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            Prologue

         

         Miriam, January 28

         Belmont. Sweet Jesus, already. Lighten up.

         I kid.

         Belmont was my first baby. But—and this is hard to explain—he never really behaved like one. Sure, in the beginning, he cried and squirmed and royally screwed my sleep schedule. Somewhere along the line, though, his eyes turned grave. I didn’t try hard enough to hide my sadness during that period of my life, and thus, Belmont was born a second time.

         Born into sadness.

         Belmont’s father was my one. I might be a French chef who believes food has a soul and tiramisu done right can inspire baby making, but I am the furthest thing from romantic one can get. And yet, I fell in love with my oldest son’s father the moment we crossed shadows. I was not his one, however. I didn’t know how to be his one…and still retain Miriam. Like Belmont, he was the kind of man who demanded all or nothing. With or against. Love or die.

         So I chose to die a little and regenerate. But my son—my giant, beautiful, stormy, aching, ageless boy—he seemed to court the favor of sadness. It shoved him down into a well, robbed him of words and the ability to relate to people the way society dictates he should. There’s a place inside him no one has ever reached and therein lies secrets. Turbulent truths. The ones he tried to express across my kitchen table with his eyes but couldn’t find the right words for.

         Watching my three children orbit the dark planet of Belmont gives me hope, though. Rita, Aaron, and Peggy are the smartest people I know—apart from myself, of course—and the way they cease all movement when Belmont speaks and treat his words like commandments, tells me others will one day do the same. If the demons don’t get him first.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Shaking Belmont Clarkson wasn’t going to be easy for Sage Alexander.

         For several reasons.

         One, she didn’t want to.

         To an outsider, the dependency Belmont had on Sage appeared to be one-sided. Over the course of the road trip from San Diego to New York, she had fielded several sympathetic looks lobbed in her direction. To the other Clarkson siblings, none of whom were left in the rattling Suburban as it lumbered down the highway, it probably seemed as if Belmont merely used Sage as a crutch for his anxiety. Every time he teetered a little too close to the edge of his comfort zone, Sage would get bundled up in Belmont’s big arms and rocked until he relaxed. They didn’t see Sage’s need for reassurance, too. They didn’t realize she stockpiled those moments in Belmont’s arms like a hoarder, memorizing the sensation of being anchored, the feel of his hard chest beneath her cheek, his heart laboring in her ear.

         When she was growing up, those moments of solace had been nonexistent, so she’d allowed herself to accept Belmont’s. Until now. Now she had to stop. Unfortunately, cutting off the growing dependency they had on each other meant welding shut Belmont’s escape hatch…in order to escape herself. And ripping off this particular Band-Aid would take ten layers of skin along with it. Right down to the bones he’d invaded.

         They were only five miles from the train station now. Five miles to convince Belmont to pull over and leave her there. Continue driving to New York alone, where he and his siblings would fulfill his mother’s last wish by jumping into the freezing water of the Atlantic on New Year’s Day. Something she desperately wanted to witness, but knew all along she wouldn’t.

         Sage closed her eyes and went to her happy place. Long white satin aisle runners, strewn with pink and red rose petals. Proud fathers walking their daughters toward the altar, faces freshly shaven. The joyous strains of organ music cueing the congregation to stand and marvel over the bride. If she squinted, Sage could see herself in the back hall, clipboard in hand, marking off her checklist.

         No more, though. No more fairy tales and flower arrangements and flowing gowns. Had she earned the right to escape inside those things? Just beneath the polish of her new life, the real Sage, a grimy-faced girl from Louisiana, never stopped reminding her of the answer. She had a responsibility to attend back home. One she’d neglected long enough. In order to make it right, she needed Belmont gone.

         Panic lifted like an elevator in her sternum, lodging against the base of her throat. Would he be all right? Would she? Ever since that first wedding she’d planned for Peggy, Sage and Belmont had fed each other’s need for contact. Severing it would be like choking off a mighty oak’s water supply. There was no other way, though.

         If Belmont knew where she was headed—and why—he would go berserk. There would be no calming him down to explain. There would be no talking him out of helping. And she knew Belmont better than anyone. She knew the kind of help she required would kill him.

         “Belmont,” Sage whispered. “Can you take the next exit, please?”

         As always, he’d gone on high alert the second she spoke, hands tightening on the wheel, back straightening. So intense. So much. His energy spun like spiked boomerangs around the Suburban, all of them careful to avoid her. “You’re hungry,” Belmont said, slowing the vehicle.

         “No.” She twisted handfuls of her dress in her hands, even though Belmont’s eyes were sharp to catch the movement and remain there. “No, I need you to take me to the train station.”

         Back in Cincinnati, right before they’d left Peggy behind, she’d almost confessed everything. Almost exposed all her skeletons. But the two of them maintained a balance. He’d been too off-kilter after losing his third sibling in a matter of weeks, and hesitating to confess had bought Sage enough time to come to her senses. Thank God. But she couldn’t shake the feeling Belmont had been watching, waiting, for this moment. The man saw everything.

         Sage just hoped she’d prepared better than him.

         Belmont’s eye twitched as he pulled off the highway. “What are you doing, Sage?”

         She couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate him once more, his brutally powerful silhouette outlined in the sunny driver’s side window. If this was the last time she’d see Belmont, she needed an image to bring along. A perfect vision to tuck into her memory and keep safe, where no one could touch or tarnish it. The place she was headed could muddy up almost anything, but it couldn’t reach into her mind. She wouldn’t allow it. She never had.

         Belmont was attractive. Yes. That much was made obvious by the way women got a certain look in their eyes as he passed. He evoked a chemical reaction that started in your stomach, as if he’d tucked his coarse index finger into your belly button and twisted. His height might have made him rangy, if it weren’t for all the muscle, honed from hours working on his salvage boat. His skin had an all-weather texture, bashed with salt water and sunshine, but his inner glow kept it from dulling in the slightest. Dark hair skirmished around his face and collar, no style to speak of, but thick and inviting and gorgeous in its disarray. The first time she’d set eyes on Belmont, she’d thought of far-off places. Grassy moors and mist and trench coats. Things she’d never witnessed, but read about in books. He was the only one of his kind. For some reason, he’d chosen her to crowd into corners, to worry about, to beg for eye contact. And now she had to destroy their connection to keep him alive.

         “I’m going home,” Sage said, forcing her fingers to stop fidgeting. “There’s nothing for me in New York. I want to see my family.”

         “I’ll come with you.” His voice was calm, but she knew if he turned his head, she’d get burned by the sparks coming from his eyes. “I’ll find a place out of your way. You don’t have to introduce me to them. I’ll just be there if you need me.”

         Sage shook her head, cursing the red light where they were forced to stop and wait. The longer this took, the more impossible it would become to keep up a front. Already the foundation was cracking. What she wouldn’t give to have Belmont come with her. God, what she wouldn’t give. “I…” She barricaded herself against the rushing river of guilt. “I need some time away from you, Belmont.”

         The Suburban rolled forward a few inches, as if he’d lost the power to keep it braked. “I won’t ask you why. I already know I’ve been…needing you so much lately.” He said the next part to himself. “I could see it was too much.”

         It wasn’t too much. It was exactly what she craved. Which was part of the issue. “It is. It’s too much, the way you rely on me.” She rolled her lips inward and tasted the bitterness of her memories, the self-hatred at hurting the man she’d fallen deeply in love with. “My father…he does the same thing to my mother. And vice versa. Depending on one another for support until they have no energy left to worry about themselves. Or desire to accomplish anything. There’s no encouragement, only excuses for what is.” She shook her head. “And I don’t want to be like that. I’m not a stuffed animal you can pull off the shelf whenever necessary.”

         His face was stricken as he turned. “Sage…”

         “You don’t treat me like a woman,” she blurted that genuine insecurity, heaping as much fuel as she could on the fire. “When men hold women, it’s usually because they have romantic inclinations. But you drop me and walk away so fast, I feel like a freak sometimes.”

         Behind them, a car beeped and Belmont applied the gas too hard, jerking the car forward. She’d visibly shocked him, bringing up their physical relationship. Or lack thereof, rather. They must be the only two people on the planet to log hundreds of hours in each other’s arms, without kissing even once. She cared about Belmont. She didn’t know where his pain originated, but she respected and sympathized with it. Sometimes, she swore they shared a fractured pulse. But she was a red-blooded female and the man treated her like a fellow monk. Intentional or not, it hurt.

         Stop. Stop trying to solve problems that won’t exist five minutes from now. The ache in the middle of her chest intensified. “What matters is…it’s wearing me out. Not knowing when you’ll demand I drop everything to…be held by you. Or calm you down.” She resisted the impulse to cover her face. To hide the lies. “I can’t do it anymore. You’re suffocating me.”

         By the time she’d finished speaking, Belmont’s hands were shaking on the wheel. Sage turned away so he wouldn’t see her misery. So she wouldn’t be tempted to demand he stop driving so she could crawl into his lap and beg his forgiveness. “Once we get back to California, I’ll get myself back under control. It’s just all the change happening.” His throat muscles shifted. “I don’t do well with change.”

         “I’m not going back to California.”

         It was a good thing she’d braced herself, because Belmont slammed on the brakes, skidding the Suburban to a stop mid-avenue. Just a few blocks ahead, she could see the train station. A three-minute walk at best. She just needed to get out of this car and make sure Belmont didn’t follow her. Was it even possible? “Sage,” Belmont began, his impatience beginning to bleed through. She could almost see his rope fraying through the window of his eyes. “You’ve been scrapbooking. There’s glue all over your fingers. And paper cuts. I hate the paper cuts. But I knew I was crowding you, so I didn’t pull over and bandage them. Even though that’s all I’ve wanted to do for the last two hundred miles.”

         Would she ever breathe again without experiencing the sharp pain in her side? “What does this have to do with anything?”

         “Because you only scrapbook when something isn’t right.” He ignored the cars honking as they were forced to pass in the opposite lane. She barely registered them, too, because Belmont was hypnotic, his every feature imploring her, his voice resonating deep inside her mind. “Just come over here and whisper it in my ear. I’ll stand between you and whatever it is. I’ll make up for being so greedy with your time. I will. Nothing touches Sage while I’m around.”

         Don’t break. Don’t break yet. “There is nothing wrong. Except for your…reliance on me. I need to go somewhere I won’t be smothered every minute of the day.” She touched the door handle and he jolted, blue eyes fixating on that signal she’d be leaving. “Go to New York, Belmont. Meet your sisters and Aaron on the beach for New Year’s Day, like your mother wanted. I’m not your worry. I never was.”

         “You can take yourself away from me, but you can’t take away the worry.” His tone was concrete, unbreakable. “Don’t try. I covet my right to fear for every hair on your head.”

         “I never asked you to,” she half sobbed, half whispered.

         “You did.” He reached across the console, his fingers hovering just above her thigh, branding the skin beneath her dress. “Your heart asked mine. And mine was already begging.”

         “Stop,” Sage pushed through clenched teeth. “Just stop. Can’t you see how…how confusing and forward every word out of your mouth sounds?” Acid rose in the back of her throat as she laid the final nail in the coffin. The one that would keep him sitting in the Suburban while she fled and saved his soul. “Whatever you feel, Belmont, it’s not the same for me. I’ve tried to help you because Peggy is my best friend, and she loves you. But you’re not good for me. You’re stopping me from living a normal, happy life.”

         The color drained right out of his face. “I’m sorry, Sage.” Slowly, he removed his hand, stealing back the blessed warmth along with it. “Go. You have to go.”

         Now of course, she couldn’t manage so much as a blink, fear over being parted from Belmont stabbing her in the back. “Okay. I’m going.”

         “Will you…” His voice had gone from robust to deadened. “Check in with Peggy, please. At least check in with Peggy. And bandage those cuts.”

         “Yes,” Sage breathed, scrambling to get out of the car. She saw nothing, heard only the wind rushing in her ears as she staggered to the back door. Retrieving her luggage was the easy part. It was passing the front window again without glancing inside that presented the challenge. In the end, she couldn’t manage it.

         So the final time she saw Belmont, a war was taking place behind his eyes. And both sides were losing.

         “You’re doing the right thing.” Her breath hitched, suitcase wheels catching on a sidewalk crack. “You’re doing the right thing.”

         Sometimes the right thing was the most painful. Sometimes it gutted you and ruined you forever, so a single second wouldn’t pass without a reminder.

         Sage knew that lesson all too well.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Belmont was being torn in half. Those halves were not equal, however, or he would already have gone after Sage. One side was the staunch belief that she was hiding something. He’d picked up on the subtle changes in her somewhere between Hurley and Iowa, although anything subtle with Sage hit him like a tidal wave. So he’d been aware. Conscious that a packed punch was coming…but he’d still been unprepared.

         The larger half of his torn being represented horror. That horror kept him rooted to the driver’s seat, unable to move his paralyzed limbs, as he watched Sage’s form grow smaller and smaller as it moved down the sidewalk. Jesus Christ. He’d crushed her. Wrapped himself around her, molded their bodies together, spoken gibberish into her hair one too many times. Or maybe the first time had been bad enough and her kindness, her relationship to Peggy, had forced her to try and ease his anxiety.

         Anxiety. That was one way to describe the slab of asphalt pushing down on his windpipe, the waves of dizziness, the premonition that something bad would happen to his loved ones. To Sage. But she hadn’t signed on to be his loved one, he’d simply…commandeered her in the name of survival. Her breath on his skin was the only thing that had ever made him feel normal.

         That wasn’t fair to anyone. He’d known it wasn’t. But he’d gotten the sense Sage…benefited, too. Well, he’d been dead wrong. She was practically sprinting toward the train station to be free of his company, and God, he didn’t blame her. Of course he didn’t.

         She was going home? Belmont didn’t even know the location. Never once had she spoken about her parents, schooling, old friends. In this one sense, he’d given her space. If anyone knew about keeping the past at bay, it was Belmont. Now his silence had bought him the ultimate slide into agony. Not knowing where his Sage was going. Or how she would be welcomed. If she’d be safe, warm, happy, fed properly. Made to laugh. Made to cry.

         Belmont’s forehead rebounded off the steering wheel before he even registered his own movement. Lights danced in front of his eyes, accompanied by a symphony of car horns. But the action caused something else to shake loose. You don’t treat me like a woman.

         His sandbagged eyelids lifted just in time to catch Sage disappearing into the train station. Vanishing right out of his reach and making his fists clench helplessly. Explosions were detonating on the minefield inside his head, but he struggled through the smoke to focus on that remark from Sage. I didn’t treat her like a woman.

         If there had been anyone remaining in the Suburban, they would have been scared of the laugh that drifted from Belmont’s mouth. It was a pitch-black sound, dense and fearsome. Not a big brotherly laugh or that of an honest, hardworking salvage boat captain. If Sage had any idea the obscene visions he entertained, she would have caught an earlier train. On Belmont’s best day, he could only block the thoughts of Sage’s naked body out so long, before they returned and ruled him. Sick. He was sick to think of a gentle, loving soul like Sage in such a manner. To imagine her clutching at the sheets beneath him, sweating, screaming…coming.

         His head banged off the steering wheel a second time. Had she…wanted him to make an advance all this time? Had he been too mired in his own muck to notice? If she’d given him the slightest hint that she wanted to be touched by his hands in ways he’d only ever envisioned, stopping would have been impossible. She was so soft and taut. She fit against him like God had taken a mold of his body and created a woman who would correspond to every jut and angle of him. Belmont would have scoffed at the notion that God had nothing better to do than create him a woman. But if there was one truth in this world, it was that God had taken extra time on Sage Alexander. Her divinity was what kept Belmont’s hands cherishing, instead of predatory. The possibility that she’d been waiting for him to provide pleasure and he’d missed the signals…it was insufferable. It was unacceptable.

         His fingers dug into his eye sockets and moved in ruthless circles. Confusion swam through the middle of a vision of Sage beckoning him from a mess of sheets and pillows. You’re suffocating me. Which was it? How could she want him to treat her like a woman, but also wish him away? Not just for a break, but for forever.

         Oh Christ, he was going to be sick.

         Belmont tilted back his head and breathed through his nose. In, out, in, out. Right now Sage was buying a train ticket to somewhere he might not find her. That was her choice. He had to let her make that decision, even if it hobbled his well-being. She deserved to be happy, and if that happiness lay as far away from him as possible? Well, he’d always suspected that would be the case one day. Hadn’t he?

         You don’t treat me like a woman. His eyes opened, stillness settling over him, head to toe. She might want to divert their paths, but hell would freeze over before he let Sage walk away without knowing. Knowing all about the constant burn in his gut to taste her, to bring their mouths together and let reality fade as they kissed. She’d remember him. If she wanted to leave, she would walk away remembering that he’d spent every minute of their time together aching.

         Belmont pushed open the driver’s side door and stepped out into traffic. A motorist tapped his horn, but held up both hands, palms out, when Belmont glanced over. The two-way flow of cars crammed together on the road to accommodate the Suburban occupying a full lane, but as Belmont walked toward the train station—determination no doubt etched in every inch of his body—drivers eased their vehicles to the side to give him room, parting traffic as he strode down the double yellow line.

         When he reached the train station, alarm slithered up his spine. Eight tracks. There were eight tracks in a town this small? Would he have time to check them all? Urgency gripping him by the throat, Belmont surveyed the closest two tracks and found them empty, save a handful of passengers waiting with luggage at their feet. Spying an aboveground walkway, he made his way there and paused in the middle, scanning the tracks from above.

         There. There was Sage. His knees almost gave out, fingers curling into the metal fence until his bones creaked. He only took enough time to catalog the way Sage stood, clutching her suitcase to her chest like a shield, before he was off. His legs felt like rubber as he descended the stairs, two at a time. Reaching the bottom, he was surprised to find a drizzle had started, pattering on the concrete walkway around him, making his footsteps sound padded. Distant. Warm rain on a cold morning created a sizzling combination where the heated moisture hit the cold tracks. The sudden humidity was cloying, but he gulped it down anyway, having no choice but to breathe if he wanted to make it to Sage.

         He almost stopped when Sage’s head whipped around, her suitcase crashing down at her feet. Dear God, she looked as if she might run from him. If she did, his heart would stop beating. Don’t. Don’t. Don’t. Only a few yards away from Sage and he took in every detail about her in one sweep, just in case she’d changed since the last time he’d seen her. Beads of moisture hung in her hair, her freckles standing out in the paleness of her face. But it was her mouth Belmont focused on, out of pure necessity. If he tried to dissect her thoughts or what she’d said to him back in the Suburban, he would never make this one thing right. All he had left was correcting the error he’d made, before the world could continue spinning.

         “You are a woman, Sage. You’re the only woman,” Belmont breathed in a rush as he reached Sage, hauling her off the ground with both arms and up against his body—

         And then their lips touched for the first time.

         Something parted in Belmont’s mind, like clouds after a storm, and so much light shined through, it would have blinded him. Would have, if his eyes had the ability to remain open against the onslaught of euphoria. Need, too. There was always the need, but with his mouth finally pressing against Sage’s, desire grew huge and demanding. Going against every rule he’d given himself, Belmont tilted his hips and let her feel it.

         Her gasp was lost in the sizzle of moisture and steam, rain beginning to pelt the sidewalk now, but Belmont swallowed the sound, imprisoning it in his belly. Surrounding it with lust. With the cradle of Sage’s thighs hugging him tight, so tight, Belmont slipped his tongue into her mouth, licked, and drew it out. Licked and drew it out. Every taste made his thoughts go fuzzy, his equilibrium wane. Breakfast tea and grape jelly. Just the faintest hint of both from Sage’s mouth and he knew he would need those things to sustain him, every day, until he died.

         Keeping one arm banded around her lower back, Belmont allowed his opposite hand to slide into Sage’s hair, holding her steady and reveling in one final feel of her soft strands. But this time—oh, this time—he made a fist and tugged. Just enough. Could she sense now that he’d thought of mashing those strands against his stomach so many times, he’d lost count? Could she question now that he’d never seen her as anything but a woman?

         “Belmont,” she whispered, pulling away to suck in air.

         “Sage,” he answered, diving back in with a hard kiss. “Sage.”

         The train slid up alongside of where they stood on the platform, the electric hum so out of place, so wrong, so detested. But he ignored the dread, tilting her head at an angle and wrecking himself for all eternity. Because the texture of her mouth, the give, the take of it, had been the stuff of male dreams since time began. She was endless and generous, letting his tongue travel deep, greeting it with her own and whimpering, whimpering, when they parted.

         His hands grew frantic in her hair. How could he stop his limbs from moving on their own, when all his concentration went into memorizing her taste? The perfect pressure of her seated on his pulsing flesh, moving on it restlessly. Could he really have been touching Sage, kissing her, before now? A groan rife with misery lanced through his chest and mingled into their kiss. No. No. He’d crowded her, made her feel used, like a freak. A freak like him. Maybe this was one final act of mercy on her part, saint that she was. And he was grateful for it. He would be grateful he’d ever been given the experience at all.

         A tinny voice made an announcement to his left and reality punched him in the face. He stumbled back, still cradling Sage against his body, remaining upright just so she wouldn’t fall. After she got on the train, it wouldn’t matter. Nothing would.

         Carefully—and under the pain of a thousand knives—he eased her down, so she could stand on her own two feet. His pulse still clamoring in his veins, Belmont stepped back. She stared at him in a way he couldn’t interpret. Like maybe he was even more confusing than she’d imagined. Or because Sage was always thinking of others, she could have been wondering if he would be all right, once she got on the train. He didn’t know. He couldn’t think or reason around the impact of the kiss and losing her, all at the same time.

         The last few weeks, he’d turned her life into a circus. His sisters had flown her to New Mexico when the cracks in his façade started to show, hoping her presence would help. Help? There were no words to describe how she’d calmed him, day in and day out, against the anxiety of constant change, the loss of his routine, the terrifying prospect of finally finding his real father. He’d taken advantage of how Sage made him feel…and now he needed to return the countless kindnesses she’d paid him, by making this moment easy. For her.

         Belmont noticed a strand of sandy brown hair had gotten loose from Sage’s ponytail, so he reached out and tucked it behind her ear. “Wherever you’re going, Sage,” he rasped, “every time you walk into a strange room, remember that you might be the smallest person in it, but you’re the strongest and most beautiful. Right down to the deepest parts of your heart.” Sage still hadn’t moved a muscle, so he picked up her fallen suitcase and set it inside the door of the train. “But if you ever get scared or lost or lonely, know that I’m one phone call away. Whether it’s tomorrow or fifty years from where we’re standing, I’ll come. I’ll come before you know it.”

         A window slid open on the train. “Closing the doors, folks,” a man’s voice called.

         “I wasn’t expecting this,” Sage whispered. “I wasn’t prepared for this.”

         Belmont was already being swallowed in the whirlpool of denial and solitude, so he couldn’t even begin to try and figure out what Sage hadn’t been prepared for. The kiss, probably. He hadn’t been prepared, either, but it had been the single greatest moment of his life.

         Another warning call from the train’s operator spurred Belmont into action. He couldn’t make her miss her train on top of everything else, much as he wanted to. Much as he wanted to punch a hole in the side of it and render it inoperable. He grasped Sage’s waist, took two steps, and set her gently inside the train, trying with all his might not to worry about the sudden fear shining in her eyes, the color streaking her cheeks.

         “Good-bye, my heartbeat.”

         The doors closed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The train moved and Sage stumbled, falling against the plastic partition, just inside the door. Her hip smarted, funny bone tingling, but she barely registered any of it. No. No, that hadn’t just happened. She was still asleep in the passenger side seat of the Suburban, her feet propped up on the dusty dashboard. Right? Right?

         She winced at the screeching in her head, pinching two fingers around the bridge of her nose to deaden the pressure. The pain proved one thing. This moment was real. Her lips were still wet from Belmont’s kiss and he was walking away, his tall, dark form moving down the platform, steam rising off the concrete to swirl around his ankles. She refused to blink because something told her he would vanish into that mist if she did.

         “Belmont,” she croaked, rapping the heels of her hands against the window, slapping her palms there until the glass rattled. “Wait. Waitwaitwait.”

         Please. Why wouldn’t he turn around? He always knew when something was wrong with her. When she was sick, hungry, tired. She never even had to say a word. He wouldn’t just keep walking when she was drowning on the inside. Belmont.

         Mistake. She’d made a mistake. They weren’t supposed to be apart. The train was picking up speed and already she could feel her fabric ripping at the seams. Her right hand flew to her throat, clutching at the skin, scratching it, and begging entrance for oxygen. She was losing sight of him now. He’d reached the end of the platform and was turning the corner, scaling the stairs for the aboveground walkway. If he simply turned his head, he would be able to see her beating the glass, but he didn’t. He didn’t even look.

         She’d built up just enough of a reserve of courage to break away from the one person that helped drown the guilt she’d been living with. He saw her as sweet, faultless Sage and the temptation to pretend that was true, pretend the past wasn’t real, was so inviting. Even though it was an illusion. Her habit’s name was Belmont and it never stopped buzzing inside her like a colony of bees. That kiss had just kicked the hive.

         “No,” Sage heaved, turning and running for the back of the train. “No, stop the train.” She whirled in a circle mid-aisle, faces and colors and cell phone screens blending together. “Can they stop it? Please, I need to get off. I have to go to him.”

         Silence. They were all looking at her like she was insane. She must be insane, right? A man more incredible and powerful than the sun had just kissed her as if his very existence depended on it…and she’d let herself get swept away by this cursed metal machine. She’d been so desperate for proof that she wasn’t merely a crutch for Belmont, that he saw her as a desirable woman, but in a way, she’d also been dreading it. Fearing that confirmation. Because it would draw her back, make it excruciating to leave him. And it was. Time was passing. Precious seconds. Minutes? How long had she been standing in the aisle, remembering Belmont’s hands, his mouth, the words he’d said in parting?

         My heartbeat. He’d never called her that before. Had he always wanted to?

         Turning on a heel, she sprinted farther into the back of the train, finally reaching the back window, pressing every inch of her body against it, eyes searching frantically for Belmont back at the train station. But it was too far away now. A dot. And even if she could find the train operator and convince him to go back, Belmont would be gone by the time she got there. In his Suburban and back on the road, all alone.

         Sage’s knees hit the cold train floor. With the shock of pain came a reminder of where she was going. Why she’d been forced to leave Belmont in the first place. This morning, she’d only had one option, but now…now she wondered if she’d made a grave mistake in underestimating Belmont’s ability to cope with the situation she would face down in Louisiana. She’d given him her insecurities about not being treated like a woman and he’d barreled right through them, hadn’t he? That man who’d stormed toward her on the platform and blown her every perception of love, life, and need out of the water? That man could take on anything.

         She closed her eyes and thought of Belmont walking into the sealed-off, airless darkness. A nightmare that had recurred so many times, she’d refused to let it happen in real life. No. She’d made the only decision her love allowed. She had.

         Sending one final look down the endless tracks, Sage stood on lifeless legs, retrieved her suitcase, and took her seat.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Belmont stared through bloodshot eyes at the man behind the counter. The motel clerk was wearing a Santa hat and smoking a cigarette. If Belmont grabbed the lit object and applied the red, glowing end to his arm, it would allow him to feel pain somewhere other than the decaying center of his chest, but it wouldn’t solve anything. It had been a long time since he’d engaged in that kind of destructive behavior. Drugs, fistfights. Long before he’d discovered the serenity of water, he’d turned to those things to distract him from the memories of being trapped inside the ground. Everything that had come with it. Betrayal. Cold that had never fully fled his bones.

         The water had given him purpose. A way to resume his role as the oldest brother and make his siblings confident in him again. Working with his hands on top of a rhythm that never ended kept him centered. When he met Sage, though, “centered” took on a new meaning. One boat and a handful of salvage contracts to meet his most basic needs was no longer sufficient. No, he’d felt a new drive to earn. To make expansion plans and hire more crew members. He’d been in the middle of purchasing another vessel when the road trip put everything on pause. But since the day they met, his motivation had been a dream that one day he could provide for Sage.

         Resuming those plans without her? His mind couldn’t make sense of it.

         Gritting his teeth against the agony of not knowing her whereabouts, Belmont silently begged for the man to hurry up and find an available room. Somewhere he could stash himself while he figured out how to move forward. There was no thinking beyond that. He just needed a place where he could exist awhile.

         Blinking red and green lights snagged his attention. They were wrapped around the man’s computer screen. Christmas. It was almost Christmas. How would Sage spend the holiday with her family? Decorating a tree, drinking egg nog. Normal things. Good things.

         Discomfort seared his throat as the clerk handed over a room key. “You’re in one-oh-nine, buddy. Ice is two doors past that. Pool’s closed.”

         He started to turn away, but the prospect of a bleak, empty room made him pause. “And if I wanted to party?”

         Silence stretched. “You a cop?”

         “Cops don’t give a shit about places like this.”

         “True enough.”

         A drawer slid open and Belmont turned back toward the front desk, watching as the man drew out a variety of baggies, laying them on the computer keyboard. “What’s your poison, big man?”

         All of them. That’s what he wanted to say. He wanted to hand over every green bill inside his wallet and fill his pockets with methods of dropping out, numbing himself. It would have been so easy. Too easy. Nothing would be able to reach him. That’s what stopped the idea in its tracks. Hadn’t he told Sage that if she needed him, he would be there before she knew it? He wouldn’t be able to keep his promise if he were high or passed out. And the world would have to end before he broke his word to that woman.

         “Well?” The clerk picked up a bag of pills and shook it. “What’ll it be?”

         Belmont was already halfway out the door before the man finished posing the question. He moved without feeling anything, a swirl of leaves slithering around his boots. The air was frigid, but he only knew that because ice patches dotted his path as he walked toward his assigned room. The pool caught his attention just up ahead. No lock. Just a sign that said, No Swimming. Unnecessary, he decided absently. What would anyone want with a pool in the middle of December anyway? Unless they wanted to freeze themselves to death.

         His booted feet carried him closer. He stripped off his shirt and shouldered open the flimsy gate, tossing the garment onto what looked like a covered barbeque pit. With methodical movements, he lost his boots and jeans, making sure the cell phone was secure inside the pocket.

         Then he dropped in and let the blistering cold suck the air out of his lungs.

         Opening his mouth, he released a strangled shout unsuitable for the surface, bubbles rioting around his face and obscuring his vision. It seemed to go on forever, the cold snapping at his Adam’s apple, the sound growing less and less natural. By the time he’d finished, his muscles almost ached too much from the strain to swim upward, but he managed it through sheer force of will, remembering his cell phone was above. In the real world. Not down in the depths that threatened to pull him farther and farther into their murk.

         When he breached the surface and heard his cell phone ringing, Belmont almost swallowed half the pool trying to drag in lungfuls of air and swim for the edge at the same time. Rigor mortis setting in on a corpse. That’s how his body felt as he propelled himself up and over the concrete lip of the pool, dragging himself on elbows toward the barbeque pit. He shook, head to toe, the cold burning like a flame, sending pain screaming through his system.

         Commanding his fingers to function, it took an iron will to dig through his pocket and extricate the cell phone, answering it without looking at the screen. “Hello?” he shouted through chattering teeth into the receiver. “Sage?”

         When a handful of quiet seconds passed, Belmont was horrified he might have missed the call, but a familiar voice filled his ear. A welcome one, but not the one he craved with his very soul. “Bel?” Aaron. His brother. “What’s wrong?”

         He fell forward onto the icy concrete, laying his cheek against it. “She’s gone.”

         “Sage?” More silence. “Christ. Where did she go?”

         “I don’t know.” He recalled the way he’d stormed the ticket counter after her train departed, grabbing the man by his collar and demanding information. “The train she took was headed south, but it was stopping at a hub in Charleston. From there, she could have gone anywhere. She’s gone.”

         Aaron’s voice grew louder, more forceful. “Bel, where are you?”

         He wanted to answer. Wanted, as always, for the only family he knew to be near. Even if they weren’t communicating, they were a comfort. His people. But he couldn’t allow them to see him like this. It was too reminiscent of the first time. Their shocked horror as he was dragged out of the well, soaked in piss and unable to explain how he’d gotten down there.

         Never. He would never tell them.

         “I don’t know.” His words were distorted because he could barely move his lips. “My heart, Aaron. I don’t think I can keep it beating without her.”

         A sound left his brother. It was fear. He didn’t like hearing it and had no way to fix it. Not when he was letting the cold take him. “Belmont,” Aaron shouted. “You listen to me, asshole. You listen. Get the fuck up from whatever ditch you fell into and go find Sage.” Labored breaths. “I know how you’re feeling right now. Like you have no direction or purpose. But you do. She’s your purpose. Whatever happened, there’s nothing that can shake that. We all know it. It seems like we’ve all known it forever.”

         “I smothered her. She told me.”

         “She was lying.” In his mind’s eye, he could see Aaron yanking at his tie, turning in circles. “I know you’ve never told a lie, so it’s hard to understand, but take it from a reformed master. It’s easy when you have a good reason. Or what you think is a good reason.”

         “Sage wouldn’t lie. She’s so good.” Was he starting to fall asleep? The sky was darkening. How long had they been on the phone? “I have no way to find—”

         It hit him like a bolt of electricity. Her scrapbook. She’d left her scrapbook in the foot well of the passenger seat. He could see it. The clean silver edges of it, the burgundy lettering. Classy, just like her. Maybe…maybe she’d meant to leave it for him? It was too much to hope for, but in a world where her light had been stolen away, he would grab on to any sliver of illumination he could find. Purpose. Sage. Without them, he might as well lie there forever. So he would take hold of this chance. Hold on for dear life.

         “Bel?” Aaron shouted. “Tell me where you are. Me and Grace will come meet you.”

         Belmont slapped his free hand down on the concrete and pushed to his knees, shaking so violently, his head ached from his teeth grinding together. “I’m glad you called, Aaron. I’m always glad. I love you. I’ll be fine.”

         Before his brother could answer, Belmont hung up the phone and stumbled for the parking lot, wearing nothing but underwear and socks. Absently he registered the motel clerk emerging from the front office and gaping at him, along with two rooms full of guests.

         “Damn, bro. What did you sell him?” one of them said. “I’ll take some of that.”

         Belmont ignored them all, prying open the Suburban’s passenger door. Whatever breath remained in his body whooshed out at the proof that Sage had once sat there, beside him. Back straight, hands folded in her lap, legs crossed. God, he missed her so bad. Everything felt wrong and incomplete. How was the world still turning?

         Clutching the scrapbook to his chest, Belmont passed the crowd of onlookers, let himself into his motel room, and cranked up the heat. Holding Sage’s handiwork close, he collapsed on the bed, vowing to scour it cover to cover, as soon as he woke up.
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