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      Scheiße.

      For fanden.

      Helvete.

      Voi vittu.

      Fuck.

      I could curse proficiently in five different languages—none of them in public, of course—but somehow, somehow, I didn’t have the words to convey just how screwed I was today.

      Or rather, how not screwed.

      A weird gurgle burst out of my throat, the sputter of hysterical laughter turning into a sob, and I kicked the tyre of Siri’s Audi. Then winced because my stupid satin wedding shoes gave my toes no protection whatsoever. Dammit all to hell! German cars were famed for their reliability, but five minutes ago, a red light had illuminated on the dash, so I’d pulled over to check the glove compartment for an owner’s manual—there wasn’t one—and now the engine wouldn’t start again. Was this karma? Probably. Siri hadn’t wanted me to take the car, but I’d squashed myself behind the wheel and sped off anyway, her words ringing in my ears.

      “Gaby, do you even remember how to drive?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I’d called over my shoulder.

      And now I was stuck.

      Stuck at the side of a highway in… Well, I had no idea, but I was fairly sure I was still in Oregon.

      I began to regret hurling my phone at Emmett. If it had hit him, I could have taken some small measure of satisfaction from that at least, but the asshole had ducked and the phone had smashed against a vase of flowers, which had teetered sideways onto the floor and shattered, and then Rosa, Emmett’s maid, had materialised in an instant with a dustpan, and I’d tripped over her and nearly knocked my teeth out, and…

      Don’t think about it, Gabrielle.

      But how could I not? Right now, I should have been feasting on smoked salmon and champagne with my closest friends, dancing my first dance and celebrating the fact that I was Mrs. Emmett Collins. The fireworks should have come later, when my family found out what I’d done. Would the fact that I hadn’t actually gotten married mean they’d be happy now? Of course not. The circus had only just begun. The fact that I’d eloped instead of trotting down the aisle at the huge celebration my mother insisted upon would have made the gossip pages back in Europe, where the paparazzi fed off my blood like hungry jackals, but me eloping and then ditching my fiancé five minutes before we got hitched? Now, that was a good old-fashioned front-page scandal.

      And I wasn’t sure I’d survive another.

      The ocean was to my left, out of sight but close enough for me to smell the salt on the warm summer air. To hear the siren’s call. Could I walk there? Not for the first time, I considered swan-diving into a watery grave, just vanishing under the waves and ending it all, but like so many things in my life, it wasn’t to be. Three years ago, it had been my brother who found me on the cliff edge, but today it was a stranger who stopped to help.

      “What seems to be the problem, ma’am?” he asked.

      Everything. Everything was the problem.

      The man was big. Big all over. Broad shoulders and strong arms, muscular legs stuffed into a pair of worn blue jeans. Handsome in a rugged, unpolished sort of way, an oak tree that needed pruning. Hair the colour of dark chocolate, a neatly trimmed beard, and an easy smile. Kind eyes, but still I stepped back on instinct and got my feet tangled in my stupid dress. Would have landed on my well-padded ass if he hadn’t shot out an arm to catch me. The glint of a gold badge clipped to his belt drew my eye, along with something else. Yes, he was definitely big all over.

      He followed my gaze and thankfully misinterpreted as I fought not to blush.

      “I’m a sheriff’s deputy right here in Baldwin’s Shore.” He set me back on my feet. “Having car trouble?”

      Car trouble, man trouble, can’t-put-a-foot-right trouble.

      “The engine won’t start.”

      He gave me a slow perusal, head to toe, but he was polite enough not to mention my attire. “Got enough gas? I always carry a spare can.”

      “I…think so?”

      “Let’s take a look.”

      A woman jumped down from the passenger side of his truck, a pretty brunette. The deputy’s wife? He was clearly off duty. The back of the pickup was filled with furniture—a bed, something in bubble wrap, and a tiny pink dressing table. A girl scrambled out of the back seat, and the woman turned to wag a finger.

      “Kiki, stay inside.”

      “But I want to see the princess.”

      I stiffened, but the little girl wasn’t to be deterred as she ran in my direction.

      “Sorry, she’s fascinated by your dress.”

      “It’s a princess dress! I love it!”

      So had I once. The boutique owner had signed an NDA, and I’d snuck in under cover of darkness with Siri. Phil, my best friend, my sister from another mister, my partner in crime, had watched me try on dress after dress via Zoom, and I’d fallen in love with the jewelled bodice and sweeping chiffon skirt. Phil said the sweetheart neckline did magical things to my boobs, so she’d given me the thumbs-up too. The first time Emmett had seen me wear it was when I threw my engagement ring at him.

      The little girl reached out to touch one of the pearls, but the brunette quickly lifted her away.

      “Kiki, you shouldn’t bother people.”

      “It’s okay.” I tried a smile, pulled it off through practice and sheer willpower. How old was the girl? Six? Seven? When I’d been her age, I’d dreamed of pretty gowns too, although the shine of dressing up wore off quickly when I was forced to do it all the damn time. “What’s your name, little one?”

      “Kinsley Hannah Haines. And I’m not little anymore—I’m nearly eight. Are those real diamonds?”

      My earrings and necklace? Yes. The beads on the dress? No.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      If they’d all been real, my bodyguards would have kept me on an even tighter leash. As it was, they were undoubtedly scouring the Oregon countryside in between squashing Emmett into a pulp and getting berated by my mother for losing me. Okay, so the first part was wishful thinking, but Phil had emptied a jug of Pimms over him, so I had to be thankful for that, at least.

      “Your accent’s weird.”

      Funny how children always said what adults wouldn’t dare, wasn’t it?

      “I’m not from around here.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Uh, Denmark?”

      It came out sounding like a question, probably because it was a lie. But it was close to the truth, and in my experience, most Americans couldn’t find Denmark on a map anyway. Or many other European countries, which was why I’d chosen to come here in the first place. It was far easier to fly under the radar in the US. Or it had been until now. After today, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to show my face in LA again.

      “You sound kind of British,” the brunette said, and dammit, why hadn’t I just claimed to be from England? My accent was a product of all the places I’d lived, but the years I’d spent near London had been the most influential.

      “I have a British grandma.”

      That part actually was true, although she’d moved to Finland at the grand old age of twenty-three. Luckily, the brunette seemed to accept it as an explanation.

      The car coughed as the deputy tried to start it, and the vindication that I hadn’t been a complete fool, that the car really was broken, was of little consolation. I was thousands of miles from a home I didn’t want to live in, freshly single, with no phone and only the five hundred bucks in emergency money that Siri kept stashed under her car seat. Clean underwear was a pipe dream.

      “Are you okay?” the brunette asked, the first one brave enough to broach what was clearly the bigger issue.

      Claiming I was fine would have been an all-too-obvious lie, so rather than insult both of us, I simply shook my head.

      “Do you have far to drive?”

      “I don’t even know where I’m going,” I admitted.

      “You need help with directions? I have a maps app on my phone.”

      “No, I mean I just got in the car and started driving without a destination in mind.”

      “In your…?” She gaped at my dress, and I honestly couldn’t blame her for that.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. So, uh…”

      Thankfully, the deputy’s reappearance put an end to that non-conversation.

      “It’s not the gas. Did you know your alternator warning light is on?”

      So that’s what it was. “I was aware of a light. Is an alternator fundamental to the running of the engine?”

      His eyes rolled halfway, then he seemed to catch himself. Hey, it wasn’t my fault my first car had come with a chauffeur.

      “It charges the battery and powers the electrics while the car’s running. So if you want headlights, then yeah, it’s key.”

      “I see.”

      “Is there somebody you could call?”

      “My phone broke.”

      He fumbled in his pocket. “Here you go—borrow mine.”

      I just stared at it. Who on earth would I contact? Not my mother—I already had a headache, and I didn’t want to make it worse. My sister was too young, the baby of the family at fifteen. My brother? He’d help me, he always did, but I’d already burdened him with so many of my troubles. Not only that, he was working in India this week. So he’d be asleep, and when he travelled, he turned his phone off overnight because otherwise people kept bothering him.

      That left Siri or Phil. Siri was on the family payroll, so technically she reported to my mother, and even if I swore her to secrecy, Mor would strong-arm my location out of her in one hot second. And Phil… Phil had only flown into the country two days ago. She didn’t have a car, and practicality wasn’t her strong suit. Plus there was a bigger problem—I didn’t know her new number by heart. I’d merely programmed it into my phone, the phone that was now lying in pieces in a borrowed house in Gold Beach. The location had seemed so perfect when Emmett suggested it—his friend’s parents’ vacation home, secluded, pretty, and with a view of the sea. Available whenever we cared to visit. But I’d soon wished I was anyplace else.

      Of course, now that my wish had come true, I found the reality wasn’t much better.

      “You don’t have anyone to call?” the deputy asked.

      “Is there a garage nearby? Maybe I could just buy a new alternator and carry on?”

      How much did an alternator cost, anyway? At times like this, I missed my father more than ever. He’d have known the answer. I’d have called him in a heartbeat.

      “Want me to arrange a tow?”

      Did I have any other choice? I wasn’t ready to face the people I’d left behind, not yet.

      “Yes, please.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name? Uh… Uh…” I needed to remain incognito, and having people call me Gabrielle or even Gaby would hardly help with that. “I’m Brie.”

      My chest hitched as the word left my mouth. Nobody but my father had ever called me that, and I’d have given anything to hear his voice again.

      “Brie.” The deputy tested it out, then smiled. “I’m Deputy Haines—Colt—and this is Brooke. I see you’ve already met Kiki.”

      “You both have a beautiful daughter.”

      Why did Brooke look so horrified?

      “Oh, no, no, no. We’re not together.” They weren’t? I’d just assumed… Colt wore a wedding ring, and Brooke had a diamond on her finger. “Colt and my boyfriend—fiancé—are old friends, and they work together too. He just gave me a ride to the furniture store, seeing as I couldn’t fit a bed into the trunk of my compact. But you’re right about Kiki—she’s super cute.”

      I liked Brooke. She was doing her best to make an awkward situation slightly more bearable.

      “Thank you for stopping.”

      Colt tipped an imaginary hat. “It’s not every day you see… Well…”

      So much for things not being awkward.

      But Brooke came to the rescue again. “Let’s sit in Colt’s truck while we wait for Ernie to get here.”

      “Ernie?”

      “He owns the local auto repair shop.”

      “Do you think he’ll take long?”

      She scrunched her lips to one side. “Maybe an hour or two? Ernie runs the place with his wife, but she’s gone to visit her sister. And Carl Tuttle often helps out too, but he broke his arm falling out of the Cave last week, so I guess Ernie’s on his own today.”

      “He fell out of a cave? Didn’t he use a safety rope?”

      Brooke stared at me, puzzled. “A safety rope?”

      “Spelunking can be such a dangerous pastime if one doesn’t take the proper precautions.”

      What was so funny? Brooke’s peal of laughter made Kiki giggle too, and Colt was smirking.

      “The Cave is a bar. He got drunk and fell down the steps outside the door.”

      Perhaps I should have guessed? Rural Oregon was a whole different world from the one I was used to.

      “A bar. Of course.”

      Brooke looped her arm through mine and led me to the truck. We both looked at the door, then at my dress, layers and layers of chiffon versus an opening designed for jeans and a plaid shirt. How had I ever fit into the driving seat of Siri’s Audi? I had to conclude that it had been through grim determination mixed with sheer desperation to get the hell away from Emmett. And Vania, my now ex-friend. If I cared to think about it, her betrayal hurt even more than his.

      “Maybe you could change your clothes?” Brooke suggested. “There’s a stand of trees you could use for cover.”

      “I don’t have any other clothes.”

      “This really was a spur-of-the-moment trip, huh?”

      “Yes, it really was.”

      Colt joined us, and his expression said the news wasn’t good. “Ernie’s tied up fixing Bobby Graham’s truck so he can tow his trailer to the cattle auction in Deschutes County tomorrow, but he’ll come after that. Brooke, why don’t you take Miss Brie to get coffee and something to eat while I wait here with her vehicle?”

      Brooke looked to me, questioning.

      Going to a café was the last thing I wanted to do, especially in this outfit, but I had to use a bathroom sometime. And I couldn’t go without drinking for the rest of the day either. Better to get it over with, and at least out here in the middle of nowhere, there wouldn’t be many witnesses to my humiliation.

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”
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      “I don’t suppose Deputy Haines carries a pair of scissors in his truck?”

      “Scissors?”

      “Or even a knife?”

      Brooke braked at a stop sign and eyed me up doubtfully. “I’m not sure…”

      I realised where her thoughts were going. Perhaps mine would have gone there too, given a few minutes, but I wasn’t about to try anything stupid with a small child in the back seat.

      “I just want to cut off the bottom of this dress.”

      Kiki gasped behind me. “Cut the dress? Noooooooo! You can’t. You can’t cut it!”

      What choice did I have? “I doubt I’ll fit into a bathroom stall otherwise.”

      And it was only a dress. Fabric and beads, forever tainted by the morning from hell.

      “We could swing by my place if you want?” Brooke offered. “I’m sure I have clothes that’ll fit you. Kiki’s right—you shouldn’t ruin the dress. Even if you never want to wear it again, you could sell it.”

      Sell it? No way. If people found out who it had belonged to, it would become a macabre souvenir that popped up at auction every few years to remind me of my bad decisions. But the idea of borrowing clothes filled me with relief. Brooke was shorter than me, and thinner too, but if she had something stretchy… I hadn’t cried since I left the house this morning, but now my eyes prickled, not with grief or longing or regret but due to her kindness. She had no idea who I was, and yet still she was willing to help me.

      “That would be very generous of you.”

      Another sideways glance. “Okay, so I guess that’s a plan.”

      Brooke pulled into the driveway of a two-storey house, a little dated but neat and tidy. A family home. She hadn’t mentioned having children of her own, but since she was engaged, maybe she and her fiancé were planning ahead? I was about to pay a bland compliment out of habit when she carried on along the driveway and parked in front of a double garage at the back.

      “We rent the garage apartment from my friend’s parents. I should have moved out earlier in the year, but I had a few problems with a stalker, and to cut a long story short, we’re having to rebuild part of the apartment I was meant to move into.”

      “A stalker?” I gave an involuntary shudder. Being watched gave me the creeps.

      “Don’t worry; he’s in jail now.” Brooke’s smile looked as fake as my own felt. “It’s over. But we’ll be here for another month or two, and it’s kind of the Crowes to let us stay. Do you mind dogs?”

      “Not in principle, but I’ve never had one of my own.”

      “Vega’s big, but he won’t hurt you. It turned out that being a guard dog wasn’t really his thing.”

      A flight of stairs ran up the side of the garage, and I scooped up armfuls of dress to follow Brooke to the door at the top. Kiki clambered on ahead, and when she reached the landing, she bent to pick up a small box.

      “Cookies? Did we get cookies?”

      “Don’t shake them. Mrs. Crowe likes to bake,” Brooke explained. “A perk of living here.”

      The apartment was smaller than my closet back home, but cosy. Colourful paintings decorated the walls, the couch looked squashy and comfortable, and the coffee table held a stack of well-thumbed magazines instead of a flower arrangement and a book of fancy photos that nobody ever opened. And it seemed Brooke enjoyed knitting, judging by the wool criss-crossing the floor.

      “Vega! What have you done?”

      The fireplug of a dog—one that looked like a German shepherd crossed with something much stockier—paused mid-leap and sat on his haunches, tail still wagging. He seemed quite pleased with his handiwork.

      “This was meant to be a freaking sweater.”

      “Bad Vega,” Kiki scolded, but then she flung her arms around his neck and giggled as he licked her. “He says he’s sorry. Can he have a cookie?”

      “No, he can’t have a cookie. They probably have chocolate in them, and chocolate is…”

      “Poisonous for dogs,” Kiki finished. “Can I have a cookie?”

      “How about you put the cookies on a plate while I clean up this mess, and then we can all have cookies?”

      “Okay.”

      She ran to the kitchen, which meant she didn’t run very far at all, and Brooke cursed under her breath.

      “Sorry, I’m so sorry, it isn’t usually this chaotic. Vega’s going through a ‘cat’ phase. He’s started playing with yarn and chasing birds, but at least he hasn’t brought me any dead mice.”

      “Do you want me to unravel some of this?”

      “I think…” Brooke surveyed the mess. “I think it’ll be easier to just buy another ball. I work in a craft store, so I get a staff discount. Or Kiki might do the unravelling. She likes to keep busy.”

      “You spend a lot of time with her?”

      “Sometimes I babysit to help out. Colt needs a break, and her regular sitter is on vacation.”

      “His wife works too?”

      Brooke lowered her voice, and I had to lean closer to hear.

      “Hannah died. Kiki was barely two years old, so⁠—”

      “They’re double chocolate chip cookies! We get two each, and that leaves one for Daddy and one for Luca. Luca is Brooke’s boyfriend.”

      My heart stuttered as Kiki giggled. Colt had lost his wife? Kiki had lost her mom? For so long, I’d been living in my own bubble with my own grief, but this was a reminder that I wasn’t the only person who had to deal with tragedy. And Kiki did a better job of smiling than I’d ever managed.

      “Thank you, min skat.”

      The endearment slipped out, the way it had from my father to me and from me to my sister before she went through her bratty phase, and Kiki tilted her head to one side.

      “Why am I a mince cat?”

      “Min skat. In Danish, it means ‘my treasure.’”

      Her smile turned into a full-on beaming grin. “Like gold?”

      More like “honey,” but she seemed to be fond of sparkly things.

      “Yes, like gold.”

      “And diamonds?”

      “Yes.”

      “And rubies?”

      In some ways, she reminded me of my sister. At seven, Elin had been a magpie, always collecting shiny trinkets, which everyone thought was cute until she snaffled a pair of diamond earrings from our mother’s dressing table and couldn’t remember where she’d put them. The staff had searched for days, even used metal detectors, and eventually the earrings had turned up months later in Elin’s dollhouse microwave. I made a mental note to keep my own earrings safe. They’d been a gift from my father for my eighteenth birthday, one of the few pieces of jewellery he’d given me.

      “Yes, like rubies too.”

      “And emeralds?”

      Brooke smothered a chuckle. “How about we go and find Brie something to wear?”

      “Can you do my hair the same as Brie’s? I want it all…all…all fussy like that.”

      “Well, I could try, but you’d have to sit still for a long while.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Why don’t you practise while we eat our cookies?”

      “If I eat mine really fast, does that mean I only have to sit still for a short while?”

      Brooke herded Kiki into the bedroom, and I heard a closet door open. The sounds of rummaging. These people were so nice. So normal. And they treated me as if I were normal too. What would have happened if instead of moving to LA three years ago, I’d run to a small town on the Oregon coast? Back then, I’d figured that if I hid out amongst movie stars and music moguls, I’d be small fry for the paparazzi in comparison, but perhaps if I’d made my life so utterly uninteresting that they’d gotten bored with following me around, it would have been a better strategy? Maybe I’d have been able to make real friends? And as an added bonus, I’d never have met Emmett, or Vania, or any of the others who’d flocked around us like wasps on sugar.

      I’d spent two hours driving this morning, and alone with time to think, I’d seen what I’d been blind to for so long. That I’d created a world in my head, the world I’d wanted, rather than living in the reality that existed. Grief had dulled my senses. Blunted my intuition. I’d assumed that because Emmett’s family was wealthy, we were equals, but money wasn’t everything. Phil, bless her, had tried to warn me the first time they met, but instead of listening, I’d brushed her concerns away.

      More fool me.

      “These might fit?” Brooke held out a pile of clothes. “You’ve got much bigger boobs, but I accidentally bought a sports bra that was too big and I never got around to returning it.”

      “I’m so very grateful.”

      “You can use the bedroom to change. Or the bathroom, whatever works. Do you want drinks here rather than going to the coffee house? I could make sandwiches as well if you’d like.”

      Anything was better than sitting in public. I couldn’t take the anxiety, not today.

      “Thank you.”

      “Cheese? Tuna? Ham?”

      “Whatever you’d care to make would be wonderful.”

      The bathroom wasn’t a bathroom at all—it had no bath, only a shower—but there was enough space for me to get out of the damn dress, which was the most important thing. I had to twist myself into a pretzel to get the fasteners undone, but finally I was free. I’d never been so grateful to see sportswear in my life. The yoga pants strained at the seams, and my breasts bulged out of the top of the bra, but the oversized T-shirt covered a multitude of sins and at least I could breathe again.

      My hair stayed in place even when I removed the pins. It needed a wash, but I combed out as much hairspray as I could with my fingers and scraped the stiff strands back into a makeshift ponytail. Then I set about fixing my face. The black streaks around my eyes meant I looked more like a raccoon or a death-metal singer than a wannabe bride, but I managed to make myself presentable with the help of soap and tissue.

      Then I took stock of the situation.

      The logical choice, the sensible choice, would be to call for help, deal with the Emmett mess, and go back home. Hide away for a year or two and lick my wounds. But just the thought left me nauseated, physically nauseated, and I choked. Heaved into the toilet. Only bile came up because I hadn’t eaten anything since last night, but my mouth tasted disgusting, and then the tears fell. I sank to the floor and sobbed, kneeling on a pile of wedding dress. I had so much I should be grateful for, I realised that, and yet…and yet…

      “Are you okay in there?” Brooke called.

      “F-f-f-fine.”

      Siri would have accepted my claim and left me alone. Phil would have told me there was no point in moping my life away, then dragged me outside to face my demons because that was how she handled everything. Head on, with no fear.

      But Brooke just asked, “You sure?” and somehow that made everything worse.

      “No, I’m not sure. I’m not sure about anything. Whatever I do, however I act, it’s wrong in someone’s eyes. I’ve spent my whole life trying to do what I think other people want, and at the end of it all, my fiancé still slept with my bridesmaid.”

      “Uh…wow. So, you want me to swap the coffee for wine?”

      A laugh burst out of me, which was ridiculous because nothing about this situation was funny.

      “I’d better stick with the coffee.”

      The last thing I needed was a DUI, and I really, really needed to get out of here. If I had a little bit of cash left after whatever repairs Siri’s car needed, I could find a cheap motel and hole up with chocolate for a few days.

      “Do you take milk? Sugar?”

      “Milk and two sugars. Thank you.”

      Once I’d got my sobs under control, I wiped my eyes—again—and held my head high as I walked out into the living room. Every day, the mask got harder to wear.

      “I’m so sorry about this,” I started, but Brooke waved my apology away.

      “Everyone has man trouble at some time or another. At least yours didn’t end in a criminal trial.”

      “I hope. My best friend was threatening to chop off parts of my ex-fiancé’s anatomy when I left.”

      “Relax—there’s not a female juror in the world who’d convict her.”

      Kiki sidled up to me with the dog in tow. “Can I try on your dress?”

      “Kiki!” Brooke scolded. “Leave Brie alone.”

      “But it’s pretty, and she’s not wearing it now.”

      I crouched down so I was at the little girl’s eye level. “Sure you can wear the dress, min skat. You can keep it.”

      But Brooke shook her head. “You can’t give her your wedding dress.”

      “Technically, it wasn’t my wedding dress.”

      “It looks really expensive.”

      “I have no further use for it. If it makes her happy, then she can use it to play dress-up. I’ll get your clothes laundered and send them back as soon as I’m able to.”

      “Oh, you can keep those. I never wear them anyway.”

      “I helped to make the sandwiches,” Kiki called as she ran into the bathroom. “Vega licked a cheese one, but don’t worry, ’cause I ate it.”

      Brooke put her head in her hands. “Sometimes, I don’t know how Colt manages.”

      “She’s very cute.”

      “Cute, but a handful. Colt messaged, by the way. Ernie’s arrived with the tow truck, so once you’ve had something to eat, we can head on over to the auto shop.”

      And just like that, my bubble burst again.
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      “It’s the alternator,” Ernie said. “You need a new one.”

      Which wasn’t a surprise, but what shocked me was how much it cost. Over five hundred dollars just for the part.

      “That’s all the money I have. You can’t repair the old one?”

      “Those things aren’t designed to be fixed. Back in the days when quality came before profit, everything was repairable, but these modern cars, you’re just meant to take the broken one out and bolt a new one in, and they don’t even make that easy.” His expression softened into what might have been a smile. “Colt told me you’d had some trouble today?”

      “If by ‘trouble’ you mean running out of my own wedding, then yes.”

      “So I thought that if you were amenable, we could make a trade. To help you get back on your feet, like.”

      “But I don’t have anything to trade.”

      “You have yourself.”

      Was he serious? That pig. My palm itched to slap him, but that would only have made a bad situation worse.

      “I am not a prostitute.”

      Ernie’s jaw dropped, and he looked as horrified as I felt. “No, oh no. Not that. I didn’t mean that. I’m a happily married man. But my Judith is taking care of her sister this week—she’s just had her hip replaced—and I could do with somebody to answer the phone. Every time it rings, I have to stop what I’m doing and wash my hands, and it’s a pain in the patootie.”

      “You want me to…answer the phone? Just answer the phone?”

      “Exactly. You do that until your car’s ready to go, and I’ll let you have the parts at cost and my labour for free.”

      “For how long are we talking? Hours? A day?”

      “A week, most likely. Tomorrow through Saturday lunchtime. That alternator’s a special order, and they’ll have to ship it. Next time, you should buy American, young lady.”

      A week without the car? I couldn’t… I’d have to go home and face the music instead. Siri could borrow my credit card to get her car fixed, and… A groan slipped out as I thought of an even bigger problem. The car had been a gift from Siri’s boyfriend. Her American boyfriend. She’d be devastated about returning home to Scandinavia as well.

      “But…but…I don’t have anywhere to stay, and I can’t afford a hotel.”

      Can’t afford. Those two words had never factored into my vocabulary until today. Funny how quickly things could change, wasn’t it?

      “You can borrow our couch if you want,” Brooke offered. “As long as you don’t mind Vega snoring.”

      Kiki bounced up and down on her toes, fizzing with excitement. “Or you could stay at our house. We have a whole spare room.”

      Bless that child. “Min skat, that’s kind of you, but you can’t just offer your house to strangers.” I caught sight of Colt’s face, and it seemed that horror was contagious. “It’s not fair on your father.”

      “He always says that if someone needs help, then we should help them. Isn’t that right, Daddy?”

      “Well, yeah, but⁠—”

      “So Brie can stay, and she can show me how to do my hair with the curls.”

      I couldn’t, not without the stylist Siri had hired, and he’d driven all the way from LA. Sven. He hadn’t stopped chattering for a second while he pulled and twisted and pinned, and he’d given me a lecture on split ends too. These are so dryyyyy. You should use the sea kelp protein pack. Would Kiki’s hair even hold that style? She looked like a baby Beyoncé with the confident attitude to match. And did I really want to work in a garage? I’d never had a job before, not a proper one with set hours and a lunch break. But a part of me wanted to experience that rite of passage, to understand how people lived in small-town America.

      “When I said—” Colt began.

      “She gave me her dress, Daddy. Her beautiful dress. And I still have five whole weeks off school. You said that since we couldn’t afford a vacation this year, I could do fun stuff at home, and I want to have princess hair.”

      He sighed, defeated, and then cleared his throat. “So we have a spare room…”
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      What the hell was Brooke playing at?

      She had a ton of clothes—I knew this because I’d helped her to carry the boxes into her apartment when she moved back to Baldwin’s Shore—and this was the best she could do? The idea had been that she’d take Brie to find a more appropriate outfit, something less distracting than a bejewelled wedding dress. So why did the woman look like an extra in a porn movie? Kiki might have been the only girl I had eyes for these days, but I wasn’t fucking blind. Those breasts must’ve cost Brie a fortune.

      And now my darling daughter, the light of my life, the apple of my eye, had offered an admittedly pretty blonde-haired stranger room and board, and I couldn’t veto the idea without disappointing my little girl and looking like an asshole in the process. I got that Kiki was fascinated by a new face in town, but Deputy Dawkins was covering my patch from his base in Coos Bay this week so I could spend some quality time with her, and the last thing I wanted to do was escort a jilted bride around the place. Sure, it looked as if Brie had found herself a temporary job, but damn. What a way to screw up my vacation.

      Ernie’s motives weren’t entirely altruistic either. True, he was happily married, but he kept an old Pirelli calendar stuffed down the back of his toolbox, and I hadn’t missed the way his gaze lingered on Brie’s ass.

      Luca and Aaron—Brooke’s brother—were gonna laugh their damn heads off.

      For a moment, I considered trying to offload Brie onto Aaron, but she really wasn’t his type. He preferred his women confident. Independent. A little wild. More like Luca’s sister, which Luca either hadn’t noticed or was in denial over.

      Hopefully, Brie wouldn’t cry. If she cried, Brooke could come over and deal with her.

      “I start at eight o’clock sharp,” Ernie said. “Got plenty of coffee, but you’ll need to bring your own lunch.”

      “Okay.”

      “You ever worked in customer service before?”

      “Not exactly, but I’ve had experience with public relations.”

      “Good, good, and you know how to use a computer?”

      “I can handle the basics.”

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow morning. You need anything out of your car before I lock the gates?”

      “Perhaps I’ll just check.”

      Five minutes later, Brie came back with an armful of belongings. Random stuff like an umbrella, a waterproof jacket, and a flashlight. Did she want to bring the tyre iron while she was at it?

      “We may be out in the sticks here, but my house has electricity.”

      “Uh, yes. Yes, I’m sure it does, but I just thought that if I need to get up in the middle of the night…”

      “I have a night light,” Kiki told her. “You can borrow it if you want.”

      “That’s very kind.”

      It was more than kind—it was a real big deal. Kiki never slept without her night light. When she was three, bees had built a nest in the siding, and while I waited for an expert to come and relocate them, their buzzing and scratching combined with creaks of the house settling at night had convinced Kiki that monsters lived in the walls. She’d been scared of the dark ever since.

      Why was Kiki so enamoured with this stranger? It had to be the dress. Had Brie really gifted it to Kiki? I hoped she hadn’t because that would only cause problems when I told Kiki she couldn’t keep it. Wedding dresses cost a fortune—we’d saved for months to buy Hannah’s—and Brie obviously wasn’t thinking straight today.

      “We can sort the lighting situation out later.”

      “Uh, are we still coming over for the football?” Brooke asked.

      Good question. Was Brie a football fan? Somehow, I couldn’t see it. She seemed like the kind of girl who’d be more at home in a yoga class than cheering on the Seahawks with beer and tacos. Or what was that other thing Hannah used to do? Pilates?

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      Even if it was the first preseason game and I’d been looking forward to it.

      “Please, don’t change your plans on my account,” Brie said. “I can just stay out of the way.”

      Once again, Kiki chipped in. “We can all watch the football. Can we have ice cream?”

      There was nothing to be gained by arguing, not today. The way things were going, I’d lose before I even opened my mouth.

      “Sure, we can have ice cream.”
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      “So… You have a house guest?”

      Luca left it until half-time to mention the obvious, despite the fact that Brie had been sitting stiffly on the couch for the entire first half, squashed between Brooke and Kiki, looking alternately bored, puzzled, and miserable. Aaron had claimed the other couch, which left the armchairs for Luca and me. Deck had sprawled out on the floor, his head on a cushion. I’d gone to high school with Aaron and Luca, but even though I’d lived on the same street as Deck for the past two years, he’d only started hanging out with us in the aftermath of Brooke’s stalker drama. Aaron had invited him tonight.

      “Yeah, I have a house guest. Brooke and Kiki cooked up the scheme between them. It was either my spare room or your couch.”

      “Lucky escape.”

      “You couldn’t have…I don’t know, driven her to a hotel?” Aaron suggested. “She looks like the type of woman who belongs in the Peninsula.”

      By “Peninsula,” Aaron meant the Peninsula Resort and Spa, the newest addition to the town’s coastline. Like many of the locals, I’d viewed it as a monstrosity, a blot on the landscape, but I was gradually coming around to the idea that it might not be such a bad development. Luca and Brooke had joined the gym there, and I’d visited a couple of times with their guest passes. The place was fancy, real fancy, but it did offer much-needed employment, and better a hotel than the tanker terminal some oil company wanted to build in Coos Bay.

      “Brie has five hundred bucks to her name, and she needs that much to fix her car.” I kept my voice down because she was next door in the kitchen with Brooke and Kiki. “She was meant to get married today, but something went wrong.”

      Luca snorted. “Yeah, I got that. I can’t fit into the bathroom at home thanks to three hundred layers of satin and chiffon. Brooke said her fiancé fucked her bridesmaid.”

      Aw, hell. I winced inwardly. If that was true, then no wonder Brie had been upset earlier, upset enough to climb into her car and drive off without any plan.

      “How’d she find out?”

      “Brie told her, I guess.”

      “No, I meant how did Brie find out about the bridesmaid?”

      “Who knows? But hell, the guy must’ve been an idiot.”

      Aaron threw an empty beer can at him. “You’re engaged to my sister.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Walk around with my eyes closed?”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      “Chill—Colt’s in pole position anyway.”

      What? No way. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Hey, you think I missed the way you’ve been checking out her ass?”

      “I wasn’t—” I started, but what was the point in denying it? “I’m only human.”

      “Hey, I’m not criticising. And maybe you should move in for a little rebound action? How long has it been since you split with Jacqueline?”

      Over a year, and I was in no hurry to get involved with a woman again. Jacqueline had been a mistake. After Hannah died, it had taken over three years for me to consider dating again, and I’d tried so hard to do everything right for Kiki’s sake. Taken things slowly, steadily. Waited until I was comfortable with Jacqueline before I’d introduced her to my daughter. Kiki might have been young when her mom left us, her memories hazy, but there was still no way that anyone could ever replace Hannah. Not for either of us. But I’d missed having female companionship, and I’d thought Kiki might appreciate another perspective too.

      I’d been wrong.

      Kiki had never warmed to Jacqueline, although Jacqueline had tried her best to develop their relationship. Or so I thought. We’d been dating for six months when Meli Snyder took me aside for a quiet word.

      The Snyders had moved in next door when I was at my lowest. Hannah had been gone for almost a year, and I was struggling to cope with grieving and being a single father, hell, just with getting out of bed in the mornings. Everyone in town had rallied around right after Hannah’s passing, but fast-forward several months, the help had tailed off, and I was lost. Brooke and Meli had been the people who stuck, the ones who refused to let me fall into the black hole I was edging toward.

      And Meli didn’t like Jacqueline either.

      Because when I went out, Jac treated Kiki like shit. Meli had heard her from the other side of the fence one day, forcing Kiki to stand outside in the rain because she’d talked back. A six-year-old. Jac denied it, of course, but Kiki had confirmed the story, the tears she’d been storing up for months pouring in through the cracks in my heart as she sobbed out all the ways Jac had belittled her.

      I’d broken it off with a phone call, which was more than Jac deserved, and then I’d vowed no woman would ever treat my little girl that way again. And the safest way to ensure that was to stay single until Kiki hit her teens. The mere thought of dating again filled me with dread, and even the occasional hook-up took planning. Let’s just say I had a well-developed right arm.

      And now a temporary roommate with the face of an angel and the body of a Playboy centrefold.

      “I’m not interested in any more complications,” I told Aaron.

      Aaron looked at Luca, and Luca looked at Aaron.

      “It’s true,” I growled. “She’s not even my type.”

      Did I have a type? Sure, Brie was very different to Hannah physically, but they both had a vulnerability about them that drew me in like a moth to a damn flame. Brought out my caveman instincts. Made me want to stand between them and the world.

      Fuck, I’d drunk too much beer tonight.

      “You sure about—” Luca started, but Aaron cut him a warning look as the girls reappeared with churros and ice cream.

      Brie managed a half smile as she tucked herself into the corner of the couch, knees drawn up to her chin, and I smiled back without thinking. Then realised Aaron, Luca, and Deck were all watching me.

      Shit.

      Where was Ernie getting Brooke’s alternator shipped from? Because at this moment, I was tempted to volunteer to go pick it up myself.
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      Kiki was barely awake, but she still struggled out of my arms when I tried to carry her upstairs that evening.

      “No, no, not yet! We haven’t put food out for Tigger.”

      “Who’s Tigger?” Brie whispered.

      “Our cat. She hasn’t been home for a few days, and Kiki’s worried about her.”

      So was I, if I had to be honest. Unlike some other places, folks in Baldwin’s Shore tended to let their cats out in the day and shut them in at night. Our roads were quiet, coyotes were rarely seen in town, and cats kept the rodent population down. The system worked around here.

      Tigger had always been the adventurous type, but she rarely missed a meal, let alone six in a row. And Kiki loved that kitty. We’d inherited her when Winnie Thoroughgood died, and neither of her kids wanted to take on a pet. I hadn’t been keen either, but Kiki wanted a cat, so we got a cat. Three cats, as it turned out, because in between Winnie’s passing and our house-warming party, Tigger had found herself a boyfriend. That problem was fixed now, and thankfully, Deck had taken one of the kittens—the little furball had kept following him around when he’d come to build Kiki a playhouse—and the Snyders had adopted the other. Everyone on our street was keeping an eye out for Tigger, but so far, there’d been no sign of her.

      Brie crouched down in front of Kiki. “I’m so sorry she’s missing. Do you need help with the food?”

      Kiki nodded. “Do you have a cat?”

      “Not now, but when I was your age, I did. Her name was Anka.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She crossed the rainbow bridge at the grand old age of eighteen, but my little sister still has one of her kittens.”

      “What’s the rainbow bridge?”

      “It’s where animals wait for their humans so they can go to heaven together.”

      “Do you think Tigger’s at the rainbow bridge?”

      “I don’t know, min skat. She might just be visiting with her friends right here on earth. Let’s get that food for her, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Brie looked up at me, apologetic. “Uh, so I don’t actually know where the food is.”

      “I’ll show you.”

      By the time we’d put dishes of Kitty Krunchies and fresh water out on the deck, Kiki couldn’t keep her eyes open, which I had to view as a good thing under the circumstances. I needed to talk with Brie before we went to bed. We hadn’t had a moment alone together yet, and I barely knew this woman who was now living in my home.

      “Give me ten minutes,” I mouthed as I carried Kiki up the stairs. At least she’d put her pyjamas on before the football started. Trying to get her octopus arms into the sleeves when she was half-asleep was no joke.

      When I got back to the living room, Brie was exactly where I’d left her. By the window, staring at her own reflection in the glass. What was she thinking? I was fairly certain I didn’t want to know.

      “Hey.”

      She jumped. Pressed one hand to her chest.

      “Want a nightcap?” I asked.

      “Uh… I shouldn’t, but… Yes?”

      “Wine? Something stronger?”

      “My head says wine, but my heart says Jägermeister.”

      “I have whisky?”

      “That’s fine.”

      Brie kept her distance from me, wary, as I poured us both drinks. I couldn’t blame her for that, and I half wished she’d picked Brooke’s couch instead of my spare room because she’d probably have been more comfortable having another woman around.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Please don’t ask me that.”

      Well, okay then. “Sorry.”

      She flapped a hand in front of her face. “No, I’m the one who should be apologising. I didn’t mean to be rude, but when people are kind, it makes me cry, and I hate crying.”

      I passed her the tumbler, and she gulped down half of the whisky, then gasped.

      “Shit, that burns. I mean, uh, shoot.”

      “Try sipping next time.”

      She did as advised but still wrinkled her nose, which shouldn’t have been cute but was. I was a sick, sick man.

      “Not much of a drinker?”

      “I’ve tried to abstain in the past. But tonight…tonight, it seems like a good idea. I won’t get any sleep otherwise.”

      “Ah, that delicate balance between needing to pass out and avoiding a hangover. I know it well.”

      She nodded, and from the understanding in her eyes, I knew somebody had told her about Hannah. Brooke, probably, or maybe Kiki had let it slip. She talked about her mom as if she were some kind of mythical creature, real but not real. Part of me wished they’d been able to spend more time together, but the other part was grateful that Kiki had been spared some of the pain of losing a parent.

      “Do you need a wake-up call in the morning?”

      “Please. I don’t have an alarm clock. Or a toothbrush, or a comb, or proper shoes, or clean freaking underwear. Sådan en røv fanden af ​​en dag,” she muttered at the end.

      “That last part—what does it mean?”

      Now her cheeks turned scarlet. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Never mind—I got the gist. “There’s a spare toothbrush and a comb in the drawer under the bathroom sink. Use whatever you want. Can’t help much with the shoes, but I can lend you a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, and if you don’t mind boxers…”

      “I’m actually desperate enough to take you up on that.” Brie clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult your choice of underwear.”

      “I got what you meant. And can I make another suggestion?”

      She hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. “Okay.”

      “I know everything’s raw right now, and you’re hurting. But people are gonna be worried about you. Tell me to get lost if you want, but I think you should consider calling somebody you trust to let them know you’re okay.”

      “I can’t face speaking to anyone.”

      “A text message is better than nothing. At work, I’ve had to deal with families whose loved ones have gone missing, and the uncertainty is difficult for them to deal with.”

      I’d seen it when I was a kid too. Luca’s mom had disappeared when he was eight years old, left him and his younger sister at the mercy of their asshole of a father, and although Luca rarely spoke about it now, I could tell that her vanishing act still ate away at him.

      “I…” Brie paused and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. “I could email a friend?”

      “I’ll go get my laptop.”
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      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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