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This book is dedicated to lost love and found love.




It’s never too late to follow your heart.







 




 


 




 


 




“Adhere to your purpose

and you will soon feel as well as you ever did. On the contrary, if you falter,

and give up, you will lose the power of keeping any resolution, and will regret

it all your life.”




—Abraham Lincoln









CHAPTER 1








Evie Richelle soared down the cracked sidewalk, legs spread,

rubber tires spinning. Summer was here at last, fanning a soft, warm breeze

through the air that slapped her uncombed, blond locks against her face like

willows in the wind. Her new Roadmaster Aerobee Renegade bike was everything

she’d asked for in a bike, only it wasn’t new. It was something her Grandma

Ruby called “vintage.” Eleven-year-old Evie didn’t know what the word “vintage”

meant, and she didn’t care either. As far as she was concerned, it was cool.

And cool suited her just fine.




Tough and yellow, the bike had a brawny bee painted on the

side. But the bee wasn’t what Evie loved most. It was the way the wide

handlebars curved down at the ends. When her fingers wound around the stiff,

rubber grips, she no longer felt like she was on an ordinary bike—she felt like

she was on a motorcycle.




A few minutes earlier when she whizzed by the house next door,

Ronnie, the boy who lived there, shook his head and said, “You’re a girl. Why

are you riding a boy’s bike?”




Evie snickered and replied, “No duh. Why do you play

with Barbie’s?”




Ronnie’s eyes widened. “Do not!”




“Do too!”




And he did. She’d seen him one day through her bedroom window.

She was one-hundred-percent sure it was him too because he had the most

oval-shaped head of any boy she’d ever seen. It made him look like an

extraterrestrial. So much so, sometimes she imagined what he’d look like if he

pulled his head off his body, revealing what he really looked like

underneath.




Green.




Rubbery.




Alien.




Ronnie threw a stick, narrowly missing Evie’s head. She thought

about turning around, waving her middle finger in his direction, something

she’d seen her grandmother do once when they were in the car together on the

freeway, but she didn’t. He’d just tell his mother, his mother would tell her

grandmother, and her bike would be taken away.




No crybaby was worth that.




Besides, she had places to go.




She stuck her tongue out and cranked her foot down on the pedal

before Ronnie reached for a handful of gravel. Ronnie hurled the small rocks

into the air, aiming for her head, but his pitch was weak. Nothing hit her. Not

a single one.




Crisis averted, Evie reached the park and rolled to a stop. She

hopped off the bike, leaning it against a sawed-off trunk of a tree. She was

debating whether or not it would be safe to leave it there when she heard a

sound—a voice—someone screaming. She climbed the grassy hillside to

investigate. In the sand in front of the swings, she saw a girl who looked to

be about her same age. The girl was on her knees. She was crying. But not just

crying. Out and out bawling. Two boys hovered over the girl—one of them

taunting, laughing—the other awkward and still. The boys looked older by maybe

a year or two. Given she could only see the backs of the boys’ heads, it was

too hard to tell their ages for sure.




She needed to get closer, check things out.




“What’s the matter, little girl?” one of the boys teased. “Did

someone take your swing away?”




“My name’s not ‘little girl.’ It’s Quinn, and you pushed me!”




“It’s our turn on the swings,” the same boy said.

“Besides, what are you going do about it?”




Apparently nothing.




Evie waited, giving Quinn a full minute to buck up and defend

herself. But the girl remained where she was, staring at the ground, still

crying.




“Hey!” Evie yelled. “Maybe she’s not gonna do something

about it, but I will.”




The boy responsible for the taunting roared with laughter until

he turned around, saw Evie standing in front of them, one of her fists raised

in front of his face.




The other boy said, “Evie? What are you doing here?”




Evie ignored him, looked at Quinn, noticed a tear in the knee

of her thick, light blue stockings, sand scattered throughout her long, dark

pigtails. Evie looked up at the boy who addressed her. “Roman Tanner, say

you’re sorry!”




“He’s not gonna do that,” the other boy said. “We told little

girl here to get off the swing and she didn’t. Too bad if she got scraped up

when I booted her. She should have done what I asked the first time.”




Roman stood still, his eyes never leaving Evie as he said,

“Dylan, maybe we should—”




“You kiddin’ me?” Dylan said. “No way. Don’t let a girl

tell you what to do.”




Evie drilled her fist straight forward. It connected with

Dylan’s nose. Blood splashed out.




Quinn gasped. Roman froze. Evie produced a smug smile.




“Did ... you ... see ... what ... she ... did ... to ... me?!” Dylan cried.




Evie turned her attention to Roman. “Say ... you’re ... sorry. Do

it!”




Roman raised his hands in front of him. “All right, all right.

I’m sorry!”




“Not to me, you idiot,” Evie said. “To her.”




Roman pressed his eyes together until they were tiny slits.

“Sorry. Okay?”




“Like you mean it,” Evie scolded.




“Sorry!”




“Good. Now get out of here. Both of you.”




The boys turned and went, Dylan shooting Evie a look like she

may have gotten her way this time, but it was far from over. Evie didn’t care.

Grandma Ruby always told her bullies were usually the biggest wimps of them

all, and looking at the tear trailing down Dylan’s cheek now, she believed her.






Evie held out a hand, Quinn took it and stood up.




“Wow,” Quinn said. “They’re really scared of you.”




“Not me, my Grandma Ruby. She’s friends with Roman’s grandma.

He knows what would happen if I told her what he did. I wouldn’t though. I’m no

squealer. And I’ve learned how to take care of myself. You should too.”




Quinn shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.”




Evie knew Quinn wasn’t the type of girl to defend herself

though. One look at Quinn’s blue dress and matching hair bows, and she knew

everything she needed to know. She was soft, easy, the perfect kind of girl to

tease. And she was thin, a lightweight. Evie imagined if she jabbed her with a

pinkie finger she’d tip right over again.




“Why haven’t I seen you before?” Evie asked.




“We just moved here a couple weeks ago.”




“Who’s we?”




“My mom, dad, and my ... umm ... sister.”




“Younger or older?” Evie asked.




“What?”




“Your sister.”




“Younger.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “She’s a pain. Follows me

around everywhere.”




Evie smiled. Maybe Quinn wasn’t so sweet after all. “I’m

Evie.”




“Quinn.”




“What grade are you going into this year?”




“Fifth.”




“Me too. Who’s your teacher?”




“Landers.”




“Hey, mine too.” Quinn may have dressed a little too girly for

Evie’s tastes, but Evie admired the chain she wore around her neck. It was

silver with two hearts interlocked around each other. “Cool necklace, by the

way.”




Quinn reached a hand behind her, unclasped the necklace, held

it out to Evie. “It’s yours.”




“Oh, hey. You don’t have to give it to me just because I like

it.”




Quinn dropped the necklace into Evie’s hands. “It’s okay. I

want you to have it. Friends?”




Evie nodded. “Have you met anyone else since you moved here?”




“No, why?”




“I was wondering if you wanna hang out with me this year at

school.”




Quinn shrugged. “Sure.”




“Good.”




In the distance, Evie heard someone calling Quinn’s name.




“That’s my mom,” Quinn said. “I have to go. See you around

’kay? Hopefully we’ll be together next time those boys come around again.”




Evie swished a hand through the air. “Aww, don’t worry about

them. When you’re with me, I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you.”









CHAPTER 2








Fifteen Years Later




 




Quinn Montgomery woke to the kind of blank darkness that left

her feeling like she’d been tangled inside a web, suffocating for a good part

of her adult life. Only she wasn’t awake. Not really. If someone had asked her

to explain where she was or how she got there, she couldn’t say. At the moment

she was swimming inside a dream, but none of her dreams had ever been this

hollow before.




Sounds bounced in and out of her consciousness—echoing,

swirling like they were being broadcasted inside her mind through an elongated

tunnel. The sounds wove together, forming words she actually understood for the

first time since her mind occupied this peculiar space. “Quinn, I need you to

listen to me, to hear my voice. Wake up. Open your eyes.”




The words were crisp and decisive, laced with blind faith. The

voice was familiar, one she recognized. Her father.




Where was he?




Better yet—where was she?




A damp mist warmed her face. Someone’s breath on her cheek.

Possibly her




father’s.




“Come on, honey,” he prompted. “Please. Open your eyes. Come

back to us.”




How could she?




She didn’t have the slightest idea how.




In a futile attempt to disengage from the endless sea of black,

she endeavored to push her eyelids open. They wouldn’t budge. They were stuck

to her lashes, matted as if fused together, the weight of them pressing down

into her sockets.




A mixture of odors, pungent and sharp, penetrated her nostrils.

She breathed, sucking in a lungful of sterile air. The smell was like a cloth

had been doused in blood and vinegar and then slathered all over the room, if

in fact, she was in a room. She imagined she was underwater, holding her

breath until she ran out of air. Anything to stop the foul stench from climbing

inside her again. For a moment it worked. The fetid odor was replaced by

another sensation—pressure, someone clutching her hand, squeezing so hard she

was sure one of her knuckles cracked. 




“Quinn, can you hear me?”




This time the voice was a woman’s. Her mother.




“We’re right here,” her mother continued. “Both of us. Right

here with you, honey.”




Her mother’s voice was frail and thin. Scared.




Fingers caressed Quinn’s hair, combing through a mass of long,

coffee-colored curls.




She heard her father say, “She’s not responding. Why don’t

you give it a try?”




Who was he talking to?




Her mother?




Someone else?




Give what a try?




“I ... I don’t know,” came the response.




It wasn’t her mother. Her father was talking to someone

else. Talking to him. Marcus. Her husband.




“I wouldn’t know what to say,” Marcus said.




He never did. Admitting to it was the most forthright thing

he’d done all year.




“I don’t think it matters what you say,” her father replied.

“Quinn needs to know you’re here, that you support her.”




She wanted to laugh out loud. Support. She doubted

Marcus understood the true meaning of the word.




“Talk to her like you would if she was awake,” her father

added. “That’s all you need to do.”




Yeah, Marcus. Go on. Talk to me. Let’s hear it.




“If she was awake, she wouldn’t talk to me,” Marcus said. “Not

after ...”




Her father’s confident words continued, his voice becoming

increasingly distant the more he talked.




Where was he going?




Was he leaving?




“You’re her husband,” her father said. “Right now she needs

you.”




Except she didn’t need him. Not anymore.




Thick, calloused digits wound around her bony arm. Internally

she cringed. She knew those particular fingers all too well. She didn’t like

Marcus touching her, whispering in her ear, pretending to care with his fake,

detached sentiments. She didn’t believe him, didn’t believe a word he

said—until four simple words jolted her mind, making recent events clear again:

“I’m sorry about Evie.”




Evie.




That’s why all of this was happening, why she was here,

wherever here was.




She remembered now. Everything. All of it.




Evie was dead.




Quinn supposed a part of herself had been in shock when she

received the bad news about Evie’s death over the phone the night before. She’d

fled the house after an inflamed argument with Marcus—the same tired,

monotonous quarrel they engaged in almost daily for the last several months.




Quinn wanted to go back to work again.




Marcus didn’t approve.




He never approved.




Her desire to get out of the house and do something with her

life baffled him. In his mind, she didn’t need to work. He made more than

enough money to provide for the two of them. He preferred her tucked away,

stashed on a shelf in a box where he could keep an eye on her.




The sudden, unexpected news of Evie’s death had created a shift

in Quinn’s thinking the day before, and she realized something—she couldn’t

take one more second of Marcus’s bickering. One more second of living a life

she’d wanted to run away from for years. Her mind made up, she’d sprinted from

the house to her car and reversed, peeling out of the driveway. She hadn’t

bothered looking into her rear-view mirror as she sped off. She knew what she’d

see. Marcus chasing after her. After all, she’d broken one of his rules, one on

a long list of stringent house rules—never leave home before an argument was

resolved.




Screw you.




They were the last words to cross Quinn’s mind as she tore up

the hill, her tires spitting fragments of freshly laid asphalt back onto the

revitalized street. Her eyes flooded with tears. She couldn’t wipe them all

away before another gush sprang forward, taking their place. Thinking back now,

it must have been the incessant eye wiping that impaired her vision, causing

her car to veer off the road, careening into an old, knotty tree.




Now she rested on a hospital bed, her body bruised, heart

broken.




Desperate pleas emitted from her mother’s mouth, but they were

overshadowed by something else—a sound—long and steady. A beeping that refused

to end.




An unidentified male voice barked commands. “Everyone clear the

room. Now!”




In a strange, twisted kind of surreal reality, Quinn found

herself detached from her physical body, floating inside the room, hovering

between this life and the next. Time had spilled from the hourglass until all

that remained were a few tiny grains. She had a choice to make, and she needed

to make it now.




And yet she couldn’t decide.




Staring at her limp, lifeless body, a part of her preferred her

own death rather than living out her days knowing she’d never see Evie again.









CHAPTER 3








Two Days Later




 




A decision had been made. Life. But not just life.




Living. Breathing. Existing. Over seven billion people did it every

day. Existing, the hum-drum, day in, day out kind, didn’t make a life. Not one

worth living.




The last time Quinn had seen Evie, Evie said, “Are you happy?”




She responded, “Yes.”




Evie then said, “But, are you really?”




While Quinn squirmed, unsure of what to say, Evie changed the

subject. She’d said what she set out to say. There was no need to press any

further.




Thinking back on it now, all Evie had ever wanted was for Quinn

to live a life worth living. And at present, the opportunity for such a life

was being overshadowed by an oversized impediment, hollering his opinion about what

she needed to do.




“I’m not asking for your permission,” Quinn stated, when Marcus

had finished speaking.




Marcus’s bent pointer finger swooped through the air in full

lecture mode. It was just one in a plethora of unattractive habits Quinn had

grown used to over the years. In terms of how much his lecturing bugged her,

she ranked it at about a five, knowing the offense was still light years away

from the most grating pet peeve of all.




“You almost died, Quinn. You can’t leave. The doctor hasn’t

released you yet.”




Dressed in single-cuff, black trousers and a pair of striped

socks squeezed into new, pristinely polished loafers, Quinn wondered what had

happened to the board-shorts-wearing surfer dude she dated, the one all the

girls vied for. When they first met he was charming. Flirty. Curious. Five

years her senior. The man standing before her today was stuffy, his sense of

humor slipping until it was almost nonexistent.




Unable to connect anymore, Quinn had withdrawn inside herself.

Marcus resorted to work. Loads of it. If she had to distribute blame somewhere,

she placed it squarely on the shoulders of his job. The higher he climbed the

corporate ladder at the law firm of Stanley, Moss, Roanoke, & Associates,

the more pretentious and distant he became, until he exhibited a “holier than

thou” attitude and she no longer recognized him at all.




Marcus’s conservative slacks were just one indication of what a

difference several years made. Not that she judged him on his choice of apparel

alone. She didn’t judge him at all. She never had. It was Marcus who excelled

in the scrutiny department.




Looking at him now, there wasn’t much left to say, so she

decided to keep it short. “It’s already done.”




Quinn attempted to slide off the hospital bed onto a standing

position. Her wobbly legs disapproved. She coiled a hand around the railing,

doing what she could to steady herself while Marcus looked on, his arms folded,

disapproving.




Always disapproving.




“What’s done?” he scowled.




“I’ve asked to be released. I have a few forms to sign and then

I’m free to go.”




“Against Doctor Falcon’s orders?”




“This isn’t the military, Marcus. If I want to leave, I can

leave.”




He was pointing again. “That attitude won’t get you nowhere.”




There it was. The ten out of ten on a scale of one to

irritating. The double negative. The cherry atop Quinn’s pet peeve list.




“I’m flying home with my mom and dad tomorrow morning.”




“Cody, Wyoming isn’t home anymore, Quinn. Your home is

here, in Utah, the same place it’s been for the last six years.”




But was it her home?




Or was it his?




The modest town in Utah, population just under five thousand,

an hour away from Marcus’s job in Salt Lake City, was where she’d resided since

they married. Here a handful of prominent families, including Marcus’s,

actually thought their surnames meant something special, gave them prestige,

the green light to gloat if for nothing more than the sake of hearing

themselves speak. An hour away, those same families weren’t regarded at all. No

one cared if they owned the only Ford dealership in their town, or the only gas

station. Their incessant chatter was nothing more than narcissistic puffery,

something Quinn found amusing. She had also been raised in a small town, but

the feeling there was different, a far cry from this place.




Marcus stomped a foot onto the polished shine of the hospital

floor. “Quinn! Are you listening to anything I’m saying?”




His anger fueled, she saw no point in starting a debate. It was

what he wanted. It was what he always wanted. “I’m going, Marcus. I want to be

there for Evie’s funeral.”




The look on his face said: she’s dead. She won’t even know

if you’re there or not. He stepped forward, his face so close to hers the

snort he expelled from his nose fogged up his glasses. “You’re not going

anywhere.”




How could he be so insensitive, so cruel, at a time like this?




Two days ago, his insistent “you’re not going anywhere” comment

would have signaled the end of a discussion in which the old, timid Quinn would

have relented. A new, more determined Quinn had emerged since Evie’s death. And

new Quinn’s eyes were wide open.




“I’m going,” she said.




“I don’t understand what’s happening right now. You’re not

yourself.”




“You’re wrong. I am myself. I feel like a completely

different person. I feel like me.”




“I’m your husband. I know you, and your actions, your behavior

... this isn’t you. You’re being erratic.” He removed the oval-shaped glasses

from his face, the ones through which he frequently looked down at her, making

her feel subpar. Always analyzing. Always criticizing. He stroked the pressure

points on both sides of his nose, said, “I don’t want you to go.”




“You have no right to expect me to stay,” she said. “Evie was

my best friend.”




“I’m not asking.”




They squared off, Quinn eyeballing Marcus, Marcus eyeballing

her back.




Marcus had never been unfaithful. He didn’t lie. He was

reliable. He had a good job. But he was a bully. He’d sucked the light from her

soul until all that remained was a mere flicker, a ray of light dancing in

front of her like a carrot dangling from the end of a string. Every time she

reached out, every time she tried to grab hold, another piece of herself

slipped through her fingers, a constant reminder of the woman she’d lost.




Surely there was more to life than this.




There had to be.




“Let’s get you home,” Marcus said.




He was right. She needed to pack.




“Fine.”




At least he’d relinquished her decision to leave the hospital.




Or had he?




“Once you feel better,” he said. “Once you get past this ...

whatever is going on with you right now, everything will be fine. Everything

will be normal again.”




Normal. It was the one thing she feared the most.




“I’ve done a lot of thinking over the last two days.”




“About what?” he asked.




“About us. About our life together.”




He raised a brow. “And?”




“I’m not right for you, and you’re not right for me. I don’t

think we ever were.”




He responded with a simple shrug of his shoulders, unfazed,

acting as if she hadn’t said much of anything at all. “That’s just the meds

talking. You don’t mean it.”




“You haven’t complimented me in ... I don’t know how long. You

haven’t touched me. Really touched me.” She shifted her eyes away from

him. “I can’t even remember the last time we were ... the last time we had sex. I

bet you don’t know either. That’s how long it’s been.”




He backed against the tan, pebble-textured wall and rubbed his

hands together. “Where is all of this coming from?”




“When the doctor was trying to save my life, a part of me

didn’t care whether I lived or died.”




He shook his head. “You couldn’t possibly remember what

happened. You weren’t conscious.”




But she did remember. Every sound. Every second.




“I want to find purpose and meaning in my life again. I can’t

stay shacked up in our house forever, living in fear, holding on to the past.

Our son has been dead for two years now. It’s time I let go. I have to move on,

Marcus.”




“Who’s stopping you?”




She wanted to scream: YOU ARE—can’t you see that?!




He’d stopped her at every turn, treating her like she was a

shattered bottle, the kind no amount of glue could ever fix. And she was done

feeling broken.




He reached out, using a single finger to brush up and down her

arm, a look on his face like he was touching a thorny rose and trying to avoid

getting pricked.




“You know I love you,” he said. “You know how much I care.”




His words were dull. Lifeless. Monotone.




“Do I?”




“Honestly, Quinn. I’m trying here. But I don’t know how much

more of your ignorant behavior I can take.”




Yeah, because for once in your life, you’re not winning.




“I’m leaving.”




His eyes slanted to the point where he looked cross-eyed. “So

you’ve said, over and over again. If I wanted a constant repeat, I’d buy a

parrot.”




“No, Marcus. I don’t just mean I’m leaving for Evie’s funeral.

I mean I’m leaving for good.”




“Leaving what for good?”




“Us. You. Me. This relationship. It’s over. I’m done.”




There it was. The simple, ugly truth. The whole truth. Finally.

She’d said it.




He fisted his hands. She waited for him to hit something.

Anything. He didn’t. He suppressed it, just like every real emotion he’d ever

had in life.




“I’m sorry, Marcus,” she said. “Truly, I am.”




“Don’t be.”




“I’m not saying any of this to hurt you.”




“Oh, don’t worry,” he scoffed. “You haven’t.”




He blew past. She closed her eyes, listened to the high-pitched

squeak of the rubber on the bottom of his shoes as they accelerated down the

hall. Away from her. Away from their life together.




The veil of darkness had finally been lifted.




She reopened her eyes and breathed.









CHAPTER 4








Eighteen medium-sized boxes. It was hard to believe a few

handfuls of square cardboard was all Quinn’s life had amounted to after so many

years. She peeled a piece of clear tape from the dispenser, spread it over the

last box, and stood, hands on hips. She looked around. At the age of

twenty-six, she was moving back in with her parents again. Sure, she’d have her

own room. She’d even have a separate apartment behind her parents’ main house,

but who was she kidding? It was like her life was being experienced in reverse.

Who would have thought that could happen?




Quinn smoothed a hand over a box her mother had labeled

“Isaiah” in black, permanent marker. The name had been scribbled inside a

heart. Quinn outlined the heart with her finger, her only solace in believing

Isaiah was no longer alone in the afterlife. At least if she didn’t have Evie,

he did.




In many ways she felt like she had nothing. A blank page to a

new life she cared little about. Instead of the beginning of a new chapter, her

book of life seemed closed, the pages stuck together, unable to turn.




Quinn’s father entered the room, placed a supportive hand on

her shoulder. At six foot four, he towered over her five-foot-eight frame. In

his early sixties and with alabaster hair, he still looked as fit as she

remembered him being when she was a child. A devout vegetarian with a workout

regimen that included jogging five miles a day, it wasn’t hard to see why his

body had held up so well. Or why he was the perfect match for her mother, a

woman with a cocoa-colored pixie cut and the looks of a modern-day Grace Kelly.






“I’m surprised Marcus isn’t here to see you off,” her father

said.




She wasn’t. And frankly, she couldn’t believe her father was so

optimistic after she’d explained the uncomfortable altercation she had with him

the day before.




“He won’t be here, Dad. He doesn’t want to see me right now. He

might not ever want to see me again after yesterday. And the truth is, I don’t

blame him. The decision I made was the right one. Still feels lousy though.”




Since announcing her decision to divorce, her mother had spent

a fair amount of time humming. Although she’d always kept her feelings about

Marcus to herself in the past, Quinn knew her mother never felt he was the

right man for her. Hence the humming, and the permanent smile affixed to her

face. Quinn was surprised her mother hadn’t purchased a pair of streamers and

broken out in a celebratory dance.




Then again, she hadn’t ruled it out.




There was still time.




Time.




Quinn glanced at the antique clock on the wall, at the slender,

gold pendulum swinging back and forth, ever smooth, ever steady. The dark wood

case may have been carved by hand, but it meant nothing to Quinn. To her the

clock was hideous. Three years earlier, she’d tried to replace it with a metal

one she ordered from Pottery Barn. In less than a day, the old clock had been

returned to the wall, and along with it, a stern warning. “This was handed down

to me by my mother,” Marcus had said. “She received it from her mother before

her.” He went on to say the clock was rare, made of something he called

“serpentine”—whatever the hell that was. Looking at it now, she giggled just

seeing that old clock, realizing it had outlasted her in the end.




No matter.




She was done with this life.




In the corner of the room, Quinn’s parents were engaged in a conversation,

their voices too low for Quinn to catch what they were saying. They glanced her

direction then hushed their voices again. Her mother was no longer smiling.




“What’s going on with you two?” Quinn asked. “If you’re worried

about me because of all that’s happened over the last couple days, don’t be. It

will take some time, but one of these days I’ll pull myself together.”




“Quinn, why don’t we all sit down for a minute?” her father

suggested. “There’s something we need to talk to you about.”




“If it’s about Marcus, I’d rather we didn’t. Not yet. I mean,

I’d rather you give it—”




He held a flat hand in front of him. “It isn’t.”




She shuddered, a cool tingling trailing up the sides of her

arms. She didn’t know why, only that the somber look on her father’s face was

cause for concern. Her friend was dead. Her marriage was dead. How much worse

could it get?




Clear liquid streamed down her mother’s cheeks, dripping

droplets of water onto the front of the cotton T-shirt she wore.




Quinn’s father reached out, draping an arm around his wife. “If

this is too hard for you, Jane, you don’t have to be here for this.”




Her mother shook her head. “Evie was like a daughter to me,

Mitchell. To both of us. I’ll stay. Quinn deserves to know the truth.”




What truth?




“Dad?” Quinn asked.




“When I called you a few days ago, told you Evie had passed

away,” her father began, “I suppose I ... didn’t tell you everything.”




“What do you mean?”




“I’d talked it over with your mother beforehand, and we decided

it would be best to wait until you arrived back home before giving you all the

details. Then we received the call from Marcus letting us know you were in the

hospital. We boarded the next plane, and, well, you know the rest.”




A rush of vertigo swept through Quinn’s body. She sagged onto

the couch. “Obviously, I don’t know the rest.”




“On the phone I told you Evie’s death was an accident,” her

father continued.




“You said she fell off her bike, hit her head on a rock.”




Her parents exchanged glances, remained silent.




“One of you say something,” Quinn said.




Her father cleared his throat once, then a second time.

“There’s no easy way to say this, Quinn. I wish there was. Evie’s death wasn’t

an accident.”




“If it wasn’t an accident, what was it?”




“Honey, she was murdered.”









CHAPTER 5








Bo McAllister blinked several times before convincing himself

what he was seeing was real—




Quinn Montgomery, sitting two rows in front of him, the

closest they’d been to each other since she broke off their relationship at the

end of their senior year in high school. Over the years, he heard she’d been

spotted in town from time to time visiting her family, meeting with old

friends. Hanging around with Evie. The small town in Wyoming was home to less

than ten thousand residents, and yet she managed to evade him every time she

visited. Sometimes he wondered if it was on purpose. Other times he knew it

was.




Seeing her again, his stomach festered with a sick,

uncomfortable queasiness. It felt like indigestion, only worse. He thought of

her often since they’d been apart, always hoping one day he’d get a chance to

clear the air, to resolve the one thing she never allowed him to explain. Give

her the opportunity to do the same. Part of him still resented her for what

she’d done. Another part longed to be in her presence again. Now here she was,

dressed in a fitted black dress with capped sleeves, looking fragile and pale,

like if the slightest gust of wind drifted past her, she’d be swept away.




It wasn’t the kind of reunion he’d imagined.




Not like this.




Not with Evie gone.




Despite the gap in time, Quinn had aged like a fine wine.

Sophisticated and well preserved, with the same dark, lustrous hair he

remembered. The same long, thin neck and defined collarbone that set her apart

from every other woman in a crowd. Different eyes though, although it was

obvious she’d been crying. He remembered her eyes changed on occasion, much

like the colors in a mood ring. Today the bright orbs of jade had turned a hazy

shade of gray. And why wouldn’t they? She was grieving.




Evie had been more like a sister to Quinn than a friend. He

assumed the news of her murder had come as a shock. Murders rarely happened in

Cody. Bo wondered how much Quinn’s parents had told her about the way Evie

died, how much she still didn’t know, or if the tears were the result of her

knowing too much.




When she entered the funeral home an hour earlier, he observed

a nasty two-inch gash over her right eye. It looked fresh. It was obvious she’d

tried blotting makeup over the wound in an effort to conceal it. It hadn’t

helped much. He wondered how it got there. Had it been an accident, or something

else?




When their eyes met earlier, he raised a hand, tried to get her

attention. She discounted the gesture, acted like she hadn’t seen him, even

though he was certain she had. He wasn’t surprised. She could hold a grudge

longer than any woman he’d ever known, living or dead.




Seven years. He hung his head, stroked the hair on his chin.

Seven years, and he could tell she was still not over it. Maybe he was the

idiot for thinking one day she would be. Some things never changed.




Bo’s attention switched to Jacob, Evie’s four-year-old son. The

boy slid off his father’s knee, his arms outstretched toward Quinn. She waved

him over, pulling him onto her lap, her slender arms wrapping around him. Jacob

leaned against her, his eyes fluttering open and closed as she rested her cheek

on the side of his head, stroking his fine tufts of blond hair while she rocked

him. She lulled him to sleep for a short time before his eyes shot open, a look

of fear and panic coating his face. He buried his head in Quinn’s chest, locking

his arms around her neck.




Quinn stood, a tear trailing down her cheek as she cradled

Jacob in her arms, carrying him to the back of the room. She glanced in Bo’s

direction for a split second when she passed before her eyes darted away again.

Bo heard her soft voice singing into Jacob’s ear, the melody erasing the

child’s fear until it appeared he was sleeping again.




He’d been so caught up in Quinn’s presence he hadn’t noticed

the minister was no longer standing at the pulpit. Ruby, Evie’s grandmother,

had taken his place. She was a spirited old woman with a kind of vehement

personality that rivaled every old-timer in town. At eighty-two years old, some

of the locals thought her mind was starting to go, though no one was brave

enough to challenge the theory—not to her face.




By the looks of things, her talk was nearing the end, an end

that sent a wave of horrific gasps throughout the room when Ruby reached a

frail hand inside the front of her pleated drainpipe pants, hoisted a pistol

into the air, and waved it around. Eyes wide, she said, “I intend to find the

person responsible for robbing me of my final years with my granddaughter. And

when I do, no judge or jury will decide his fate. I personally will see to it

the son of a bitch is sent straight to hell!”
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Immediately following Ruby’s outburst, Bo stood, asking Ruby

to hand over the gun. She refused at first. Then Ruby did something Quinn had

never seen her do before—something no one had likely ever seen her do

before. She cried. But not just any cry. It was a mouth-propped-all-the-way-open,

full-fledged wail.




A fury directed at God.




At Evie’s killer.




At all those who listened.




The congregation looked on in reverent silence, sympathizing

with her pain. No one spoke. No one moved. Everyone just waited.




When the tears stopped, the gun seemed to melt out of Ruby’s

limp hand, clattering on the hardwood floor below. Bo retrieved it, passing it

off before escorting Ruby back to her seat, where her friends did their best to

calm her.


 




***




 


A half hour later, the funeral was over. Quinn sat on a bench

  at the back of the room, patiently waiting until everyone departed, hoping for

  one final farewell before Evie’s body was carted off to its final resting

  place.




But who was she kidding?




Evie may have occupied the same space Quinn occupied now,

Evie’s lifeless body decaying inside the confines of an ornately designed

wooden box, but her spirit was gone. Quinn could say whatever she liked. Yell

if she wanted. Scream. Sob until her tear ducts ran dry. None of it would make

the slightest difference. Evie would never hear a word she said. These last

moments together, they weren’t special. They weren’t reserved just for her.




They were over.




The closed-casket ceremony didn’t give Quinn the closure she

needed. Evie’s death still didn’t feel real. Standing now at the front of the

room, hunched over, hands pressed onto the lid of the casket, she felt like she

was at a funeral for someone else, like she’d been at the wrong place the

entire time.




The decision not to leave the casket open had been the right

one. The only one. As the details of Evie’s murder slowly emerged, Quinn

learned Evie’s death had occurred in the evening, inside Evie’s home. She’d

been murdered while soaking in the bathtub, robbed from a fighting chance to

retaliate. The murderer shot her in the face once, and then fired a couple

additional shots to ensure the deed was done. Whoever killed her didn’t just

want her dead, he wanted to make sure she stayed that way.




He was a butcher. A coward. A cold-blooded killer willing to

slaughter a mother while her only child played in the next room. Standing

beside Evie’s coffin now, Quinn suffered an unspeakable void, felt the

beginnings of an unquenchable need building inside her. A need for revenge.









CHAPTER 7








A drab mixture of colors swelled across a grumbling sky. It

was like God had dipped a finger into a vat of black ink and another into gray,

painting a canvas fit for a somber afternoon. Quinn stood, arms crossed in

front of her, staring out of the transom window in Ruby’s living room. Ruby’s

house was boisterous and irreverent, crowded with people talking over one

another just for the sake of being heard. It didn’t seem like a gathering of

mourners post-funeral. It seemed like an after party, a room full of people

waiting for Evie to waltz through her grandmother’s front door so they could

all yell, “Surprise!”




But there would be no “just kidding ... Evie is actually alive”

surprises.




Not today.




Not ever.




A plate hoisted flat on a woman’s hand as she passed by caused

Quinn’s stomach to lurch. The plate’s contents impregnated a cheesy stench into

the air. Funeral potatoes. Tray after tray of them spread across the kitchen

counter like casseroles on an assembly line. Enough shredded, greasy goodness

to feed the entire town.




The ritual of gathering together to eat after a person was laid

to rest had never sat well with Quinn. Food was the last thing on her mind.

Since learning of Evie’s death, she hadn’t been able to hold much of anything

down. Even the banana she’d nibbled several hours earlier refused to stay in

place.




She eyed the front door, wondered how many people would accost

her if she tried to make a run for it, or rather, a brisk

hope-to-remain-invisible walk. Maybe if she didn’t make eye contact she had a

smidgen of a chance. She looked around, realizing it wasn’t worth the risk.

There were too damn many of them. Safer to remain off to the side, sipping on

green tea, and recalling the days she’d sat next to Evie in the very yard she

was staring at now.




If she concentrated hard enough, she could almost turn back the

hands of time, visualize them together. Talking. Laughing. It was the little

things, the things taken for granted that she’d miss the most, like the way

Evie giggled with her mouth closed when she thought something was funny.




Ruby was nowhere in sight, and Quinn hadn’t seen her since she

arrived. One of Evie’s cousins was overheard saying Ruby had been “drugged up,”

which was an impolite way of saying she’d been sedated. After being forced to

hand over the gun she’d brandished at the funeral home, Quinn understood why.

As it turned out, the gun wasn’t even loaded. Ruby, on the other hand, was.




Frail hands ran along Quinn’s back, massaging up and down. She

winced and turned, faced her mother.




“I don’t understand how anyone can eat at a time like this,”

Quinn said. “Makes me nauseous just thinking about it, let alone seeing

everyone chow down.”




Her mother raised a crooked finger into the air. “Look around.

How many of these people do you recognize?”




Quinn shrugged. “Maybe half?”




“All of these people—family, friends, from different cities,

different states—they’re here to honor Evie. To remember.”




“To remember by stuffing their faces?”




“They’ve gathered together today to celebrate her life. This is

the way it’s done. It’s the way it’s always been done.”




Quinn frowned. “I don’t feel like celebrating. I have nothing

to say, nothing to offer to anyone by being here.”




“This is just how you’re feeling right now, honey. It’s

temporary. Give it time.”




“Where have you been?” Quinn asked. “I haven’t seen you for a

while.”




“I was in the bedroom ... with Ruby.”




“How is she?”




“Sober.”




“Probably best she stays that way,” Quinn said. “No telling how

many more guns she has stashed around this place.”




After a falling out with her daughter Peggy several years

before, Ruby discovered Peggy had born a child, a girl she named Evangeline.

She also learned the child had been living in foster care. Unable to care for

the child, Peggy had taken her daughter to the neighbor’s house one morning,

with a promise she’d “be right back.” Two days passed before the neighbor faced

the inevitable truth. Peggy was gone for good. She wasn’t coming back. The

neighbor made a call, and child services entered the equation. When Ruby was

located, she immediately stepped up as Evangeline’s blood relation, and the

state granted her permission to raise her grandchild.




As far as Evie was concerned, Ruby was the only mother she’d

ever known.




Ruby hadn’t just lost her granddaughter, she’d lost a daughter

as well.




 




***




 




From the opposite corner of the room, Quinn caught Bo’s eyes

darting back and forth between her and the man he was engaged in conversation

with—her father. Maybe he thought if he looked over enough times, he’d get what

he wanted, see her staring back. She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.




Bo looked good, considering how much time had passed since she

saw him last. When they were in high school, he’d always been clean-shaven, as

most boys that age generally were. Now he sported a trimmed goatee. She couldn’t

decide whether she liked it or she didn’t. Not that her opinion mattered one

way or the other. His thick hair was still worn the same way, off his forehead

and neatly parted to the side. A few rebellious hairs strayed from the rest,

out of place, giving him the appearance of a reddish-brown-haired Tom Hardy,

only younger and several inches taller.




Bo shifted his gaze from Quinn back to her father, showing off

what Quinn had always considered to be his most attractive features—his wide,

full lips and his dimples—and the way one recessed deeper than the other one

the bigger he smiled. She’d been so caught up stealing glances at Bo, a finger

tap on her shoulder caught her off guard. She jumped, something the man at her

side picked up on.




“I’m sorry,” the male voice said.




“Roman. I didn’t see you there. How are you?”




He tipped the beer bottle he was holding to his lips, took a

long swig. “Fine. You?”




Shattered, although she couldn’t bring herself to say

it. Not to him.




“I don’t know how I am right now.” 




“I don’t think anyone does,” he said.




A full minute passed in silence.




Evie’s ex-husband Roman had always been a man of few words. And

at the moment, Quinn could tell even simple chitchat was a strain. He’d

obviously tapped her on the shoulder for a reason.




“I want you to know, I didn’t do it,” he blurted.




“Didn’t do what?”




“I don’t know what happened to Evie, but I’d never do anything

to hurt her.”




Roman’s startling non-confession had her stumbling over her

words. “I said you ... I mean to say ... I never said you did. I haven’t accused

anyone.”




“I know you haven’t.”




His emphasis on the word you incited a curious reaction

from the room she seemed to have missed before. There were those in her

immediate vicinity who had been eyeing Roman, and not in a positive way. “Has

someone suspected you of being involved with Evie’s death? If they have, that’s

ridiculous.”




He bobbed his shoulders up and down. “Cops keep coming around,

asking questions. Wasn’t sure whether you knew that or not.”




“I’m sure they’re just trying to make sure they dot and cross

all the things they need to dot and cross. It doesn’t mean you’re a suspect.

It’s protocol, the same rigmarole they’re obligated to with everyone. They’ll

probably want to talk to me too, and I wasn’t even here.”




“It’s more than that, Quinn. They showed up at my house with a

warrant. Didn’t find anything. I told them they wouldn’t. There’s nothing to

find.”




“Give it time. I bet they ease off.”




Roman ran an unsteady hand down the side of his shaggy, thick

mane of dark hair, stepped closer, his face only a couple inches from hers. His

voice lowered. “Whatever anyone tells you, and no matter what happens, it’s

important you hear the truth from my own lips. Evie’s death was someone else’s

doing. Understand? I need to know you believe me, Quinn.”




What alarmed her the most wasn’t the stern look on his face,

the fact he’d encroached on her personal space, or his sincere plea for her

approval. For everything he’d just said, there was something he withheld,

something he was unwilling to say. “Roman, I could never believe you’d harm

Evie. Not even if you admitted it to me.”




He stepped back, nodded, breathed deeply through his nose. He

placed a hand on her shoulder. For a brief moment she thought he’d lean in,

envelop her in an embrace. He looked like he needed one. But he didn’t, and he

wouldn’t. He’d never been a “touchy feely” kind of guy.




Dressed in a button-up, navy and gray plaid shirt, a black

vest, jeans, and steel-toed boots, he’d been scrutinized by some at the funeral

ceremony, like his attire wasn’t appropriate for the occasion. Quinn disagreed.

In the time she’d known him, she’d only seen him dressed in his Sunday best one

time—on his wedding day to Evie. Even then, he’d scratched at the fabric,

counting down the hours until he could become himself again. Today he looked

casual but clean. He’d made an effort.




Roman jammed his fingers halfway down the front of his vest

pockets. A plastic pill bottle tumbled out one of the pockets, making an

upside-down landing on Ruby’s plush, mauve carpet. He reached down, snatched

the bottle in his shaking hand, removed the lid, and popped two pills in his

mouth. Then he shoved the bottle back inside his pocket again. Quinn wondered

what kind of pills they were, but she didn’t dare ask.




“Thanks for taking Jacob earlier,” he said. “Means a lot.”




“Anytime. He’s like a son to me.”




“I know.”




He paused. She waited.




“I’m no good at parenting the boy,” he said. “Never have been.”






The polite thing to do would have been to disagree with his

negative self-analysis. She couldn’t. It was true, and they both knew it. Roman

may not have been a man Quinn considered excellent father material, but she

never doubted his love for Jacob. He just lacked the skills needed to express

it.




While Roman had excelled at everything from all-state in every

sport in high school to owning the most popular bar in town, parenting had

never come easy for him. His own father had abandoned him when he was a child,

leaving his bitter mother with a hatred for men that cut so deep it kept her

from ever involving herself in a serious relationship again. The experience

forced Roman inside himself, locking his emotions away without allowing others

the chance to get to know him. Not the real him.




Quinn recalled when Evie first started dating Roman. Evie had

been so optimistic. Never one to back down from a challenge, Roman proved to be

the biggest one of all. Having grown up without a father herself, Evie was

convinced she was the one woman who could relate to Roman’s closed-off nature.

The one woman who could fix him, get him to open up. He never did. Not fully.

Not in the way she’d wanted.




Deciding Roman needed a boost of confidence a lot more than she

did, Quinn wrapped her hand around his. “If you need me, for anything, just

ask. I’m not going anywhere.”




“Glad to hear it.” He paused then said, “Jacob seems better now

that you’re here. I was wondering if he could, ahh, stay with you tonight?”




She hadn’t expected that.




Her first instinct was to say yes.




A thousand times yes.




“Hasn’t he been staying with Ruby the last couple of nights?”




“Yeah, it’s just—”




“You don’t have to explain. I saw what she did today. Everyone

did.”




“It’s more than just today,” he said. “I’m not comfortable with

what’s happening when she’s with him.”




She took a sip of her tea. It was cold. Stale. She swallowed it

back anyway, set the cup down on an end table. “I’m not sure I understand what

you mean.”




“I caught Ruby trying to force Jacob to talk ... to open up.”




“He’s so young. I’m sure he’s just confused. It’s a lot to

process. It can’t be easy for him to understand what’s going on at his age.”




Roman raised a brow, indicating she’d missed something.

“Wait—you don’t know, do you?”




“Don’t know what?”




“She’s not trying to get him to talk for the sake of talking.”




He was right. She was missing something. Something big.




“What else would she be doing?”




“Trying to get information,” he said.




“About what?”




“You know Jacob was with Evie when she died, right?”




“I do. My father told me.”




“What no one is talking about, what most people don’t know is ...

Jacob isn’t talking.”




“You mean he hasn’t said whether or not he saw anything or

remembers anything?”




“I mean, he’s not talking period,” he said. “Hasn’t said a

single word since his mother died.”
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Quinn hovered in the doorway of the bedroom in her parents’

guest apartment, watched Jacob’s chest rise and fall. Every few minutes, he

sucked rapid gasps of air through his lungs like his body was experiencing a

spasm. It probably was. After rocking him for a solid hour, he’d finally

succumbed to sleep. How long it would last, she didn’t know. She only knew she

would be there when his eyes opened again.




Jacob still hadn’t uttered a single word, and she wouldn’t push

him. If what Roman said was true—if Jacob watched his mother die, if he saw who

did it—she couldn’t imagine the boy’s torment. Part of her didn’t want him to

sleep at all, fearing the only dream awaiting him was the same kind of hellish

nightmare she’d lived through a short time ago in her hospital room. Except

Jacob’s nightmare wouldn’t mirror hers. His would likely be filled with flashes

of his mother’s final moments. Flashes Quinn wished she could erase from his

mind forever.




Questions ran wild inside her mind. Had Evie seen her attacker

before she was shot? Had she known someone wanted her dead? If so, why wouldn’t

she have told anyone about it? Who would want to murder Evie, and why? And

possibly the biggest query of them all—would there be a second victim? A third?

If the killer wasn’t caught, would the murders continue, or had Evie’s death

been personal, driven by a reason Quinn didn’t know? And even more

confusing—why had Jacob been left unharmed? Had the killer seen him? Felt some

sort of compassion?




Quinn still couldn’t take it all in. Couldn’t accept it. Didn’t

understand. Even harder to swallow was knowing the man responsible was out

there somewhere, in the wind. Free to murder again. Anytime. Anywhere.




With exception to a few unusual incidents over the years, Cody

had always been considered a happy, restful town. Safe and protected from the

outside world like it was inside its own impenetrable bubble. People left their

front doors unlocked, keys inside the ignitions of their cars. They even kept

their vehicles running in the winter while they took their time wandering the

aisles at one of the local grocery stores.




Now residents were on high alert. Quinn could see it in their

faces. Not fear. Fear was for sissies. Fear didn’t exist in the rugged,

tough-as-nails state of Wyoming. Something else—a deep-rooted, vengeful

indignation. The man responsible for Evie’s death was a damned fool. He’d

messed with the wrong town, and the wrong kind of people.




In Cody, a town named after one of its creators, William

Frederick Cody (more commonly known as Buffalo Bill), townspeople banded

together. The sound of firearms being prepped reverberated a fierce warning

from one corner of town to the other. Maybe it wouldn’t be today, and maybe it

wouldn’t be tomorrow, but sometime in the not-too-distant future, a valuable

lesson would be learned: screw with Wyoming, and Wyoming screws right back.

Quinn could almost hear the spent shell tinging on the floor now, after the

metal bullet cracked its way through the clear, mountain air—so fast, so

unexpected, the intended target would never know what hit him until it was too

late and he had no hope of ever living to tell about it.




A light rapping sound on the front door jarred Quinn from her

thoughts. It was late. After eleven o’clock. She tiptoed down the hallway and

eased open the door, planning to use a thumb instead of her mouth to let the

unexpected guest know they could take a hike. Visiting hours were over.




Bo poked his head inside the door as soon as he had the chance,

looked around like he didn’t expect her to be alone. “Hey, I was hoping we

could—”




“Lower your voice.”




“Oh ... kay. Can we—”




Quinn flattened a hand on his chest, pushed backward,

whispered, “I can’t talk to you right now. It’s not a good time.”




He glanced past her. Grinned. “Why? Did your husband come with

you? Is he asleep or something?”




“He’s not my ... I’m not ...” Less complicated, Quinn. Less

complicated. “He’s not here.”




“Then what’s with all the ‘lower your voice’ and ‘I can’t talk’

stuff? Looks to me like you can. You just won’t.”




“It doesn’t matter what my reasons are. I need you to go.”




“You looked a little worse for wear when I saw you today. I

came to see how you were holding up.”




Nice. One minute in, and he’d already let her know she looked

like a steaming pile of crap. “I’m fine.”




He frowned, an indication he didn’t believe her. She didn’t

care.




“If we can’t talk now, when can we?”




“I don’t know. Later. Not tonight later. Later later.”




He covered his mouth with a hand, suppressed a laugh. “How much

later?”




“Please! Keep it down!”




He cupped his hands on both sides of the mahogany door frame.

“Are you making excuses because you’re afraid to talk to me?”




He had some nerve.




“This has nothing to do with you ... or me, for that matter.”




“Why can’t we talk now?”




She wanted to say:




Just because Evie died doesn’t mean things between us have

changed.




I haven’t forgiven you.




I owe you nothing.




Her hands were pressed tight against her waist, her fingernails

digging into her hips. From the opposite end of the room, she heard the one

sound she was hoping to avoid—Jacob’s tender, panicked voice exploding through

the air.




“Winn! Winn!”




Quinn closed her eyes. Dammit.




Unable to say the name Quinn, “Winn” was the name Jacob had

called her since he was old enough to talk.




She clamped down on her top lip. “See what you’ve done?”




Bo stood there, dumbfounded. Confused. “I didn’t ... I’m sorry. I

had no idea you—”




Quinn swung around, felt her internal body heat rising.




Forget Bo. Focus on Jacob. He’s all that matters now.




“I’m coming, sweetie.”




She bolted down the hall, leaving Bo at the door, gums still flapping

away as he continued to utter endless apologies. She paid him no mind, not even

when he chased after her.




“Quinn, what’s going on? Who’s here with you?”




Without slowing her pace, she said, “What do I have to do to

get you to leave? Tell me. Right now. Whatever it is, just say the words, and

I’ll do it.”




Jacob was crying again. “Winn, it’s dark ... I’m scared.”




Earlier she’d plugged a nightlight into the wall beside him.

She regretted not switching on the lamp, knowing now the soft light hadn’t been

enough. She assumed she’d be enough, and she would have been if she’d

been there when he needed her.




“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m right here.” She scooped him into

her arms, showering kisses across his ruddy cheeks. “I’m here. Everything’s all

right. I’ve got you.”




Bo rounded the corner, his jaw separating when he saw Evie’s

son inside Quinn’s arms.




Quinn glared at Bo, her maternal rage taking over. “I’ve been

trying to get him to sleep for hours, and all you can think about is—”




Jacob curled his hand around Quinn’s fingers. “Don’t leave me,

Winn.”




Bo stepped forward. “I can’t believe it. He’s talking again.”




In her moment of bitterness, she’d forgotten about what Roman

had said earlier.




Bo was right.




He was.









CHAPTER 9








Roman Chapman sat on the edge of a mattress that rested on

top of a handcrafted, four-poster bed. He smoothed the tips of his fingers over

the side of one of the knotty wood posts, reflecting back on the countless

hours he’d spent on its creation. After seeing the gleam in Evie’s eye when she

fawned over a similar bed in a department store window, he’d purchased the wood

at the local lumberyard and carved an almost identical bed by hand.




The unique piece of furniture had been a gift to Evie on their

wedding day. He’d even personalized it, etching “R + E” on the center of the

back of the headboard. Hidden from view, it had been sacred, only known to the

two of them. After they divorced, she said she didn’t want the bed. “You made

it,” she’d said. “You keep it.”




Simple yet pernicious words.




Evie never realized how crushed he’d been over her careless

attitude. How treating the bed like it was nothing more than the average,

run-of-the-mill, do-it-yourself piece of furniture made it seem useless. Made

him feel empty. For months after their split, he considering selling it, but no

matter what the offer, when it was time for the deal to be done, his answer had

always been no. The bed was a part of him now, so much so he couldn’t sever

himself from it at any price.




A five-by-seven photo of Evie in her wedding dress sat on the

front of the dresser across from him. She was all smiles, flashing a mouthful

of sparkling whites for the person behind the camera. Roman recalled a phone

conversation several months earlier. After several minutes of bickering, she’d

hung up on him. Enraged, he’d swatted the picture frame harder than intended.

It launched off the dresser, soaring across the room until it fell, exploding

all over the floor. Too disgusted to see her face, he’d left the photo where it

lay that day. Two days later, a much calmer Roman swept the glass fragments

into the trash and salvaged what was left of the photo, affixing it to the

front of the top drawer with a piece of duct tape.




Roman tugged the photo free. A few months’ worth of dust

coughed up, sprinkling the carpet below in sooty ash. He brushed a finger over

a scratch where the glass had punctured the paper. No matter. At least he

didn’t have to see the ring she eventually removed from her finger.




Roman thought back to the night when everything ignited between

them—the night Evie walked into his bar, plopped down on a barstool, and

ordered a drink. A dry martini, extra olives. He’d made the drink, slid it

over, and watched her swirl the olives around inside the glass, coating them

with liquid. Once saturated, she plucked them out, shooting the olives one by

one into her mouth until she’d eaten them all. She asked him for additional

olives, did the same thing.




“Are you all right?” he’d asked.




She didn’t look at him. She hadn’t since she entered the bar.

At his shirt, maybe, but never his face.




“No, I’m not all right.”




“Do you want to talk about it?”




“No.”




He ran a wet rag over the counter in front of her, removed the

glass. This got her attention.




“Hey, I wasn’t finished.”




“Yes, you were.”




He dumped the vodka down the sink and turned back around to

find her glaring at him, hands on hips.




“What the hell did you do that for?”




He reached under the counter, unscrewed the lid on the bottle

of olives, placed it in front of her. “Here. They’re on the house. So’s the

advice.”




“What advice?”




“Whoever he is, I think you should dump him.”




“Him ... who?”




“Whoever drove you to almost drink.”




For a moment he thought he’d pushed her too far. She spun the

olive glass around, her eyes fixed on his. She leaned back, crossed one leg

over the other, winked, and said, “Touché.”




And that was the beginning.




Twenty-four hours later, they went out on their first date,

spending most of the time reminiscing on how much they’d lost touch with each

other since they were kids. Both recalled the time a bold-face Evie had

protected Quinn at the park.




Back then, when they dated, and when they were newlyweds, being

together was fun. Invigorating. The only time in his life he’d ever felt truly

alive. Nothing like the way he felt now, without her.




Roman stared at the picture. Why couldn’t she have been patient

the first time around? All the pain, the hurt, the suffering, just so the two

of them could be back where they started in the end. Only the end had been the

end, not the rebirth he’d fought for after so many lonely nights apart.




Now she was gone, and he was riddled with regret. So much

regret. So many things he would have done differently if he could step back in

time, have one last chance to do it all over again. He would have never let her

go. Never let her leave in the first place. Evie was the only person who had

ever understood him, the only woman he ever loved. Before she came into his

life he could have breezed through it alone, a content man, without ever

knowing what real love felt like. With her gone, he was helpless. He knew he

needed to get it together for the sake of their son, but he couldn’t help

feeling there was no life left for him now. Not without her.




Roman glanced to the side, watched Buffy, Evie’s cocker

spaniel, poke the bedroom door open using the tip of her nose. She slid inside,

hopped up on the bed next to him. She hadn’t been her usual, playful self since

he picked her up several days before. He’d tossed her favorite green rubber

ball down the hall a few times, knowing in the past, she’d always gone after

it. Now when he threw it, she sank to the ground, watching the ball skip to a

bouncy stop.




Roman stroked her fur. “Come on, girl. Let’s get you a bone.

Whaddya say?”




He carried her to the kitchen, filled her food and water bowls,

and gave her a bone to chew on before heading back to the bedroom again.

Pressing the picture of Evie to his lips with one hand, he popped some sleeping

pills into his mouth, washing them down with a hefty gulp of pale lager. He’d

never see his sweet love again, but at least he could dream.









CHAPTER 10








It was twenty minutes past ten the following morning and

Roman still hadn’t arrived to pick up Jacob. Quinn wasn’t alarmed. From what

Evie used to say about his time management skills, he’d been tardy many times

in the past. No reason for her to expect a change in his MO now.




A text message popped up on Quinn’s phone. It was her mother,

telling her to bring Jacob over. Breakfast was ready. Since waking an hour

earlier, he was back to not speaking again. Quinn wasn’t alarmed about that

either. He was smiling, scribbling a rainbow of colors across a piece of paper.

He seemed content. And content was enough for her.




The screen door snapped closed when Quinn and Jacob entered her

parents’ home a few minutes later.




“Quinn, is that you?” her mother called from the kitchen. “Come

see who’s here.”




A thick, lumpy knot developed in her throat.




She swallowed.




The knot remained.




Stubborn.




Unrelenting.




She entered the kitchen resigned to find Bo engaged in a

conversation with her parents. Of all the men she’d ever dated, he’d always

been their favorite. When she rounded the corner, she was met with a surprise.

It wasn’t Bo. It was someone far worse. Her sister, Astrid.




“Hey, sis,” Astrid said. “How are ya?”




Quinn feigned a smile, and said, “Fine.”




What she really wanted to say was: Stop talking to me. Stop

looking at me. Right. Now.




Astrid angled a fork at Jacob. “Little guy is getting big,

isn’t he?”




Jacob buried his head behind Quinn’s leg. Quinn reached down,

brushed a finger across the top of his hand.




“I wasn’t aware you’d ever seen him before,” Quinn said.




“Once, a couple years back when I was in town for the weekend.

I ran into Evie at the farmer’s market.”




Astrid looked like she hadn’t aged since the last time Quinn

saw her, which had been at least a couple years. She sat on the kitchen

counter, legs spread, her long, stringy, bleach-blond locks falling in loose

curls in front of her nearly sheer, body-hugging T-shirt. Standing in between

the opening of her legs was a man who looked to be pushing forty, significantly

older than her younger sister.




“When did you get here?” Quinn asked, though she didn’t care.




“Last night.”




“You missed Evie’s funeral.”




Astrid shrugged. “I know. She was your friend, Quinn.

Not mine.”




“You grew up with her too. You don’t have to be close to

someone to pay your respects to their family.”




Astrid jerked her head back, snorted a laugh. “To Ruby? The

woman’s bat-shit crazy.”




Quinn looked down at Jacob. His face was blank.




“Watch your mouth, Astrid.”




Astrid giggled. “Oh, yeah. Woops.”




“Why are you here?” Quinn asked.




“What do you mean ‘why am I here’?”




Astrid dropping in unannounced always raised her suspicions.

She had a habit of only coming around when it suited her, or when she wanted

something. Judging by the orange Ferrari coupe parked in the driveway, her

current benefactor was giving her all the “something” she needed. It didn’t add

up.




“I haven’t seen you at Mom and Dad’s house for a long time.”




Astrid removed the hand she’d been combing her boyfriend’s back

with, and slapped the front of her jeans, diverting the conversation. “Come say

hi, Jacob. I won’t bite.”




“He’s fine where he is right now,” Quinn replied.




Astrid ignored her and stretched a stiff hand toward Jacob. He

ducked behind Quinn again.




“Don’t hog him all to yourself, Quinn. Let me take him for the

day. Go out. Get some fresh air. You look like you need it.”




“You have no idea what I need.”




“Girls.” Quinn’s mother spread her arms out between her two

daughters. “Please.”




Quinn could see the rivalry and wounded feelings she carried

for her sister left their mother pained, which in turn, gave her pain. “I’m

sorry, Mom.”




Astrid shot Quinn a dirty look that said: kiss ass.




Deciding now was a good time to make a formal introduction,

Astrid’s boyfriend pushed a clammy hand toward Quinn. She looked at it, didn’t

take it.




“Name’s Eugene. Nice to meet you.”




“Eugene’s going to be the next state senator,” Astrid bragged.




Quinn looked Eugene in the eye, now realizing where she’d seen

him before. On television, talking about his plan to win the next election.

With Astrid by his side, he had to be kidding. “You two been together long?”




“Almost a month now,” Eugene said. 




He beamed with pride like it was a major accomplishment.




For Astrid, it was.




Quinn’s first instinct was to say: Good luck with that.




He’d need it.




Although Astrid was known to hang around as long as the money

kept flowing. And this guy had two things going for him—money and power.






“Let’s eat,” Quinn’s mother suggested. “The food’s getting

cold.”




The five of them sat down. Quinn, Jacob, Astrid, Eugene, and

their mother.




“Where’s Dad?” Quinn asked. “Out for a run?”




“No, I’m right here.”




Quinn glanced up, detecting a hint of uneasiness in her

father’s voice when he entered the room. His face was rigid, almost haggard

looking. “Is something wrong?”




Her father looked at her mother. “Jane, why don’t you take

Jacob back to Quinn’s apartment for few minutes? I think there might be some

blocks inside a box in the hall closet he can play with.”




“But we just sat down, Mitchell.”




Her parents stared at each other until her mother seemed to

understand what her father wouldn’t verbalize. Her mom picked up Jacob’s plate

of food and curled her fingers toward herself. “Come on, Jacob. Let’s see what

toys we can find, shall we?”




Jacob shook his head, refusing to move from his seat next to

Quinn.




“Jacob,” Quinn prompted. “I think I saw some chocolate bars in

the freezer over there. If you go with my mom, I bet she’ll give you one after

you finish your breakfast. I’ll come over in a few minutes, and we can play,

okay? I’m not going anywhere. Promise.”




He slid off the chair, bowed his head, followed Jane out of the

room. Once he was out of earshot, her father continued. “I just got off the

phone with Bo.”




Quinn failed to see why a conversation with Bo warranted

Jacob’s removal from the house. “Whatever he said, I don’t want to know.” She

backed her chair away from the table. Stood. There would be no forced

conversation about Bo, especially in front of her sister.




“You’ll want to hear what I have to say, Quinn,” her father

continued. “And even if you don’t think you want to—you need to, okay?”




“Why?”




Astrid remained still and kept her mouth shut, which wasn’t

like her.




“The phone call had nothing to do with you,” her father said.

“It concerns Roman.”




“What about Roman?” Quinn asked.




“I heard Evie forgot to change the beneficiary of her life insurance

policy after the divorce,” Astrid said. “Roman was to inherit half a million

dollars. You know, people are saying he murdered Evie.”




Quinn spun around. “What people?”




“You’re not the only one with friends here. My friend Alicia

said the cops have evidence.”




“What evidence?”




“Some shoe print they found at the crime scene matches with a

shoe they found in Roman’s closet.”




Quinn thought about her conversation with Roman the day before,

about how he’d said the cops hadn’t found anything because there was nothing to

find. Why did he lie? Or did he say it because he was innocent and knew the

shoe wouldn’t amount to anything?




“So what?” Quinn replied. “It means nothing. They share a son

together. They share custody. He’s over there all the time.”




“Think about it, Quinn,” Astrid said. “It makes sense. First

the shoe, now the life insurance policy.”




Quinn didn’t believe it. She couldn’t.




“You don’t know him,” she said. “Roman loved Evie. Stop

spreading lies about something you know nothing about.”




“What is your friggin’ deal, Quinn?”




“What’s my deal? You’re the one—”




“Roman’s dead,” her father interrupted.




His words, though short and simple, took several seconds for

Quinn to process. “What do you mean, Dad? How?”




“Bo went with another officer to Roman’s place this morning to

talk to him about something, and—”




“Wait—why is Bo involved?”




“Don’t you know anything?” Astrid said. “Bo’s some kind

of detective now.”




She didn’t know. After she broke things off with him, Quinn

asked her parents not to mention Bo to her. Ever. Not that they hadn’t tried.

Her mother had made it known on several occasions that she wished Quinn would

confide in her about the real reason she’d ended things with him. Her mother

didn’t need to know. It would grieve her even more if she did.




“As I was saying,” her father continued, “Bo arrived at Roman’s

house this morning, saw his pickup parked out front, but he wasn’t answering

the door or his phone. Door was unlocked, so Bo announced himself and went

inside. Found Evie’s dog scratching at the bedroom door. When he looked inside,

he saw Roman lying on the bed. His body was stiff, cold to the touch. Bo

checked for a pulse. There wasn’t one.”




“How did he die?”




“Bo found a couple pill bottles on the nightstand. Nembutal and

fluoxetine hydrochloride.”




Quinn’s heart throbbed inside her chest like it was trying to

fight its way out. “Fluoxe ... what?”




“One was for depression, the other to help him sleep.”




“I don’t understand. Are you saying he overdosed on pills?”




“Not just pills. Bo said Roman had a blood alcohol

concentration level around a .30.” 




“So he killed himself?”   




“No, honey,” her father replied. “The ME will run tests, of

course, but Bo thinks Roman’s death was an accident, not intentional. And I’m

inclined to believe him.” 









CHAPTER 11






Quinn knew what was coming next, knew who was coming.

And it didn’t take long before Bo was parked on her parents’ driveway. Quinn

fled, taking refuge in what her mother now called “the craft room,” even though

at one time, the room had been hers.




She wanted a minute. Just one minute to herself. To think. To

breathe.




Breathing.




Someone was behind her.




She looked back.




“Go away, Astrid. I want to be alone.”




Astrid twirled a several-week-old, half-polished finger around

a strand of hair. “Bo’s here. He just pulled up.”




“I’m aware.”




“You should talk to him.”




Astrid’s words were spoken as more of a challenge than sisterly

advice. More: Do it. I dare ya, sis.




“I will when I’m ready. I need some time to myself. So, if you

don’t mind ...”




“Dad said Marcus called today. I bet if you begged, he’d take

you back.”




“I see Dad filled you in on what happened.”




Astrid grinned, leaned her shoulder against the wall. “He

didn’t. Mom did. Good decision, by the way. I never liked him.”




“Why, because he’s the only man in my life you’ve never slept

with?”




It was harsh. Maybe too harsh even for Astrid. If it had been

any other day, she might have cared. Today she didn’t.




Eugene entered the room, draped his arms around Astrid’s

shoulders, lectured Quinn like he was her father. “How could you talk to her

like that? She’s your sister.”




“Stay out of it, Eugene,” Quinn replied. “This isn’t your

business.”




“You’re wrong. We’re involved. Her life is my life now—her

business, my business.”




The fact any man was foolish enough to think he could ever have

a functional relationship with Astrid almost sent Quinn into hysterics.




“You don’t have any idea who you’re involved with,”

Quinn shot back. “If you did, you’d run before she destroys your life like she

does everyone else’s. Or don’t. Stick it out. See what happens.”




Astrid shot daggers in her direction. Quinn waved a hand

through the air, stopping her from saying anything more. “We’re done talking,

fighting, whatever you want to call it. I need to check on Jacob.”




Quinn exited the room, a rise of emotions mounting inside like

a wave ready to crest. It couldn’t go up, only out, and she knew it. Her eyes

blurred with tears. She refused to let them fall. Vision unclear, her body

smacked into something solid. Hard. She stepped back.




Bo placed his hands on her shoulders. “Hey ... you okay?”




She considered saying something nice, but pleasantries didn’t

prevail in the end. “Are you looking for Astrid?”




“What? No. Why would I? I was looking for you.”




Astrid poked her head out of the doorway, titillated with

excitement as she drank Bo in. Her voice changed, the octave increasing the

more she spoke. “Well, hi there, stranger. Long time.”




Bo looked past Quinn, swallowed hard. “Hey.”




His words were flat, emotionless.




“Looks like the two of you have a lot of catching up to do,”

Quinn said. “Maybe you should go somewhere and talk. It will just be like old

times. Right?”




The quip pained Bo. Quinn could see it on his face. She didn’t

want to care. Didn’t want to feel bad, even though she did.




She stormed past him, her shoulder banging into the side of

his.




“Quinn, stop,” Bo said. “Hold on a minute.”




She made it to the front porch before her legs buckled beneath

her. A hand looped around her waist as she went down.




“I can’t breathe,” she said.




“Yes, you can. Take it slow.”




“Bo, don’t. I’m fine. You can let go.”




“No, Quinn. I won’t. I’m never letting go of you again.”









CHAPTER 12








Quinn glanced through the windshield of her father’s car,

absorbed the awe-inspiring view of the Shoshone River before her. Watching the

gentle ease of the water’s flow calmed her, uncluttered her mind. She loved

this spot. Her spot. The place she’d been coming to since she was old enough to

drive. The lush scenery allowed her to collect her thoughts. Process. On this

mountaintop, she could think, make decisions, make sense of things—when she was

alone.




Unfortunately today she wasn’t.




Quinn exited her car and walked to the truck idling to her

right, tapping on the pane of glass on the driver’s-side door with the tip of a

finger.




The window lowered.




“How long are you going to stare at me through the window?”

Quinn asked.




“Until you’re ready to have a real conversation,” Bo replied.




“Are you going to keep following me around until I do?”




“Will you ever talk to me if I don’t?”




Good question.




Yesterday the answer would have been a firm no. Now it was a

pliable maybe. Over time, she’d become an expert at keeping people at arm’s

length, pushing so many people away, sometimes it felt as though she had no

fight left in her.




With Evie dead and her marriage over, she didn’t have the will

or the desire to do it anymore. It wasn’t who she wanted to be.




“We’re talking right now,” she said.




“You know what I mean, Quinn.”




“Why is it so important to you? We haven’t seen each other in

years.”




“If you wouldn’t have avoided me for so long, we could have

done this a long time ago.”




“If I wanted to talk to you, I would have.”




Bo lifted a blanket out of the back seat of his truck, opened

the door, stepped outside. “Let’s sit for a few minutes. What do you say?”




“I don’t know. I should be getting back.”




“Jacob’s in good hands. If he wakes up from his nap, your

parents will call. You know they will.” He spread the blanket over a weedy

patch of hillside. “You coming?”




Arms crossed in front of her, she pondered the offer. “How will

talking now make things any different?”




“Guess we won’t know until we try. It’s long overdue, Quinn. I

know it. So do you.”




She walked over, sat on the far edge of the blanket, a few feet

away from him. He looked away, trying to disguise the obvious fact that he was

laughing.




“What?” she asked. “What’s so funny?”




“Nothing,” he said, hands raised. “Sit as far from me as you

can if you like. I’ll take whatever I can get.”




Several moments passed.




“Are we talking, or what?” she asked.




He scooted over, ran his fingers along the lower half of her

arm. She flinched.




“Can you just ... not touch me please?”




He nodded, withdrew his hand. “Remember when we used to come

here?”




Of course she remembered. Touching her the way he used to,

sitting here the way they used to—it all triggered the past. A past she’d

worked hard to forget. “I remember.”




“When I think about the best memories of my life, every single

one of them was spent with you.”




“You know I’m married, right?” she asked.




“Are you though? Are you really?”




Was there anyone her parents hadn’t told?




“On paper I am. For now.”




“We talked about getting married too. You and me. Remember?

Then you took off on spring break, and the next thing I knew, you were

strutting around town with some other guy’s ring on your finger. I tried so

many times to talk to you, but you shut me out, chose to marry a guy you barely

knew, and move away. You said you’d never leave here. Never leave your home.

But you did.”




It made sense now why he wanted to reconnect, why he was

pushing so hard, allowing a bunch of “what ifs” to cloud his mind. It was like

she could hear his thoughts: What if she gets a divorce? What if there’s

still a chance she’ll come back to me?




Or maybe he just wanted to clear his conscience.




A closed window had cracked open, and Bo wanted to make sure it

didn’t close again. Though, she didn’t know why.




Quinn assumed by now Bo would have married, fathered a few

children. He never had. Why? After all this time, she couldn’t have been the

reason. Could she? Living in a different state had protected her from seeing

anyone else’s perspective but her own, her anger crippling her until she was

blinded. Looking at him now, seeing the sincerity in his eyes, she couldn’t

help but wonder if she’d made a rash decision. Was there a chance she’d been

wrong?




“Bo, I’m not sure what you want me to say,” she said.




“Why did you do it? Why did you marry him?”




“You know why. I saw you that night. With her. With my

sister.”




Even now, she still choked on the words as she released them.  






“I’ll tell you now what I told you then—you have it all wrong.”






“I know what I saw, Bo.”




“And just what do you think you saw?”




She looked away. “I don’t want to talk about this. Have you

ever wondered why I stayed away? Why I don’t like coming back here? I don’t

want to think about it. It’s in the past. Let it stay there. Please.”




“Once, just once, have this conversation with me, and I swear

I’ll never bring it up again.”




“I saw you kissing her. Your hand on Astrid’s breast! Do I

really need to keep going?”




Quinn plunged her shaking hands into the pockets of her

sweater.




“You saw your sister kiss me, Quinn. Not the other way

around. Where was her hand when mine was over her chest? Do you even remember?”




As vivid as if it was happening in front of her now.




“Over yours. What difference does it make?”




“I didn’t kiss her. She kissed me. She took my hand and shoved

it down her top when she saw you coming.”




“Why would she do that?”




“Hell if I know. You came in, saw what you thought was me

making a move on her, and that was it. She blamed me for everything, and you

believed her. Even after I tried to explain myself, you took her side. Ran to

the arms of someone else. You have no idea what that did to me.”




“Did you really think I married another man because you groped

her boob?”




“Didn’t you?” he asked.




“You slept with her, Bo. There was no need for a conversation.

We were done.”




His head shook so fast it looked like it was about to spin off.

“What are you talking about? I have never been with your sister. What

you saw that night was it. Nothing else happened. Ever.”




He was lying. He had to be.




“Astrid explained everything. She might be a lot of things, but

I can’t believe she’d lie to me about the one thing she knew could hurt me more

than anything.”




“This is Astrid we’re talking about.”




“It was more than words though,” she said. “Astrid had proof.”




“What proof?”




“She showed me the notes you wrote her, the ones saying you

wanted to be with her and not me.”




He pulled at the back of his hair so hard, it looked like he was

going to yank the strands from their roots. “Quinn, I’ve never written Astrid a

note in my life.”




“You did, Bo. I saw them with my own eyes. They were in your

handwriting. There’s no reason to deny it now.”




“I’m telling you, it’s not true,” he said. “None of it. Not the

notes, not the groping, or the supposed sex she says we had. I wouldn’t ever do

that to you, or any woman. I don’t have it in me. I thought you knew me

better.”




He seemed sincere.




And part of her was inclined to believe him.




Was it possible her sister had played a nefarious game? 




And if she had, why?




“I don’t know why your sister wanted to tear us apart,” he

continued, “but whatever her reasons were, she succeeded.”




“This is a lot more than a simple prank. Messing with the lives

of two people. I can’t believe she could be so vicious. I just can’t.”




“Ask yourself this—if I wanted to be with her so bad, why

wasn’t I with her after you and me broke up? What was stopping us?”




“She said she saw you a few times, and then she started seeing

someone else.”




“Look at me, Quinn. Just once. Look at me. Not past me, not

through me, at me.”




She refused.




He tried again.




“Quinn, if you ever loved me—”




Her head rotated like a wind-up toy set on the lowest speed.

His eyes glistened when they met hers, the same eyes she’d fallen in love with

as a teen. The same eyes she’d never forgotten. He was on the brink of losing

it, allowing her to see something she hadn’t seen in another man in a long

time: raw, honest emotion.




“When you found out I was marrying Marcus, why did you let me

marry him?” she asked. “Why didn’t you fight for me? For us?”




“The way I saw it, if you loved me, you would have never

married him in the first place.”




Looking at him now, one thing was painfully clear. There was a

good chance she’d been wrong about him the whole time.









CHAPTER 13








Astrid and Eugene were reclining back on the seats of

Eugene’s convertible when Bo and Quinn returned from their heart-to-heart on

the mountain. Judging by the slurred sounds emanating from Astrid’s mouth when

Quinn passed by, she’d downed more than her fair share of alcohol, even though

the sun wasn’t fully gone yet. Astrid shifted positions when she saw Bo, her

face visibly startled to see him on speaking terms with Quinn again.




Quinn savored the moment.




That’s right, crane your neck. Look. Take a long, hard look.






Astrid’s finger danced like a firefly out the car window.

“Well, look at zat, zee old love birds are talking again. How zweet. When are

you’re gonna come ssstalk to me, Bo?”




Bo whipped around, his face rigid.




Quinn clasped his wrist. “It doesn’t matter what she says

anymore, Bo. I don’t need to hear her made-up version of the truth.”




“You might not, but I deserve an explanation. We both do.”




“She’s been drinking. Maybe you should talk to her later, when

she’s ...”




It occurred to Quinn that no time ever seemed like the right

time when it came to Astrid.




“Fine, I’ll let it ride until tomorrow,” he said. “But once she

sobers up, I will get the truth out of her.”




“Bo, come herrre,” Astrid slurred. “I need ta tell ya

somethin’.”




“Tell me what?”




Astrid pressed a finger to her lips. “Shh ... it’s a secret. Our

little secret. Just between you and me.”




Astrid may have been talking to Bo, but the jab was directed at

Quinn. The combination platter of Astrid cackling like a delirious hyena and her

incessant heckling pushed Bo over the edge. He yanked Astrid out of the

convertible, shoving her against the hood of the car.
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