible person I’ve ever met, Cassandra. Your strength, resilience, the way you see the world in bright colors, even though it’s not been the kindest to you. You’re it for me. I was a goner for you a long time ago, even if I didn’t admit it. So please, marry me? Make me the happiest man in the world because I already know I’m the luckiest. Spend your life with me, please?”

      Then he flicks open the velvet box he pulls from his pocket, and I’m even more stunned. When he had time to pick out this ring, a stunning diamond that is almost shaped like a flower with tiny opals running around the band, I’ll never know. It’s exactly what I would have wanted, and that right there tells me all that I need to know. Not because he got me an expensive piece of jewelry but because he knows me down to every facet of what I prefer. He can tell what kind of mood I’m in just by wrapping his arms around me. He knows exactly what makes me feel better, what will cause me to laugh, and how I want our day to begin and end with each rising or setting of the sun.

      Patrick is the only man on this planet for me, and I’m floored that he wants me to be his forever.

      “It’s all I want.” I nod my head yes as I whisper this, sinking to my knees in front of him and throwing my arms around his neck.

      “Oh, my heart!” I hear Leona exclaim from somewhere over my head.

      “As if you two haven’t given us enough excitement.” His dad gruffly chuckles, but I hear the happiness in his voice.

      “I love you so much,” Patrick whispers in my ear. “And I want nothing more than to have your body wrapped around me. But could I please put this on your finger and seal the deal?”

      I pull back, smiling sheepishly, and let the man of my dreams put the ring on my left hand.

      “Wow. It’s so perfect.” I admire it as Patrick bends down to kiss the knuckle he just pushed it past.

      “You are.” He pulls me to stand as everyone closes in around us, congratulating and welcoming me to the family.

      Leave it to this man to turn a whole week of bad into the best moment of my life. Then again, he’s been doing that since I returned to this destined, crazy, beautiful small town.
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      “That last one was … oof.”

      Cassandra buckles her seat belt as I crank the heat up in my truck, rubbing my gloved hands together before I place one on her thigh. Easing into reverse, I roll down the driveway of a fixer-upper we just finished seeing with our realtor.

      “Yeah, it needs way too much work. I know how good you are at house remodeling, but this was too much,” I agree with her.

      She slumps back against the seat and sighs. “It feels like we’ll never find the one we’re looking for.”

      Since we got engaged three weeks ago, we started the process of finding a house together, albeit with little luck. Yes, we have to get out of the guesthouse for both of our sanities, but it hasn’t been an easy search. Cassandra wants something we can make our own, which isn’t hard in an area like Hope Crest that has so many pre-war colonials and farmhouses. But the homes that are available, or the ones we’ve seen at least, are just in too poor of shape. Either that, or they are too far out of town, have structural issues, or Cassandra can’t see us in that particular home.

      “We will, you know we will.” I squeeze her leg as I swing us back toward town.

      We have one more showing today, and I’m hoping maybe it will be the perfect place. Part of me thinks Cassandra is being too picky, but then again, she’s the one who knows about real estate and is fronting most of the money for our home, so I guess I can’t argue.

      “You think I’m being too picky,” she states as if she can read my brain. Sometimes, I think she can.

      “Why do you always know what I’m thinking?” I huff out a laugh. “And it’s not that, it’s just, well, I’d live in a paper box with you. You know that. And we can gut a place to make it however you want.”

      A stubborn expression comes over her face. “I know that. It’s mostly the vibe, which I know makes me sound crazy and ridiculous. But none of these homes have given me the feel that I want for our forever home. Because once we make this move, this will be our home. The place we grow old together, where we raise our kids. Our kids kids will play in the yard there. I don’t know, I just need that feeling.”

      “And this is why I love you.” I blink a glance over to her as I pass the turn for my parent’s land.

      The last house we’re seeing is about five minutes from my family farm, so it checks the box in terms of the area.

      Part of me is glad we’ve been occupied with this house search for three weeks because it keeps Cassandra’s attention away from the media shitstorm that happened after the shooting. Of course, they’re still running articles about her, calling the restaurant to get quotes, and harassing my family members in the market to try to get more of the story. Even though we laid it all out in the interview we did, the bloodsuckers want more.

      Between Cassandra trying to drop off the Hollywood map, the holiday rush at the restaurant, the sale of Butch’s property to my parents, and the news of our engagement making its way around Hope Crest, it feels like we’re swamped. This time of year is always hectic, but it’s even more so this holiday season. Not that I mind; being swept up in the chaos with her is exactly what I signed on for.

      My family didn’t know I was going to propose, but they’re thrilled to gain another daughter and sister. My mom and Alana have already inundated Cassandra with bridal magazines, venue ideas, and a bachelorette party my sister definitely doesn’t realize my future wife doesn’t want.

      All in all, though, we’re over the moon. Spending every day with her, without the fear of her safety being questioned, knowing she’s going to stay in the town I love so much … hell, it’s my dream come true. I’ve gotten down on one knee three times, but I didn’t know what it was supposed to feel like until I knelt in front of her.

      “Which is why you asked me to marry you,” Cassandra singsongs, admiring her ring for the thousandth time since I gave it to her.

      “Liam asked me if I thought this was all too quick.” I chuckle under my breath.

      She laughs along with me because we’ve discussed how people would think we were rushing into an engagement. But to us, it feels like we’ve taken a lifetime to get here. Sure, the town is whispering about another one of my proposals. They wonder if I’ll actually make it down the aisle this time. I will. There is no part of me unsure, not like the times before.

      “Of course, it is. But who the hell wants to wait when they’ve found the love of their life?” Cassandra palms my cheek.

      “My thoughts exactly. Now if only you’d be this decisive with picking a house,” I taunt her.

      I turn the truck down a rocky lane, trees obscuring whatever land lies beyond the cluster of forest. Immediately, I can see myself riding the quad through it, with Cassandra at my back, the summer wind flying through her hair.

      “What if we just get married?” She turns to me as if the question isn’t completely out of left field.

      “Well, yes, that’s why I asked you.” I chuckle confusedly as we bounce down the rocky lane.

      “No, I mean, let’s do it. Now. Or in a couple of days, because we have to wait for the certificate, right? I’m not sure, I’ve never gotten married or gone through the process, but I guess we’d have to go through city hall, so—”

      “Wait, you want to get married … now?” The double take I do almost veers us off course, but then I see the steeples of a roof come into view.

      Surprisingly, I feel zero surprise or unease about that. In fact, it feels like the exact right move for us.

      “Why not? I don’t want a big thing, nothing that the press can crash or people can steal photos from as if this isn’t my private life. The only thing I want is to be married to you. I’ll get a white sweater, you can wear jeans, we could do it at the restaurant for all I care. And we know your track record, I want to lock you down before you bolt,” she teases me.

      “Not funny.” I point a finger her way.

      Cassandra rolls her eyes in a way that has me wanting to drive home instead of going to tour this house with our realtor. My future wife is in need of a good spanking.

      “You know I’m kidding. But not about the wedding. Let’s just do it. Christmas is next week, how about you give me that as my present? Marry me.”

      “You’re serious? You don’t want the white dress, first dance, flowers shindig?” I want to make sure she’s truly sure because it sounds rather perfect to me.

      And I don’t have to wait any longer to call her my wife. To live every single day as her person. To give her babies … because fuck, it sounds strange, but I can’t wait to see her belly carrying our children.

      “I only want you. I want the people we love the most standing in a small circle around us, plus there is something so romantic about Christmas. Give me a brightly lit tree over roses and peonies any day.” She waves a hand as we pull into a halfmoon driveway in front of an all-white farmhouse.

      The home is surrounded by forest, except for the back, which I can see slopes down into a perfect view of the river valley below.

      “Holy hell,” I breathe, and Cassandra’s attention swings to the passenger window.

      “See? We just decided on a one week planned Christmas wedding in front of our forever home. It couldn’t be more kismet.” She leans across the dash and kisses me chastely.

      “You haven’t even been inside yet.” I press my forehead to hers.

      “It’s all about the feeling, baby, remember?” She smirks.

      Yeah, I think I get it now. I think I got it a long time ago. Probably from the day I first laid eyes on her as a teenager.
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      In the end, we decided not to do the wedding at the restaurant.

      Patrick said he didn’t want to do it in a place he worked at so long and that holds so many other memories. He wants to make new ones, ones that are just ours.

      That’s where Wilson comes in. He suggested, during a lunch to gawk over my new engagement ring, that we get married at the playhouse. Immediately, I knew it was the perfect venue. And to no one’s surprise, my semi-employer slash the man quickly becoming my best friend outside of the Ashton family, wants to plan the entire thing.

      When I told Patrick in excited tones the minute I got back to the guesthouse from lunch, he knew it was meant to be as well. A Christmas Eve wedding, small and intimate, at the playhouse where I rediscovered my love for acting, even if no one is watching. Especially when no one is watching.

      Wilson set to work with some help from the Ashton clan, and in seven days’ time, we were all gathered in the wings of the main stage, waiting for the quartet he called to start playing a no-lyric version of “Yours Alone” by Wade Bowen. Wilson wrangled up some old set decoration from a production of The Sound of Music, and the whole stage is dressed like a mountain town in the Alps, complete with fake snow. Patrick and I slept in the same bed last night, saw each other at the breakfast table this morning, and shirked any real tradition for a wedding day aside from exchanging vows.

      This is the happiest I’ve ever been in my entire life.

      Alana is checking the sparkling opal clip holding the front pieces of my hair back, while I see Liam and Evan razz Patrick from the other side of the stage. He’s chosen blue jeans and a chunky knit sweater in an oat color, and I am wearing a white sweater dress with simple brown boots. The whole thing feels like a cozy winter wonderland, and I couldn’t have asked for anything better.

      The marriage certificate we got three days prior is rolled up in Nonna’s back pocket, since we asked her to get ordained and marry us. The rest of the Ashtons are here, along with Warren, August, Wilson, and his new employee Gabrielle. She’s not only new-ish in town, but she’ll be working closely with us at the theater. Plus, I think Wilson wrangled her into helping him this week. That alone deserves some free drinks on us.

      Yaren sent a bottle of expensive champagne and sale papers for my LA house as a gift, while my mother promised she’d spring for our honeymoon when we decide to go on one. It didn’t surprise me that she wouldn’t want to attend, but it’s the only semi-sour note of the day. Once upon a time, I don’t think I imagined I’d have a wedding where neither of my parents would be in attendance.

      But I push it out of my head as the music starts because there can only be happiness today. The family moves to the front of the stage, leaving Patrick and me alone in opposite wings as they all take their places to watch the ceremony.

      He walks to the center first, joining Nonna and giving her a kiss on the cheek. Then my feet move, my eyes only seeing him as I hold my small bouquet of red poppies in steady hands.

      There are no nerves. No sweaty extremities. No doubts or fears. The only thing I feel in my heart and head is deep contentment and love.

      When I finally join him center stage, Wilson takes my bouquet so I can hold Patrick’s hands, which squeeze mine.

      Nonna gives both of us a loving look, takes a deep breath, and then begins.

      “Love is an eternal bond, one that shouldn’t be broken by struggle or dark times, or even death. I’ve seen it, the power and magic love can bring to a life. And having witnessed how much Patrick and Cassandra have overcome together in such a short amount of time, I have no doubt that this love, this marriage, will be one that can withstand the test of anything.”

      Already her words are bringing a tear to my eye.

      “You’ve both decided to gather in front of your closest family and friends to commit your lives to one another, and while I know we’re all thrilled, I’m sure everyone is relieved the rush to the altar is over from a planning sense.”

      This has every one of us laughing, and I can’t help but get stuck on how happy Patrick looks at this moment.

      “These two have chosen to write their own vows, so I’ll let them take this show away.”

      There is no microphone, no need for voice projection, or any of that. Wilson snaps a couple photos on his phone to commemorate the day, and it’s all I need.

      Patrick clears his throat, since we rehearsed him going first, not that I have any idea what he’s about to say.

      “Never in a million years did I think I’d be standing here on Christmas Eve about to marry the woman my father tried to get me to seduce into selling us her land.”

      Everyone cracks up, including me, because it’s the most off-the-cuff opening line I never would have come up with.

      “Jokes on you, Dad, because I did seduce her, but it was only so she’d fall in love with me rather than give us more planting acreage.” Patrick flashes a goofy smile, but then I see his eyes grow serious. “I think we all know I’m not much for flowery language and public speeches. I’m the behind-the-desk guy, the numbers whiz who works better with data than I ever could with prose. But the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew I’d been calculating my entire life incorrectly. Because I never factored you in, and my God, what a mistake that had been. You are everything to me, Cassandra. You walked into town and it was like the universe finally turned to the wattage it was supposed to be set at. So here they are, my vows to you. I vow to protect and support you every single day, to believe in you, even in your most vulnerable moments. I vow to love you completely every day of our lives. I vow to let you sleep in late, to pretend you win the pizza making competition, and shield you from our family’s nosiness as best as I can. I vow to sit through any musical you and Wilson put on here, and I vow to put you above all else. I love you, Cassandra Mauer. I always will.”

      Tears stream down my face at his declarations, and I’m not sure how I’m going to get a word out without my voice cracking. Patrick reaches out and thumbs away some of the wetness as I try to gather myself.

      “There you go again, making me fall head over heels when I thought I couldn’t tumble further into my love for you.” I sigh, and he smiles, his eyes glistening as well. “I came back to this town unsure, grieving, unanchored in my life, and looking for a sign of where my path would take me next. And then you walked in out of the darkness, a scowl on your face, and my heart sped up like it just knew. I’ve never had a lot of people to depend on, but in the hardest hours of my life, you were there unflinchingly. And for the rest of my days, I vow to do the same for you. I promise I’ll always be your partner, even when you don’t want the truth, I’ll be your best friend, and I’ll be the one to care for you come hell or high water. I vow to pull you out of work when those spreadsheets have you in a chokehold, promise I’ll work the restaurant by your side during holidays and festivals, and I’ll always defend you when your siblings talk crap about you.”

      That brings a light chuckle from the people standing around us.

      “You’re the love of my life, Patrick Ashton, and I can’t wait to make that life so much more fulfilled with you.”

      The way we goofily grin at each other just shows how antsy we are to be married already.

      Nonna recites the traditional “I do’s” and we repeat after her, slipping a band onto each other’s ring finger as we say them.

      “Then by the power vested in me by the state of Pennsylvania, and the pizza gods who brought this family together, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Our smiles seem identical as we experience the moment that our lives are joined together forever.

      Then his hands are on my cheeks, mine go to his hips, and we kiss. Our lips meet like we’re the only two in the room, like this intimate gesture will ward away all bad that might occur for the rest of our lives. Patrick kisses me like it’s a promise, and I kiss him like I am giving him all of me for the rest of our days.

      “Mrs. Ashton,” he breathes as our foreheads meet.

      “That sounds so good.” I smile goofily.

      The cheers around us ring out, and Patrick holds our conjoined hands high above our heads as if to say we did it.

      After a lot of happy tears, congratulations, and the quartet playing “All I Want for Christmas is You,” we make our way out to the lobby. With its fireplace, sunken chairs, old country-style charm, and familiar surroundings, it’s absolutely perfect.

      We decided on a no-table “reception,” with none other than the famous variations of pizza and appetizers from the restaurant as our buffet meal. Paper plates, plastic drink cups, and no fussy decor had been my mandate, because I didn’t want anyone wasting time on a cleanup afterward. I want this to be as low-stress and fun as possible, which means just spending time together.

      And then taking my husband home and letting him deliver as many orgasms as possible until we both pass out.

      My only tiny wish is that we could do so in our new house, but it won’t be ready for several months. We put an offer on the final farmhouse we toured, the one whose driveway we sat in when deciding to get married on Christmas, and it was accepted in hours. Though we have a fair bit of construction ahead of us, I know it’s the forever home we’ve been looking for.

      I also love that it’s off the beaten path, hidden in the woods away from a world where my life has been far too publicized. Yes, I probably can’t ever escape my former life in Hollywood, but I will try my hardest to live a private life in Hope Crest for the rest of my days. This small town, my husband, my family, and our future children, that’s all I want moving forward.

      “Welcome to the family.” Alana comes up and clinks her plastic champagne glass to mine. “So happy to have a sister in all these stupid boys.”

      I chuckle, and we both watch as Evan, Liam, and Patrick laugh about something by the fireplace.

      “My girls.” Leona walks up and hugs us both to her.

      That makes me beam inside. I’ve never had a mother who treats me with unconditional love, but from day one, Leona has tried to treat me just like one of her own.

      “Thank you for letting me borrow your grandmother’s locket.” I motion to the crystal heart at my neck.

      She smooths a hand down my arm. “Not just borrow. It’s yours, dear. My grandmother was such as strong woman, overcame such strife to come to this country and create a home here. Just like you’re doing now. You remind me so much of her. I’m proud my son finally picked his perfect match.”

      “Well, shit, now I’m crying.” Alana dabs at her eyes as I let out a watery laugh.

      “Cassandra? I just want to thank you for letting me come to this, it was such a special moment and I hope I didn’t intrude.” Gabrielle looks around awkwardly as she approaches me.

      I take her hands, my enthusiasm and giddiness suffusing everything I touch. “Oh my gosh, stop. After all you helped Wilson with, we love having you here. And after our mini-honeymoon, I’d love to take you to lunch at the restaurant so we can get to know each other better.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about—”

      “Or a different place, if Hope Pizza is too much.” I read her thoughts.

      She sucks in a sharp breath as her eyes dart around. “Uh, yeah. Well, I think I’m going to call it a night, I still have some unpacking to do. Thank you again.”

      I watch her go over to say goodbye to Patrick, and then I stand and watch her leave.

      “I can’t believe you invited her.” Liam comes over to hand me another drink and also to scowl at me.

      I shrug, but I know the scheme I’m setting up. “She works here now, and she doesn’t have a ton of people in town. I told her we’d love to have her.”

      “She doesn’t know any of us,” he grumbles.

      “Now, Liam, I have a feeling that’s not completely true.” Because the way he looks at her gives me the same vibe as the way Patrick looks at me. “She’s single, by the way, Wilson told me before. You should see if she wants to grab a beer while Patrick and I are out of town.”

      He nearly splutters his drink back into his cup and looks at me like I’m insane. But if anyone can make Liam less grumpy, I have a feeling it’s the former teacher that he can’t stop staring at.

      “Stop hogging my wife.” Patrick struts over, grabbing me by the waist and spinning me around.

      “Take me to a beach.” I wrap my arms around his neck, the champagne bubbles making me tipsy.

      We’re taking a four-day trip to Yaren’s house in Puerto Rico, which isn’t a house at all but more like a mansion with its own private beach. Since the construction on our house will start almost immediately, we can’t take the huge Europe trip I want to embark on with my new husband, but that can always happen later. We’ll tan, eat our weight in fresh food, and have all the sex on the sand we want.

      “Happily. But first I’m taking you to bed, Mrs. Ashton,” he growls low in my ear.

      “Have I told you I love the sound of that?”

      “Us in bed together or your new last name?”

      “Both.” I smile into his neck.

      It doesn’t take long for us to shut the small party down and drive through the deserted, wintery streets of Hope Crest alone. When we get home, Patrick plugs our store-bought Christmas tree in and promises we’ll chop down a real one next year when we have more space.

      Then I make love to my husband. The only light illuminating the guesthouse is the twinkle of the merry strings around the fake evergreen.

      We’ll do this for the rest of our lives; celebrate the day we became one on the most magical night of the year. And I can’t wait for all of it.
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      Three Months Later

      “Table three needs their drinks, August.” I hear Liam shout from the kitchen as I wrap up my work for the day.

      “Stop talking to the waitstaff like that,” Alana huffs at him from somewhere down the hall past my door.

      “Liam, I swear to God, if you don’t put more salt in that sauce, I’m firing you.” Evan’s annoyed voice is like a slap.

      Since my little brother came back and relieved our father from cooking duties most nights of the week, there has been some tension in the Hope Pizza kitchen. First off, Evan is the youngest, and none of us are used to taking orders from him. Second, we’ve never seen him work, while the rest of us have slaved in this place for years. Liam is the most put out by it because it has always been assumed he’d take over one day. Now that is in question.

      I don’t want to touch that with a ten-foot pole, and with my house under construction, a new wife, balancing work, and everything else we have going on, I don’t need to get involved.

      The investigation was wrapped up shortly into the new year, with everything explained and settled. Cassandra and I had to go through one long day of interrogations and interviews with a higher-up from some branch that supervised the Hope Crest police department’s handling of the case, but after that, it was over. Am I happy a man is dead? Not necessarily. Does it make it easier that my wife doesn’t have to go through a trial and know that the man who hurt her is alive, even if he was rotting in prison? Yes. Yes, it does. I won’t apologize for that.

      Cassandra has continued seeing a therapist and said the sessions are helping, but I feel her wake in the night sometimes, shaking with memories. Like everything, including my injuries, it will take time. I am pretty much good as new, and it’s a good thing, too. Because my health isn’t the one we have to worry about for the next nine months. Just before our wedding and our abbreviated honeymoon trip to Puerto Rico, four of the sexiest, most intimate days we’ve ever had together, we decided that Cassandra would go off birth control.

      Cassandra took a test last night after feeling sick for a week or two and confirmed it. We’re having a baby, and I’m so over the moon about it that I want to shout it from the Hope Pizza rooftop. But Cassandra is a little more superstitious and private. Once news of her pregnancy makes it to the tabloids, it’ll be blasted all over the place. Since she’s only a few weeks along, we want to keep it to ourselves until we tell my family, then try to keep it in that inner circle for as long as possible.

      Which, in a town like Hope Crest, will be damn near impossible. But we’ve already been through the wringer, and if good news is the tea that’s being spilled, then at least I can be happy about it.

      It’ll be a hell of a feat to get our house done in time for the baby’s arrival, since my wife decided to nearly gut the entire farmhouse, but I can see us moving in with some less important rooms still needing to be redone. Cassandra is leading point on the project, and I can tell by her choices and designs that there will be nothing but love and thoughtfulness filling the rooms of our home.

      For now, we’re still in the guesthouse, and I almost have it in me to call our contractor and tell him to finish the master bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen first so we can move into our half-finished house. I love my family, but I am tired of them being just steps away. The months after our wedding have been spent trying to preserve our alone time, having sex without trying to make too much noise, and awkwardly moving our furniture around as we accommodate for the “necessities” Cassandra had shipped here from LA. Who knew a thousand-dollar espresso machine was a necessity?

      Warren whizzes past my office, and I try to catch his ear to talk about the price of the new point-of-sale system he wants to install, but he’s already out the door. Things have been tense with him here, and I wonder if he’s finally decided to leave the restaurant. We’d miss him, but I can tell he wants to stretch his wings and something is holding him back.

      According to my wife, that thing was that he was in love with Alana. Or that she was in love with him. On some level, I could always see it happening. But at the same time, I found it unbelievable.

      The two of them had been best friends since … hell, since I could remember. Not only had it always been platonic, as far as I knew and as far as my brain would let me consider my sister in that light, but they would never work as a couple.

      Still, the frosty reception between those two these days made me think that maybe Cassandra had a point.

      “I’m going to fucking strangle him.” Liam stomps into my office, face red, and plops down in the chair across from me.

      I chuckle. “He might be a dick sometimes, but he’s a culinary genius. We already got two write-ups in regional papers who never dared set foot in here. They called Evan’s food miraculous and generation jumping.”

      “Oh, shove it.” He rolls his eyes, but he knows I’m right.

      Evan’s new menu is bringing in clientele we couldn’t have dreamed of. For the first time in our history, the four siblings have begun to discuss expansion options, not that my parents knew yet. But with the extra land Liam is planning to plant on this year, due to the sale of the Mauer land to my family, it will give us more product and produce.

      “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what the heck is up with Miss Murphy?” I lower my voice, just in case anyone passes by my office.

      They’re all out in the dining room, tending to people or feeding on town gossip.

      Liam makes a clicking sound in the back of his throat, his eyes doing that faraway thing they’ve been tending to do these days.

      “I don’t know why she came back here.”

      The devastation in his tone has my suspicions rising. “She left while we were in high school, right?”

      Miss Murphy might have been my teacher, but I wasn’t paying attention to her, only the subject she taught. I try to think hard, remember back, and I can’t pull much from my memory bank.

      Liam nods, his voice quiet when he starts to talk. “The first day I saw her, I knew I was in trouble. Walked into her class and thwack, the universe hit me with an uppercut. I tried to stay away from her, I swear I tried.”

      Every hair on my body stands on end; the secret my brother is letting me in on. “Liam, what happened? Did she do something to you?”

      He was a student when she left. A senior. And she was our teacher. Different classes, but he had her, too.

      Now he meets my eyes. “She didn’t do a thing. I fell in love with her, I sought her out. I tried to …”

      My mouth is dry, and suddenly it all clicks. Why he’s been so miserable all these years.

      “From the moment I saw her, it was like … I don’t know, like the planets fucking aligned or something. But we couldn’t. And when I finally tried, I lost her.”

      Something dark and powerful has my brother in a chokehold. It’s what could have happened to me if things with Cassandra went sideways or got in deeper back then. The cracks of the organ still breaking in his chest nearly echo around us, and his loss is palpable. I don’t know how I didn’t realize it before, but I guess he’s gotten good at hiding things from us.

      “She’s back now.” Any hope I can provide here would be better than him spiraling.

      “Twelve years later,” he harrumphs but gives no other clues as to how he feels about that.

      “And you’re still clearly in love with her. You keep looking at her like you want to piss on her leg or rip the throat from any man who sniffs in her direction.” My laugh is weak, but I’m not lying.

      “She left, Patty. Left me without a word. Without any way to contact her. I tried for years, chasing leads I thought might turn out. But nothing.”

      “Then I guess you have a lot of questions to ask her. And she’s right there. Believe me, delaying something you truly want never works out the way you hope it will. You won’t forget her. You haven’t for twelve years. You’ve turned into this sullen bastard instead of the brother I remember from long ago.”

      “Boys, help me bring these desserts out?” Mom interrupts us, and I watch as Liam clams up both verbally and emotionally.

      My brother’s need for answers, or maybe closure, is dire, but I can’t be the one to fix this for him.

      “Sure, Ma. Be right there,” I say, rising.

      Our mother is just as busy as ever, but I know she likes it. Unlike Dad, who needs a break from the stress of the restaurant, Mom feeds on the local gossip, camaraderie, and cheer here. Most nights, you can find her and Cassandra up front, chumming it up at the hostess stand as they greet diners. It has taken some time for the locals to accept her as one of their own, but she’s slowly becoming a familiar face.

      Good thing my mother’s acceptance is worth its weight in gold in Hope Crest. If she loves you, everyone does.

      As for her own mother, Cassandra hasn’t seen much of her. She drove down a month ago to see our new house in its demolished state, tried to pitch Cassandra on a script she’d been sent, and then got pissed when Cassandra reiterated the only acting she’ll be doing is with her little ones at the playhouse during improv sessions. I could tell it miffed my wife, but she isn’t hurt by it like she used to be. She has our family now, and we hold more than enough overbearing love to fill a lifetime.

      She and Wilson are currently hard at work with the high school students who pay for private lessons. The production for spring at the school is The Lion King, and Cassandra talks about little else than how spectacular the two leads are going to be.

      After delivering desserts to some of the tables and stopping for idle chitchat, I track down my wife.

      “You ready to go?” I palm her cheek by the drink station and notice the way she looks a little bit green around the gills. “You feeling okay?”

      “No, I just puked in the bathroom.” But she’s smiling, so I know she’s nothing but happy that the pregnancy is making her sick. “Hey, did you tell Nonna, by the way? She keeps winking at me.”

      I chuckle, bending to press my lips to hers even if she does have bad breath. “Nonna is like a psychic, babe. She probably knew you were pregnant before we did.”

      Cassandra gasps. “Great.”

      “Don’t worry, she won’t tell anyone. She’ll probably just make thinly veiled comments about old wives’ tales until we come clean.”

      Cassandra snuggles into my chest, and I hold her tight. “Take me home and feed me saltines.”

      “I want nothing more.”

      And the truth is, I don’t.

      It has only been three months since our wedding, but I feel like my love has grown exponentially. I didn’t even know that was possible because I thought I loved her so much then. Just about ninety days, and I am more in love with Cassandra than I ever had been before. Waking up with her, talking about things like merging finances, who would cook what for dinner, how we’ll split our weekend plans between being alone or meeting up with friends or family … it’s everything I’ve ever wanted. She is everything I’ve ever wanted.

      A love like the one I’d seen my grandparents and my parents have. The one I’d been searching for but could never seem to get right.

      Not until her. The woman who checks every box, even the ones I didn’t know existed.

      We’ll go on living in our small town, among the people who love us most. Just us, the river valley, some incredible pizza, and pretty soon, our baby. A physical representation of our love.

      That is the true happily ever after I’ve been waiting for.
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      Ready to find out what happens between Alana and Warren? Pre-order Honeyed before it releases on September 22!
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