
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Unforgettable One



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Also By Nikki A Lamers



[image: ]




The Unforgettable Series

The Unforgettable Summer (#1)

Unforgettable Nights (#2)

Unforgettable Dreams (#3)

Unforgettable Memories (#4)

Unforgettable Mistakes (#6)

The Home Duet

Dreams Lost and Found (#1)

Finding Home (#2)

An Unforgettable Spin-Off

Breaking Cycles (Coming in 2023)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Unforgettable One



[image: ]




The Unforgettable Series #5

––––––––

[image: ]


By Nikki A Lamers



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Copyright


[image: ]




This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, events, incidents, businesses, places are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2016, 2022 Nicole A Mullaney

All Rights Reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information and retrieval systems, without the written permission of the publisher, except were permitted by law.

Second Edition

Cover design by Jessica Scott, Uniquely Tailored

Photograph by Violette Wicik, Violette Wicik Photography

Cover Model Kerry Mannix

Frey Dreams an Imprint of Nikki A Lamers

ISBN 978-1-951185-23-7 (paperback)

ISBN 978-1-951185-22-0 (ebook)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




Sadie

Looking at myself in the mirror, I question whether my whole life is a mistake. I wonder how I have messed up so many times to find myself here. Did the fear of being a single mom cause me to ruin my best friend’s life, as well as my own? Did I want to be in love so bad that I just imagined I love Micah as much as he loves me? Did I try so hard to change my life and my reality that I ignored everything my heart told me to remember? Am I the reason he’s changed so much in the past few years that he's now become a completely different person? Would it even matter if he were the same man he was when he became my best friend?

I don’t know when I started to live someone else's life, but sometimes I feel like that is exactly what happened. I'm living in a town that should feel like home after spending my whole life here, but I no longer have any real friends. I no longer have a family who claim me as part of their own, except for the one I've built. I'm working at a local gift shop instead of teaching like I had planned. I'm living with my husband, my best friend, someone who no longer knows me. Sometimes I wonder if he even likes me anymore. I have a one-and-a-half-year-old that screams...a lot. I have never felt more alone in my life, but I have no idea how to change it, or maybe I'm too scared to try.

Then again, maybe I'm the one who has changed. Maybe I'm the one who let myself become who he wanted me to be; even though I knew it wasn't me. I thought having a family would make me happy. I thought marrying my best friend and raising my little boy would be all I needed. Unfortunately, I crave more. I forgot to tell myself that the family I build, can't be with just anybody, not even if he’s my best friend. A genuine family has to be created from love, not my hopes and imagination. No matter how much I wish for the happily ever after, I can't just force it to come true.

“Sadie? Where are you?" Micah calls from the living room as he slams the front door.

I frantically shove myself off our bed and attempt to rush towards the kitchen as I yell out, "I'm here! I was just putting some things away." I bump into him in my rush and he looks down at me skeptically.

I hold my breath as I stare into his flat blue eyes that used to hold so much life. I wait for him to speak feeling numb. “What's for dinner? I'm starving," he finally grunts.

I try to hold back my sigh of relief when he doesn’t question me. “There's a chicken potpie in the oven. It should be about done." I brush by him towards the kitchen. "How was your day?" I ask on autopilot.

“It was fine,” he mumbles. “Where's Holden?" he questions, walking over to lean against the gray Formica counter.

“Sleeping," I answer robotically. I hear him sigh with relief as he steps up behind me. “He should be awake any minute,” I add as I peek through the oven door to check on dinner. He wraps both of his arms around my waist, brushes my dark hair to the side and presses his lips softly against my neck.

“I have to grab this out of the oven before it burns," I inform him quietly. He sighs again and slowly backs away from me.

I feel his eyes on me, studying me before he finally speaks. “Why don't I take you out tonight after dinner? I think you could use a night out. My parents can watch Holden for us," he suggests.

“Did you already ask them?" I blanch. He winces at my reaction, so I take a deep breath and try again. "If it’s ok with them, that would be nice. I can't be out too late though; I have to work at ten tomorrow morning." He smiles genuinely and nods in agreement.

Micah grins at me looking completely relaxed for the first time in a while. He’s giving me the same smile he could always give nearly any girl to make them practically fall at his feet. We eat in comfortable silence before we both change into more appropriate clothes to wear for our night out. I quickly touch up my dark hair and make-up as part of my lame attempt to make both Micah and I happy. As soon as his parents arrive to take care of Holden, we both kiss him on the forehead and wave goodbye as we walk out the door.

Micah drives us to the local pub and inevitably spots a few of his friends the minute we step through the door. He grins and immediately strides over to join them. I roll my eyes as I trudge behind him to their booth. They’re all guys I grew up with too, but they’re definitely his friends, not mine. His three friends nod to me in greeting as Micah relaxes back into the booth. He pulls me in beside him, wrapping his arm possessively around me. He grabs a glass and pours himself a beer from a pitcher sitting on the table. He doesn’t offer anything to me, but then again, he knows I don’t like beer all that much.

I instantly tune out the conversation, not wanting to hear about the girls his friends are hooking up with. They all talk like I’m not there unless they’re harassing Micah about me. Instead of listening, I sit quietly, watching them laugh and drink together. I try to remember what it was like to hang out with friends like this, but it’s nearly impossible.

For as long as I can remember it’s been Micah and me, but my other friends never stayed the same. Once middle school began, girls looked at me differently and I never understood it. After a while, I realized to them I was the only girl Micah would fight for and their jealousy showed me a very different side of my friends, especially through social media. That’s when my friends became whomever Micah’s friends were dating at the time. Unfortunately, once we hit high school, it also included whomever Micah was screwing around with at the time, which made for uncomfortable situations for both of us. He never really had a serious girlfriend though, so he would always take my side. His friends would joke, “Sadie’s like the perfect girlfriend. You can screw around with whoever you want and she’s always here waiting for you.” For Micah and me though, we have always been best friends and that’s all that mattered to me.

I glance up at him with a stiff smile and he pulls me in for a loud smacking kiss making his friends laugh. He grins down at me, then over to his friends. “I always told you assholes I’d marry the hottest girl in town one day.” His friends groan in unison and Tim throws his napkin at Micah before quickly changing the subject.

I sigh and tune them out again. I can’t help but feel like I’m on the outside, even with Micah’s arm around me. Every few minutes he kisses me or tries to pull me into the conversation. I feel guilty for how hard he tries to make me comfortable and attempt to smile and remain polite. But my mind keeps drifting away from the people around me to Holden. I’d honestly rather be on the outside of this world and home with my little boy. Then again, even with Holden, I’ve been struggling to find a place where I truly feel like I belong.

Fortunately, Micah remains satisfied as long as I’m by his side. I accept his kisses, no matter how sloppy he becomes, hoping not to make a scene. He loves to kiss me in public even though he knows it makes me uncomfortable. As the night goes on and he downs more beers, things only become more awkward for me. He paws at me, trying to snake his hand up my skirt, making me squirm and blush crimson red. I gently shove his hands away, trying not to make it obvious. He grips my thigh tightly just above the hem of my skirt, not letting go. I soon become more and more eager for the night to be over so I can drive us both safely home.

At least Micah doesn’t argue with me when it comes to drinking and driving. When I can’t stop Micah from pushing my limits anymore, I decide it’s time to encourage him to leave. I place a few sweet kisses to his neck and whisper in his ear, “Can we go home now?”

He turns to me and grips the back of my neck, tugging my head to his. He kisses me hard before he pulls back with a salacious grin. “It’s time to get my girl home boys. We’ll catch you later,” he broadcasts to his friends, waving as we stand. I ignore the crude remarks from his friends, pretending I can’t hear anything. He quickly guides me out of the bar and hands me the keys to drive home.

The drive is short and I release a grateful breath the minute we walk in the door. I smile at his parents watching TV on our worn brown leather couch. “We’re back. How was he?”

“He was an angel,” his mom replies smiling. “Did you two have fun?”

Micah nods. “A great time. Thanks Mom,” he states giving her a hug. “Thanks, Dad,” he adds and shakes his hand. “We’ll be over tomorrow,” he adds.

“You know we’re always happy to help,” she smiles and steps towards me.

She gives me an awkward hug as I paste on my smile. “Thank you for watching him,” I express to both of them. His dad gives me a nod and Micah locks the door up behind them. “I’m going to go check on Holden,” I inform Micah. I spin on my heel and head upstairs.

I slowly sneak into Holden’s room and hold in my sigh of relief when I find him sound asleep. I slowly take in my beautiful little boy, with his chubby arms and legs, his little round face and his perfect blonde curls. I have to admit, nothing is more precious than when he’s sleeping peacefully.

I feel Micah move in behind me. "Good, he's sleeping," he mumbles into my ear. He wraps his arms around me clumsily and grabs my breast making me wince. He murmurs, "I want you, Sadie. Let's go to bed."

I hold in my sigh and tighten my jaw to hold in my tears as I follow him to our room. I let him take my clothes off. I barely register the kisses he covers my body with. I keep telling myself, "He's a good man. He’s my best friend. I chose this. I chose him. He deserves to have a wife who loves him and treats him right."

I feel him push into me and I try to relax so it doesn't hurt so much. He squeezes my breast and grunts, "Come on, baby." I turn my head to the side and grab on tightly to his shoulders as I let the tears fall and he slams into me while I keep praying for it to be over and then it is.

He rolls off me with a satisfied moan. The ping of his phone sounds and he reaches for it, grabbing it off the nightstand. He glances at the text that just came through and groans with annoyance. His fingers fly over his phone in response before he stands up and throws his pants back on. “It looks like Tim is still at the bar and needs a lift. The dumbass doesn’t have any money left for a cab. I'll go and pick him up and be back soon,” he informs me. He leans over and gives me a kiss not even noticing my dried tears. "I love you," he yells followed by the door slamming shut without a response from me.

I don't even bother getting up to clean myself. Instead, I pull my pajamas on and curl up into a ball, hugging my legs tightly. I desperately try to relax and go to sleep. I know Holden will be up soon. Eventually, my body drifts into sleep from pure exhaustion.

I wake up to loud pounding a couple hours later. Completely disoriented from crying and sleep, I finally register that someone is pounding on our front door. I glance over to the other side of the bed and realize Micah isn’t back yet. I kick off the covers and push myself out of bed. Grabbing my robe, I quickly wrap it around me and stumble out into the hall. I pick up a crying Holden on the way who seems to have heard the pounding as well.

"Daddy must have forgotten his key," I mumble rubbing my son's back gently in comfort. "I'm coming, Micah!" I yell right before I open the door to two uniformed police officers and flashing red and blue lights.

“Mrs. Rossi?” I nod my head, suddenly feeling dizzy as a whooshing sound takes over my ears. An older officer opens his mouth with a solemn look on his face, but the only words that register are "Micah...accident...I'm sorry." I feel one officer reach for Holden as my body begins to collapse and everything goes black instantly.
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Matt

2 ½ Years Later

“I can’t believe I’m back here,” I grumble as I park my dark red Chevy Silverado in my parents’ driveway, filled with the last of my things from Texas. I stare up at the large white farmhouse with a sprawling front porch. Beyond the house, evergreen trees are interspersed with various other types of trees and scattered everywhere throughout the property as well as all the way down the hill to a beautiful blue lake. The lake looks incredibly peaceful right now, not even a ripple from any wildlife or the wind. I watch as a loon pops his head up disturbing the calm waters as it calls out to his family.

I take a deep breath of fresh air smelling nothing but pine, admitting to myself I love it here in Maine. The house is incredible and has a fantastic view, but my parents living here is the only reason it actually feels like home. My parents only bought the house a little over five years ago. I only lived here on summer vacation from college or when I flew home over breaks and while visiting when I could after I graduated two years ago. For me, I guess it feels more like a summer vacation home than anything. We moved around every couple years for my dad’s job while growing up. The only time we ever stayed very long in one place was when my oldest brother, Jason, was in high school. He was a fantastic football player and I assume the coach helped to convince my parents to stay so he could stick with his team. The rest of us never had that luxury.

A knock on the window near my head startles me and I glance over to my little brother Christian, who’s not so little anymore, grinning widely. “Are you ever going to get out of your truck? I’m sure it smells much better out here,” he taunts. “You have been in there for days!”

I shake my head and smirk at him. I push my door open, quickly jumping out. “Aw, did you miss me, little brother?” I prod, giving him a quick hug and a pat on the back.

He chuckles and shakes his head, but declares with a genuine smile, “Welcome home, Matt.”

I step back and grin. “Thanks, Christian.”

“Need some help?” he offers.

“Sure, I don’t have too much. I got rid of all my furniture down there, so it’s mostly just clothes, books and stuff,” I inform him.

“What are you going to do when you find your own place?” he asks with a raised eyebrow.

I shrug and smirk at him. “I guess I’ll find some new shit. I just had to get the hell out of there,” I add as my explanation.

“So, are you gonna’ tell me what happened to finally drag your ass home?” he probes curiously.

“Nope.” I grin and slap him on the back harder than necessary. I saunter to the back of my truck to unload my things. “So, where’s Bree?” I question, changing the subject as I pull down the tailgate. Bree is Christian’s fiancée whom we all adore.

“She’s back at her house studying for her finals,” he informs me. “She’s trying to take advantage of any time she has not doing last minute wedding shit.”

I nod my head like I understand when in reality we both know I have no clue. “Is she back in Portland or down the road?” I inquire and slide Christian two large boxes.

He grins. “Just down the road. I’m not going to be too far away from her anymore if I can help it,” he adds.

I laugh but know better than to give him a hard time about it. After everything Bree and Christian have been through, that’s the fastest way to piss him off. I grab two boxes of my own and turn towards the house when Christian stops me. “What the hell is that?” he asks, nodding with his chin towards my left bicep.

I glance down at my arm and notice my black t-shirt rode up on my arm when I picked up the boxes to reveal my black armband tattoo. It’s waves about an inch thick all the way around my bicep. I look over at him defiantly, quirking my lips. “It’s a tattoo, genius.”

He chuckles, shaking his head. “I can see that smartass. Mom is going to flip,” he states with a smirk.

I roll my eyes and continue striding towards the house, although I’m tempted to stop and pull my shirt back down. He’s right. She will flip, but she’s going to see it eventually, anyway. I’d rather deal with the fallout now.

Just as I get to the front door, it flies open. “Matt, you’re here!” My mom grins, her green eyes shining bright as she gives me a hug around the boxes and a kiss on the cheek.

“Hi, Mom.” I smile sweetly at her. She’s dressed in a pair of dark blue jeans and a pale, yellow t-shirt with her blonde hair in a ponytail. “Were you planning on helping?” I ask looking down at her with a grin.

She shrugs. “Well, I figured your brothers would help you. I just thought I’d make all of you something to eat while you unpacked.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I smile and give her a kiss on the cheek as well. “I need to set these boxes down before my arms fall off,” I joke.

Christian is already down the stairs and passing me by when I hear my mom’s gasp. “Matthew Emory! What did you do?” she asks accusingly, making me visibly flinch. Christian chuckles, clearly amused, as he heads out the door to grab more things from my truck.

“It’s a tattoo Mom, no big deal,” I answer, sounding exasperated, although I hate disappointing her. “I have to go put these down,” I reiterate and walk towards the stairs, feeling her glare on my back.

“I’m not done with you, Matthew!” she yells after me. I nod my head in understanding, knowing it’s true, but I keep walking.

I step into the bedroom I stay in when I’m here and immediately drop the boxes to the left of the doorway. It has lemonade yellow walls with the bed, dresser, and nightstand all in oak. The bedding is a blue and white comforter with matching pillows. I don’t really have any personal things in my room except for a couple books and a few pictures.

I walk over to the dresser and pick up the small stack of pictures I left here and flip through them. Most of the pictures are me with my brothers and sister. Then I come across one from my first summer here with her, and my heart instantly clenches, even when it has no right to do so. She has a huge smile on her face like she’s laughing, lighting up her blue-gray eyes. Her hair appears so dark it’s nearly black and it’s blowing in the wind against her pale skin.

“What are ya’ lookin’ at?” Christian prods, startling me as he attempts to glance over my shoulder.

I jump away from him and stuff the pictures into the top drawer of the dresser. “No one,” I grumble.

He smirks, his eyes dancing with laughter. “I said what, not who.” He stares at me for a minute before he contemplates, “That couldn’t be the ex. You said you didn’t have any pictures of her here, unless you just took them out of the box or you lied,” he teases me. I narrow my eyes and bite my lip to suppress my retort. “Maybe those are pictures from our first summer here when you disappeared all the time and never told us where you were,” he adds the corners of his mouth twitching upwards.

Ignoring him, I stride quickly out of the room. I descend the stairs swiftly with Christian on my heels chuckling. My mom is standing alongside my dad at the front door. He has his arms crossed over his chest and he has that intimidating look on his face he always gets right before we (mostly me) would get in trouble. My blonde hair and green eyes come from my mom, but I’m built like my dad and both of my brothers, right down to the confident smile. Both Jason and Christian look almost identical to my dad with their blue eyes and brown hair, although Christian’s hair is much lighter with his natural blonde highlights. When the three of us are together, there’s no mistaking we’re related, although I’m the shortest of all us boys at five-feet, ten-inches. “Hi, Dad,” I greet him, waiting for the lecture.

“Welcome home.” He smiles and gives me a quick hug with a firm pat on the back. He tugs the sleeve on my t-shirt up, before looking down at me arching his eyebrows in question.

“I got it last fall,” I offer them as my explanation. He just shakes his head, gives me a familiar look of disappointment before he walks out the door towards my truck, passing by Christian. I heave a sigh feeling defeated. “I like it, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you until now, though.”

“You didn’t tell me,” she reminds me. “You probably wouldn’t have said anything at all if I didn’t see it,” she admonishes. She grimaces, always hating to be angry with any of us. I know the moment she gives in as she opens her arms wide with an exaggerated sigh. I step into them and give her a big hug. “I guess if you like it, I’ll deal with it,” she groans in resignation. “I’m just really glad you’re finally home Matthew,” she whispers, sounding slightly choked up.

I swallow the lump in my throat with her words. For my sister, my brothers and me, home has always been where our parents were living, not necessarily a specific place. I’m the only one that was still living more than an hour away since Theresa moved home after her accident. “I’m glad I’m here too,” I murmur.

My mom’s forehead wrinkles with worry as she asks, “You don’t have any more you didn’t tell us about do you?”

I chuckle and shake my head, insisting, “No, Mom. I promise.” I watch as she breathes a sigh of relief. I give her another quick squeeze before I step out of her embrace. “Thanks Mom.” I appreciate they didn’t blow up at me like they would’ve if I were still in high school, or maybe they still would’ve if it were before Theresa’s accident. Everything changed after that happened. Either way, I’m grateful for their reaction. I’m not about to explain I got it when I lost a bet with one of my friends down in Texas. I really do like it, and I’ve actually contemplated another one. I just haven’t gone through with it yet.

I step around my brother and pass by my dad on the way out to get more things out of my truck. It doesn’t take long for us to finish. I’m just closing up my truck as Jason pulls into the driveway with his girlfriend, Sara. He steps out and gives me the same brotherly hug and pat on the back as Christian. “Welcome home, Matt!”

“Thanks, Jason. Did you plan to get here right when we finished unloading?” I ask with a quirk of my eyebrow.

He smirks. “Nah, just had something important to do before we came.”

I shake my head, laughing as I step over to a blushing Sara to give her a hug. “Good to see you, Sara.”

“Thanks, Matt, you too. Welcome home,” she stammers, her eyes narrowing on Jason.

“You know I’m a couple years younger than Jason, and better looking too,” I flash her my best smile, “and I know how to treat a girl right,” I tease.

She giggles and shakes her head while Jason glares at me. “I’m here two minutes and already you’re hitting on my girl and annoying the shit out of me.”

I chuckle in response. “That’s what brothers are for,” I claim, grinning playfully.

He grabs Sara’s hand and walks towards the house. I’m about to follow when Theresa and her boyfriend Jax pull in the driveway right behind Jason’s truck. I release a sigh and walk over to my little sister as she steps out of the car. I immediately wrap her up in a tight hug, lifting her off the ground. “It’s good to see you, T.” After her accident, I admit it’s always a relief to see her. “At least this time you’re not climbing your boyfriend in front of me,” I joke, trying to cover my emotions.

She blushes and shoves at my chest. “Matt, put me down!” I set her on her feet with a grin covering my face. “Welcome home!” She smiles at me and shakes her head at the same time.

I turn to her boyfriend, Jax. “Good to see you again.”

He smiles and offers me his hand. “You too, Matt.”

We shake hands as Christian steps up to us. “Did I just hear something about climbing? Pretty sure that’s not in your job description, T,” he teases her, and she blushes again. We all love to give each other a hard time, but I have to admit, I probably do it more than anyone with Christian right behind me. After all, he is younger than me, even if it’s only by a year. "Do you mind moving your car, Jax? I’m going to take Jason’s truck to go pick up Bree since everyone is here and we’re done with moving Matt’s shit back in.”

Jax nods his head and slides back into his car. I wrap my arm around Theresa and walk with her towards the front porch. “How have you been feeling?” I ask sincerely.

“I’m doing great, Matt. The only days I seem to be sore are when it’s cold or rainy outside.” I tilt my head to the side and assess her closely, hoping she’s telling me the truth. “I promise,” she adds with a small smile.

“Jax is good to you?” I prod, observing her face for the truth.

She blushes again and my jaw twitches. Her reaction tells me more than I want to know. She nods her head and smiles, her eyes lighting up. “He’s really good to me.”

I sigh. “Okay, T.”

“Do I really get to see all of my brothers in tuxes in a couple weeks?” she asks giddily. My head drops back, and I groan in response, making her laugh. By the time we reach the front door, Jax is right behind us, and we all step inside.

Theresa and Jax walk in first. They turn and stride through the second doorway on the left towards the kitchen, where we can hear our parents talking. Instead of following them, I walk straight ahead towards the back of the house. Just beyond the foyer sits a large, open living room with high ceilings. The whole room is covered in old wood with a massive stone fireplace against the wall near the center of the room. The entire wall of the house facing the lake is covered with windows from the ceiling down to the floor giving us an incredible view with a lot of memories.

I step up to the windows and look out at the green in front of me running down to the lake; the lake that always reminds me of her. I wonder if she still lives here. I wonder if they have kids now. I close my eyes and sigh, the familiar painful ache in my chest returning as it tends to do when my mind drifts to the memory of seeing her with her husband. Then again, she never knew she was anything to me; at least that’s what I always told her. I grimace at the thought, regret weighing heavily on my chest.

“Matt! Are you coming?” Christian yells from only a few steps away, hand in hand with Bree.

“Hi, Bree,” I greet, striding up to her and giving her a quick hug.

“Hi, Matt. Are you okay?” she asks hesitantly, giving me a strange look.

I nod, insisting, “Yeah, I’m great. What’s up?”

Christian chuckles, informing me, “Mom has been calling you to dinner.”

“Oh, okay,” I mumble, shrugging. “It’s been a long couple days,” I throw out, trying to excuse my behavior. I turn and stalk past them. We stroll into the connecting dining room with a large oak dining table as I try to shake my thoughts away. I sit on the opposite side I normally do, facing the connecting kitchen so I don’t have to look at the lake. Theresa and my mom both narrow their eyes, looking at me curiously, but everyone else ignores me.

I laugh humorlessly and grumble inaudibly, “Nothing ever changes.”
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Sadie

5 years ago...

I glance down at my phone and notice I only have a few minutes before my best friend, Micah, will be here to pick me up. We’re going down to the lake to swim and enjoy a bonfire with a bunch of our friends. There’s a perfect spot for swimming near an old bridge. It’s on the way out of town, so there’s not a lot of traffic. It’s both a little grassy and sandy near the beach area. A rope swing hangs from a giant oak tree I choose to believe has been there forever. The tree has large branches hanging over the water and we all use it to jump in. My favorite part about this spot, though, is probably that we’re able to light a small bonfire without any problems. I love relaxing in front of a fire.

I take one last look in the mirror, assessing myself. I’m wearing a white bikini which contrasts great with my black hair and a faded pair of very frayed jean shorts making me wonder if they’re getting shorter by the minute. I pull on a pair of white sneakers, so it’s easier to walk on the trail by the bridge down to the beach. I think I’ve slipped down the trail every time I’ve worn sandals or flip-flops. I apply some red lip-gloss and throw it in my backpack just as the doorbell rings. “Sadie, Micah is here!” my mom calls down the hall.

“Coming!” I yell back. I slide my phone into the side pocket of my backpack and throw the strap over my shoulder. I hurry out to the living room where Micah stands talking with my dad. “Ready?” I ask Micah without preamble.

He turns towards me and his eyes grow wide as a slow grin covers his face. He quickly schools his features with my dad standing in front of him and I have to hold back my laugh. Micah is a good-looking guy, but he’s not my boyfriend. We’re just friends. He’s my best friend, but we’re just friends. He probably looks like my brother when we’re walking side by side. We both have black hair, blue eyes and with our Italian skin we both tan easily. “Hey, Sade,” he mumbles.

I smile. “Hi, Micah. Let’s go!” I urge, grabbing onto his hand and heading for the door. He chuckles and lets me drag him. “Bye, Mom! Bye, Dad!”

“Have Fun!” my mom proclaims, waving us away.

“Be good!” my dad demands just as we walk out the door and Micah closes it behind him.

“In a hurry?” Micah asks. I just smile in response and walk to his silver Toyota Corolla. He laughs and opens the passenger door for me. He drops my hand as I slide into the car. By the time I buckle my seat belt, he’s backing out of my parents’ driveway. “You look good, Sade.”

“Thanks, Micah.” I grin, knowing what’s coming next.

“You know you could always change your mind and stay here for college. I don’t know about being so far away from my future wife,” he teases.

I laugh. “You know I’m not staying here or marrying you.”

He grips his chest like he’s in pain. “That really hurts!” I shake my head at his antics. “Besides, I know you’ll change your mind one day. Since we were meant to be and all,” he claims. He smirks making me laugh. Pulling the car off to the side of the road, he parks on the grass just before the bridge. I jump out of the car with my backpack and wait for Micah to grab his things out of the back. He walks over to me with his backpack thrown over his shoulder and wraps his other arm around me. “Let’s go celebrate graduation a little early,” he announces, grinning. Tilting his head down, he kisses the side of my head.

He drops his arm and jogs down the trail in front of me to greet his friends. I move down the trail much slower, hoping I don’t fall this time. My toe catches on a rock, causing me to trip just before I make it to the bottom. I ungraciously flail my arms and stutter step to catch myself just before I land on my face. “Are you okay?” an unfamiliar deep voice rumbles, giving me chills.

I look up to find the owner of the sexy voice and my breath hitches when my eyes meet the brightest green eyes I’ve ever seen. “Um, I...I’m...I’m okay. Um, thank you,” I stutter as I blatantly stare at the guy standing in front of me. He pushes his blonde hair away from his eyes as he grins at me. “I’m just a little clumsy sometimes,” I murmur and smile up at him. The top of my head barely reaches his shoulders, but I am barely over five feet, so that’s not saying much. My eyes drift down to my eye level, finding his broad chest on display. He’s standing in nothing but a long, dark blue bathing suit. I’ve never seen abs like his on any of the boys I know. He clears his throat and my eyes dart back to his face to find him smirking at me. I feel my face instantly heat with embarrassment.

“Coming Sade?” Micah calls. I peer around the guy standing in front of me. He turns to follow my gaze as well before his eyes come back to me narrowing slightly.

“Um, yeah,” I stammer. I move to step around the guy to follow Micah, but he doesn’t budge an inch, blocking the end of the path. “Excuse me,” I say and smile politely with my heart pounding erratically inside my chest.

He grins and takes one step back holding his arm out for me. “Of course, Sade.”

Goosebumps cover my body when I hear my nickname cross his lips. I look up at him, my eyebrows drawing together in confusion. “Do I know you?” I would think I’d remember meeting a guy like him.

He chuckles and shakes his head. “Not yet.” My eyes narrow further and he quickly explains himself, “Your boyfriend just called you Sade.”

I slowly release my breath, and without thinking, I blurt, “He’s not my boyfriend.”

His eyebrows rise in doubt as his eyes flick over to Micah and then return to me. He probes, “Does he know that?”

I ignore his question and inform him, “My name is Sadie.”

The corners of his mouth curve up further as he rumbles, “Matt.”

“I haven’t seen you before. Are you from around here Matt?” I ask curiously. He looks older than me. Maybe I’ve just never seen him.

He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m just here visiting some family for the summer.” I nod my head in understanding. We’re always meeting tourists around here, especially in the summer. “How about you?” he prods.

I nod in confirmation. “Yeah.” I gesture to the people behind him. “Most of the people here are graduating high school with me next week.”

“Ah, so I stumbled onto a celebration of sorts,” he states, grinning and making my heart skip a beat.

I shrug, mumbling, “I guess. It’s a great place to hang out. We’ll probably get a bonfire going in a couple hours,” I tell him hoping he’ll stay, but I’m not sure why. That’s a lie. I want him to stay so I can stare at him some more. The boys I know aren’t built like him.

“Are you inviting me?” he asks playfully.

I shrug, trying to act nonchalant when Micah’s arm drapes over my shoulder startling me. “Come on, Sade,” he grumbles and kisses me on the cheek. “You’re too slow,” he complains.

I blush and allow Micah to drag me away. “Stay,” I call out to Matt, very aware his eyes remain on me.

He cocks his head to the side, glances at Micah and then back to me again. “Maybe I will.” I grin and turn around stumbling slightly. I hear Matt’s chuckle behind me as Micah helps me remain on my feet.

Micah and I walk over to our friends and we both toss our bags on the sand. “I’m going to jump in,” Micah announces. “Anyone want to come?”

I shake my head no, as I simultaneously hear a string of, “Yes’s.” Both guys and girls jump up and head to the lake, following Micah like always. I sigh and pull my pink and white striped towel out of my backpack. Shaking it out, I lay it down on the sand in an open spot.

Kari sits up on her towel and gives me a small wave. “Hi, Sadie. Did you just get here?” she asks.

I smile, confirming, “Yeah. Were you asleep again?”

“I didn’t get much sleep last night and it’s just so comfortable here,” she claims, grinning sheepishly. “Is Micah with you?” she prods, looking around like she’s searching for him.

I grin knowingly. Everyone always wants to be around Micah. He’s the guy every girl chases. He’s smart, athletic, handsome and charming, but I don’t tell him that. He’s confident enough without an ego boost from me. I’m really the only girl he’s ever been loyal to, but the girls around here keep trying, hoping they’ll be the one to tie him down. “Yeah, he’s already in the lake,” I answer. Micah’s howl echoes across the water as he jumps from the rope swing, making me laugh as I flop down on my towel. I lean back on my hands and stare out at my classmates swimming in the lake.

“I think I’m going in,” Kari announces as she walks towards the water.

A gentle nudge to my shoulder is my only notice as Matt sits down next to me. He pulls his knees up and loosely wraps his arms around them, linking his fingers in front of his knees. “You don’t want to swim with your friends?” he prompts.

“You stayed,” I state the obvious, ignoring his question.

He chuckles softly. “A beautiful girl asked me to. How could I say no?” I feel myself blush and I take a deep breath, attempting to shake it off.

“You’re here for the whole summer?” I ask again for clarification.

He nods his head, his lips twitching in amusement. “Yeah, I’m just visiting. I leave to go back to college mid-August.”

“Where do you go to school?” I inquire.

“Baylor,” he informs me.

“That’s in Texas, right?” I prod. He nods in confirmation, giving me a crooked smile. “Very cool. Do you like it?”

“Yeah, it’s a great school and good friends help too,” he declares, nodding. “What about you? What are your plans after celebrating your graduation?”

I giggle. “I’m starting at Johns Hopkins University in the fall. I leave around mid-August too,” I enlighten him.

He glances over at me, his eyes widening in appreciation; I assume for my choice of school. Butterflies take flight in my stomach with the way he assesses me, my whole body warming from the inside out. “Congratulations,” he proclaims. “It’s a wonderful school and beautiful campus, too.”

“Have you been there?” I ask.

He nods, elaborating, “I used to visit family there.”

“You seem to have family everywhere,” I joke.

His smile wavers as he answers, “Yeah, something like that.” I study his strong profile as he stares out at the lake and feel a need to cheer him up. He sighs and asks casually, “So, Sadie, what do you guys do around here for fun in the summer?” I smile and gesture towards the lake. He chuckles in response, the sound causing goosebumps to erupt over my skin. “Well, what do you say about maybe showing a tourist around sometime?” he proposes casually. “To maybe pass the time before you leave?”

“You mean me show you around?” I squeak, my eyes widening in surprise. He laughs wholeheartedly, making his green eyes sparkle and causing my breath to hitch at the gorgeous sight. He nods his head in affirmation, grinning. “Sure,” I reply, trying not to sound too excited. “Is there something you want to do?”

He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m just looking for a beautiful girl to hang out with once in a while. I figured I’d ask instead of taking my chances trying to chase you down at this swimming hole next time.”

I laugh and shake my head. “Sounds like just what I need,” I finally admit.

“Really?” he asks doubtfully.

I purse my lips and narrow my eyes, curious as to just how much he’s asking for, but the anxious feeling I have in my belly makes me feel like I have to take advantage of the time he’s offering. Micah will work a lot anyway. Plus, there’s just something about this guy smirking playfully in front of me. I want to spend time with him even though I have no idea who he is. I might as well enjoy my last summer here. It will be over soon.

“So, you said you’re visiting family?” I prompt and he nods his head in confirmation. “Are they from around here?” I question, trying to figure out if I might know them.

“Nope...” he mumbles dragging out the word and popping his p. Then he laughs and gives me an easy smile. “No pressure, Sadie. I’m just looking for a friend to hang out with once in a while. You seem like someone who might know their way around, so I don’t have to drive around aimlessly looking for something to do.”

“You don’t want to ask one of the guys?” I question stupidly.

He laughs loudly, the amazing sound echoing through my insides, giving me chills from the inside out and causing me to blush. “I’d rather ask you,” he admits, grinning. “But if you’re not interested...” he trails off.

I answer on reflex, “I’m interesting, I mean interested, I mean...” I pinch my lips tightly together and look away as his laughter again heats me from the inside out. I roll my eyes and smirk at him trying to pretend I’m unaffected by him when it’s so obvious that I am. “I mean, I’d be happy to show you around and be forced to hang out with you.”

His smile grows and his green eyes sparkle with mischief like they’re trying to verify he’s trouble for me. Then again, I don’t really need any more proof of that. All I have to do is look at him and I know I’m in trouble.

A soaked Micah suddenly ambushes me, making me shriek. He picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. I scream louder as I try to get away. “If you want your shorts to stay dry, I’d start shimmying your cute ass out of them right now,” he warns and smacks my ass. “Just checking for your phone,” he jokes in explanation.

“Micah,” I screech, “Put me down!” He just laughs, ignoring my request as he hauls me towards the water. I immediately wiggle out of my shorts and kick them to the ground, knowing he’s not about to stop. Seconds later, his feet hit the water, and he pulls us both under. I come up laughing and squeal, “It’s freezing!” I splash Micah, then cross my arms over my chest, knowing white isn’t the best color to get wet, but I didn’t think I was going swimming today. I shake my head at him, trying to decide what I should do when my eyes drift to where Matt is now standing with his arms crossed watching me with Micah. His protective stance makes my stomach flip and I immediately try to shake it off. “We have to start the fire now,” I insist. “I’m freezing!”

Micah laughs, “I wanted you to play with the rest of us.” I glare at him, and he chuckles, “Well I wanted you to play with me,” he grins flirtatiously, and I roll my eyes. He kisses my cheek and smiles. “I’ll go start the fire for you, Sade.”

I follow him out of the water, keeping my arms across my chest and go straight for my towel. Matt remains standing right where I left him, holding my towel up for me. I quickly step into it and wrap it around me. “Thank you,” I chatter.

He rubs my arms up and down quickly to help warm me up. “You look like you just did the Polar Bear Plunge. The water wasn’t that bad,” he claims, grinning.

“I get cold easily,” I explain, grimacing. He chuckles and my eyes snap to his. My body instantly warms with the look he gives me. “You’re trouble,” I mumble inaudibly.

“What?” he asks innocently.

I shake my head. “Nothing. I just think it’s going to be a fun summer,” I proclaim instead.

He grins, his green eyes shimmering as he agrees with me.
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Chapter 3
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Matt

Present Day...

“Aren’t you sick of this place?” I ask my brother Jason as I accept a mug of beer from him.

He laughs and shrugs, nonchalant. “I don’t really work here anymore. Jax is here more than I am,” he adds, gesturing back towards the bar.

I put my hand up in greeting to acknowledge my sister Theresa’s boyfriend working behind the bar. “At least I don’t have to watch you trying to jump him again with him back there,” I tease, making Theresa blush.

“We were alone and fully clothed,” she attempts to defend herself.

I grimace. “We all know that doesn’t mean anything, T!” Both Christian and Jason grumble in agreement. “And you obviously weren’t alone, or I wouldn’t have that horrible image burned into my head,” I add as if I’m in pain. She glares and sticks her tongue out at me, making me chuckle.

“Ugh, I can’t hear anymore about T doing dirty things with Jax or I’ll lose my damn mind,” Christian groans.

“I wasn’t doing dirty things!” she tries to clarify. We all ignore her, and she huffs and groans in annoyance, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Let’s hear about what happened in Texas instead,” Christian prods, smirking at me. “I thought things were going well down there for you. Then, all of a sudden, you finally take us up on our offer to move back and help us out with the business full time.”

My brothers started a local recreational business. They offer different activities to people throughout the year, such as kayaking, paddle boarding, hiking, snowmobiling, fishing, cross-country skiing for groups, families, or individuals. They also offer limited instruction, training and education depending on the activity, and act as guides on trails or in the water since they know the area in all four seasons. Fortunately, they’ve been doing really well, and they asked me to come back and help with both their marketing, which is my specialty, and out in the field. “I know you missed us, but...” he trails off, waiting for me to fill in the blank.

I groan in aggravation, not wanting to talk about it. Theresa adds, “I’m guessing it has something to do with the mysterious Natalie who never wanted to meet us.”

Clenching my jaw, I cringe at her assessment, knowing I have to give them something or they’ll never stop harassing me. I heave a sigh and take another sip of my beer before I relent to their questions. “It’s not that she didn’t want to meet you exactly, it’s that I didn’t want her to meet you,” I clarify, hastily stuffing a French fry in my mouth.

I watch as three sets of eyes narrow on me instantly. Jason crosses his arm and leans back in his chair giving me his intimidating big brother pose. “Talk, Matt,” he demands.

Heaving another sigh, I drop the fries from my hand. I look down at the table to gather my thoughts, before bringing my eyes back to them, knowing they’re all growing impatient with me. “I don’t know,” I grunt with frustration. “She may have been my girlfriend, but it was never serious for me. For lack of a better word or phrase, I guess she was like a placeholder for me,” I attempt to explain.

“What?” Theresa gasps in horror, dropping her hands to the table. Ignoring her, I glance at Christian, knowing if anyone will understand this, it’s him.

His expression turns soft instantly, now more curious than anything, but he remains quiet, waiting for me to continue. I shake my head at Theresa’s exasperation. “Don’t feel bad for her, T. She used me a hell of a lot worse than I used her. She always knew where she stood with me.” Her glare turns more furious, and she crosses her arms again like she doesn’t believe me. I groan, knowing I have to explain myself a little better. I don’t ever want T thinking I’m an asshole to women. “Let’s put it this way,” I begin, ready to throw any positive image of Natalie away, “she was screwing one of our full-time clients. I walked in for a meeting I thought I was invited to, along with another one of our colleagues. I guess they thought they had more time before everyone showed up or they just didn’t care.” I shrug like it doesn’t matter. “I walked out and turned in my resignation. It was time anyway.”

“What?” Theresa gasps, her mouth now sitting open in both shock and disgust.

I try to comfort her, insisting, “It’s fine, T. I’m better off. I knew it would never go anywhere with her. Now all of you get to enjoy my company,” I tease, fanning my hands out. I need to lighten the mood somehow.

“Sorry, man,” Jason concedes. I nod my head in acceptance. I glance over at Christian, finding him still eyeing me thoughtfully. With the way I worded that, he knows there’s more to the story, but I’m not ready to talk about her yet with all of my siblings. I’d share a little with Christian because I know he’ll understand, but not with everyone yet. Jason’s too perfect and Theresa will just tell me how I messed up and how to fix it, but this can’t be fixed. Luckily, Christian doesn’t ask me anything else before I’m able to change the subject.

“So, how about a toast?” I propose, raising my glass.

“It’s your turn,” Jason reminds me.

I nod as my siblings hold their glasses up and wait for me to continue. “Here’s to the ones we love, here’s to the ones who love us. If the ones we love don’t love us, then fuck them and here’s to us.” I grin and take a drink of my beer.

My brothers chuckle, shaking their heads in amusement, while Theresa rolls her eyes at me, but they all drink along with me despite what they may think. “Where’d you hear that one? I admit it kind of works for you at the moment,” Jason states, smirking.

“Some hot girls I used to hang out with all the time in college. They would say it quite a bit and it kinda’ stuck,” I confess.

“So, what’s the plan for next weekend, Christian?” Jason questions as he sets down his beer.

Christian finally looks away from studying me as he answers, “We’re going to have a combined bachelor and bachelorette party at 51 Wharf Nightclub here in Portland. Bree has been asking me to go check it out with her and go dancing, so we figured it would be the perfect time. Are you going to be okay with that T?” he asks, suddenly worried. Theresa used to dance growing up and then she was on a dance team as she got older. She loved it. After her accident, she has not only stayed away from dancing, but she has also had trouble watching other people dance.

She smiles shyly and nods. “Jax has been encouraging me to dance more. We’ve gone out dancing a couple times now,” she admits. “Nothing crazy, but we’ve been having fun.” She grins anxiously around at all of us, awaiting our reactions.

“That’s great, T!” Jason and I exclaim at the same time.

Christian looks at her like a proud father, but they always were really close. We all are, but since they’re the youngest, they were the last two to leave the house. “I’m so happy for you, T,” he declares, grinning.

She looks down at the table and then over towards the bar to search out Jax. We all know that’s probably her sign, asking us to change the subject, so Christian does exactly that. “We reserved a VIP area for our group. Then, we can all stay at either my place or Jason or T’s. A couple of the girls will sleep at Bree’s place,” Christian continues.

“Why are you combining them?” I inquire, more curious than anything.

“We’ve been through enough. We don’t really need this. We just figured it would be a fun night to hang out with close friends and family,” he explains. “Plus, Bree needs a break before the wedding with finals and graduating and everything else. This way, I won’t be the only one making sure she actually relaxes. I don’t want her to get too stressed out!”

“So, it’s not a lot of people?” I probe inquisitively.

“Nah, all of us, Jax, Blake, my roommates Joe and Dean. Then Bree also invited Sara and Blake’s girlfriend Liz, of course, as well as a couple girls she’s worked with at the gift shop in town up at the lake and Amy,” he adds, grimacing. Christian briefly dated Amy when him and Bree were broken up, not realizing her connection to Bree. It’s uncomfortable for everyone sometimes, but they do what they can to get along for Bree.

I nod my head, mumbling, “Sounds good.” I pat my full stomach and stretch my arms above my head. “Well, I’m going to head back to mom and dad’s since I’m the only one that has to drive back to the lake tonight. Thanks for dinner big brother,” I declare, giving Jason a crooked smile.

He shakes his head, mumbling, “I’m not buying dinner.”

“Sure you are,” I insist. “At least you are for me,” I clarify. “I know how much you want to welcome home your brother that’s been away on and off for the past six years,” I state, smirking.

He shakes his head at me, but sighs, letting me know he already conceded. “Welcome home, Matt,” he grumbles. I give him a pat on the back and Theresa stands to give me a hug. 

I walk over to Christian, and he stands. “I’ll walk out with you.  I have a question,” he adds.

“I’m not paying for you, too,” Jason complains.

Christian waves him off and walks towards the door calling, “I’ll be back.”

I trudge out the door after him as I wave goodbye to Jax behind the bar. I make it to my truck without him saying a word, but I’m prepared to answer him now. “Who is she?” he asks simply.

I swallow the lump forming in my throat. “I don’t know,” I respond. His eyes narrow, calling me on my bullshit answer. I heave a sigh, elaborating, “It’s not like you and Bree. We hung out a few times. I don’t even know her last name,” I admit, laughing somberly. I shake my head, disgusted with myself. “For some fucked up reason, I couldn’t forget about her, but she sure as hell didn’t miss me when I was gone. She didn’t wait for me. She moved on, so it wasn’t mutual. It doesn’t matter,” I add.

“How do you know?” he implores.

“Because she married someone else,” I utter, feeling like I just stabbed myself in the chest. Christian winces and I laugh humorlessly. “It’s okay. I’m not meant for a happily ever after. Place holders work just fine for me.”

“Matt, you can’t...” he begins, before immediately trailing off. I remember what he was like without Bree. He knows better than anyone how I’m feeling. He won’t try to change my mind. He sighs in resignation, mumbling, “I’m sorry, Matt.”

I nod my head slowly in acceptance. Taking a deep breath, I pat him on the back. “I’ll see you next weekend, Christian.” I step towards my truck without another word from my brother.

The drive back is dark and depressing. I pull into the local market so I can grab a few beers and some snacks to bring back to the house on the way. “I need a life,” I grumble to myself as I step out of my truck.

I stride across the parking lot and pull the door open as a woman is exiting with two large bags full of groceries. “Thank you,” she murmurs softly as she looks up. Shocking, yet familiar, blue-gray eyes meet mine with a gasp. My heart stops and restarts as I struggle for breath. “Matt,” she huffs as if in pain just as all her groceries tumble to the ground.

The fallen groceries startle me into action. I crouch down and begin picking up her food and returning it to one of the bags. I slowly rise with the bag in my arms, taking her in. She’s more gorgeous than ever. She’s still petite with curves in all the right places. She has her long black hair twisted up on top of her head with several loose strands falling around her face. Her skin appears so soft and delicate with her rosy cheeks. Her blue-grey eyes stare back at me, wide-eyed, jolting me to the core with their contrasting intensity. “How are you, Sadie?” I ask, my voice sounding much stronger than I feel.

“I...I’m fine,” she replies, her voice cracking. At least I know I’m not the only one affected by this unexpected run-in, even if it will do so much more damage to me when I have to walk away.

We stare at one another for a few moments, not knowing what to say or do, when I notice tears form in her eyes, catching me off guard. To save both of us from anything further, I know I need to escape. “Let me help you bring these to your car,” I stammer and turn back towards the parking lot. “Which one is yours?” I inquire, looking over the cars in the lot.
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