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      Then

      

      Freedom.

      The glittery blue word was the only bright thing in this run-down trailer. It didn’t matter how often I scrubbed and cleaned, the lingering odors of beer, marijuana, and other scents I not only didn’t recognize, but wouldn’t think about, remained.

      “Looks good,” Tracey said. Her stance mirrored mine, with our hands on our hips. A ghost of a smile crinkled her eyes as she surveyed our boards.

      Vision boards. Her suggestion. I’d rolled my eyes at her.

      Hers boasted of ocean pictures and the University of Tennessee, where she wanted to go to grad school for a masters in software engineering. Hot guys with chiseled abs in swim trunks made a strong, third showing.

      Success was her chosen word. In complete contrast—and not surprising because we were one hundred and eighty degrees different—mine was more realistic, less “get me a hunky guy” dreamy.

      An apartment building. Graduation cap. Picture of an open highway.

      I wanted to get out of this trailer, into my own place, and for the first time in my life, finally find some freedom from the life and family I was born into.

      Tracey’s board was hot pink and lavender. Mine was dark blue and silver, and only silver because black clashed with the blue.

      Tracey insisted I go for something brighter. I caved because it wasn’t worth arguing about, but now, with the canvas drying and propped on my television stand in front of the broken TV, the blue was harsh.

      Happy. Bright. Shiny. Out of place in the dark cesspool of a home I’d lived in for far too long.

      Not forever. I had a few memories that reminded me of a time when life was different. A life before.

      Thankfully I had Tracey to pull me out of the muck and mire, and she’d done it again.

      “Thanks again for coming,” I whispered. I hated the vulnerability in my voice.

      I didn’t mind being alone. I was used to it. But being alone for your first holiday break because your drunk of a father was in prison was an entirely new level of loneliness.

      When Tracey showed up at my door with a suitcase at her feet, arms laden with plastic bags and hugging two large art canvases to her chest, I’d burst into tears.

      “You’re my BFF. Where else would I be?” She took my hand and squeezed.

      We were entirely different, practically from two different worlds. She came from happy parents with a happy marriage, was equally happy herself, and had three little brothers she treated like they were her children instead of siblings. Her family took two vacations a year—one to the beach and one somewhere else in the country—and an Instagram feed full of smiling people with affection and joy and all the normal things I could only envision.

      I had a mom who took off. A father in prison. At some point, I’d had a chance of having Tracey’s life, or something similar, but that was before Mom’s surgery. Before the addiction. Before she took off to chase her high and Dad crumbled to his knees while hugging a case of Natural Light.

      I had an aunt and uncle who did their best to fill in the gaps my parents created, and I had Tracey.

      Some days it wasn’t nearly enough.

      Today, like others, it was more than I deserved.

      “What now?” I asked, looking at the canvases. My dream of freedom. Get my degree, get out of this town. Get a job, a home of my own, and leave Deer Creek and all its horrific memories behind.

      Tracey’s wine-deep red fingernail tapped the fireworks on my vision board. They were meant to celebrate graduating college after this last upcoming semester. “We celebrate. You made it through a crummy year, the worst of the worst. Your best is on the horizon. Which means…we have some hotties to find.”

      I groaned. “You have hotties to find.”

      “Nah.” She shrugged and reached for her purse. While she pulled out her ID, bank card, ChapStick, and car keys, she continued. “You need a hottie in your life, too. Remember what my grandma always said?”

      “Marry a rich man. They’re just as easy to love, only harder to find.” I repeated the words in a robotic tone. Tracey’s grandma, Mary, repeated that so often I had dreams about it.

      “Exactly.” Tracey flashed me a manic grin, grabbed my hand, and tugged me toward the door of my trailer.

      I didn’t bother locking it as we tumbled down the rickety stairs to the BMW SUV her parents bought her for her twenty-first birthday. There was nothing inside worth stealing.

      The most valuable thing I now owned was that ridiculous vision board. And that included the cost of supplies.
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      “See?” Tracey shouted in my ear with a glass of foamy beer held high above her head. “Fun, right!?”

      I tipped my club soda in her direction. “Loads.”

      She rolled her eyes at me and grabbed my free hand. Dragging me along behind her, I had to hurry so I didn’t end up face-planting onto the sticky, beer-stained floor.

      When Tracey said we were heading out to the bars, I thought she was taking me back to Boone, thirty minutes away where we went to college, but nope. She meant staying close to home. Deer Creek wasn’t any place special. A small mountain town in northern North Carolina, my paw-paw, Dad’s dad, used to say that from the top of Crystal Mountain, we were close enough to the border to spit into Tennessee. Based on the way the man spit his chew, I figured maybe he could do it, but I’d never attempted it.

      The Golden Eye was the same as it’d always been. Considering it hadn’t been updated in my twenty-two years of life, it was surprisingly clean, minus the sticky floors. A long brass handle that rimmed the bar shone like it’d been recently polished. The brass coverings on the lights hanging from the ceiling were in equally good condition. Pretty sure the only thing that’d been added to Golden’s was the number of bras tacked to the walls. Why women got drunk and flung their bras around only to have them stapled to a grungy wall was something I never understood, and my dad had been dragging me in there to do my homework since I was old enough to carry my own backpack into it.

      Didn’t women know how expensive those things were?

      Or maybe tourists didn’t care. Maybe those women had more money than my family.

      Not a stretch, considering.

      “This really isn’t a good idea,” I called out to Tracey as she weaved around tables. I tried to avoid eye contact with every familiar face, but it was difficult. Several who met my gaze before I could look away sneered.

      Tracey didn’t understand, and I was loath to ruin her good mood even at the risk of my own. One night. I could do this for one night. In a week, she’d be back in her apartment, and I’d be spending the weekend working and studying in my drafty trailer.

      “It’ll be fine. I swear it! Besides, I ran into some hotties while you were getting our drinks!”

      She grinned at me over her shoulder, hazel eyes lit with the promise of a good time.

      I’d walk through fire for Tracey, I trusted her beyond reason. She was truly the smartest person I knew, but in this she was wrong. Me? Have a good time at a bar in Deer Creek? Never gonna happen.

      She’d have a good time though, especially if guys were involved. She had brains, an incredible body, and a fantastic sense of humor. A triple threat, my best friend was, and men flocked to her like bees to nectar after a starving winter.

      She dragged me to the back. At least we were in the corner. Opposite the hall to the bathrooms and far from the thickest crowd near the bar, if I hid by the dartboard all night, I’d probably be okay.

      “Holly, this is Tucker and Graham. Our new friends.”

      I fought the roll of my eyes. Tracey made new friends everywhere, and those friends usually stuck around until the tab was paid.

      I held up my club soda and grenadine instead of a handshake. “Hi there.”

      Tracey sure knew how to pick them. Both dark-haired, both a full head taller than me at my five-five stature, they had to hover right around six feet. One had fuller lips and thick brows. The other was…well, wow.

      A mop of thick dark hair had a curl to it on the top of his head, slightly falling to the sides that tapered to practically nothing at the base of his neck. His dark eyes were pools of mystery as his gaze lingered on me.

      “Graham,” the man said, barely moving his lips as he spoke his name.

      I felt that name in hidden places. It was a caress against my skin, and I fought the urge to shake off prickles that were slipping down my spine.

      Oh…yeah. He was a hottie all right. Based on the cut of his shirt, he worked out often to become such a hottie based on the build, but it was also the clothes. The fabric. He was wearing a fitted gray Henley and light denim jeans that fell loosely over scuffed and worn black Doc Martens.

      He wasn’t from here.

      And he had money.

      So…great. He wasn’t for me. I wasn’t like Tracey. Her grandma’s advice was entertaining, but there was no point in hoping some guy would come in and sweep me off my feet straight out of my trailer.

      Rich men would get one whiff of my life and take me for a gold digger. And if they didn’t, their mothers certainly would.

      I gave Tanner a quick scan and found him the same. No wonder Tracey latched on to them in my three-minute wait at the bar. They screamed rich tourists, down for a good time with a local.

      Except Tracey wasn’t a local, and this one knew better.

      “You guys here for the weekend?” I asked and caught sight of Tracey sliding closer to Tanner.

      He was attractive. That couldn’t be argued, but he definitely looked like a guy ready for a good one-night stand than anything else.

      “Just the night. Wanted to get out of Boone.”

      Boone. And they were our age. That meant… “You’re students?”

      Graham smirked, eyes widening. “You don’t sound like you like that.”

      He couldn’t be a finance major. I would have seen him in the business classes building. Rather, I should have. I tended to keep my eyes down and my business to myself when I was on campus.

      I ignored his statement. “Major?”

      He rocked back on his heels, grinning like a fool. “Science education.”

      “Seriously?” I scoffed. Couldn’t help it. No way a man who looked like that was an education major.

      “Yeah. Wanna coach someday, and I like science.”

      “Huh.”

      “Wanna tell me why my answer makes you look like you just sucked on a lemon and remembered you despise them?”

      There was curiosity there, and interest. It sounded genuine too, but I quickly shook it off.

      “Didn’t peg you for the type, I guess.”

      “Yeah? What’s my type?”

      His eyes scanned my body. Oh yeah…definitely interest there. Too bad for him. I was staying far away from all college guys. The last thing I was going to do was end up like my mom. Knocked up, unmarried, life ruined, and bitterness growing with every breath.

      “I wasn’t talking about girls,” I said and rolled my eyes.

      He set his drink on the narrow shelf next to him and crossed his arms over my chest. “You don’t like me.”

      “Don’t take it personally. I rarely like anyone.”

      More than that, I’d learned early not to trust anyone. Tracey wormed her way into my heart against my defenses, but the people who did that were few and far between.

      To my utter surprise, the man threw his head back and laughed. “Fair enough, Spitfire.”

      I scowled. Nicknames weren’t my thing.

      “What’d I do now?”

      As he asked, his eyes narrowed on something other than me, and then a sharp, stabby point pushed into my upper arm.

      “Ow.” I jerked my shoulder back and turned.

      Any amusement I’d had being at Golden’s, which was already slim, vanished.

      “Whattareyou doin’ in here?”

      “I’m allowed to be here, Mick.” He and my father had a feud. I figured they’d once battled to become the town’s largest drunks. The meanest drunk award always went to Mick. At least I could count one blessing in my life. My dad didn’t smash my face into walls like Mick did to his kids.

      “Hey, maybe you should back off.”

      How sweet of Graham to jump in to the rescue.  I held out my hand and put my body between his and Mick’s. There was a chance Mick wouldn’t hit me, but a stranger taking up for me wouldn’t have the same chance. Snowball’s chance in hell, as it was.

      Mick’s face was red and puffy, which wasn’t only from years of drinking and doing who knows what else, but he grew larger and meaner every year. His stomach extended far over his belt buckle, and according to his son Mike, who I hadn’t talked to since high school, the man had a mean right hook.

      I felt the pressure of the stranger at my back, trying to get me out of the way.

      “Keep your hands off her,” Graham said and tried to tug me backward.

      “Stop it,” I hissed at him and dug my heels into the floor.

      “We’ll go,” I told Mick, because now that Graham had stood up for me, if I left, the guys would have trouble too. “All of us.”

      “Never should have let trash like you in here in the first place.”

      “Yeah, well, they can’t keep me out.”

      “That’s enough, Mick.”

      I almost breathed a sigh of relief at Chanelle’s presence as she sauntered up to us. A quick glance behind Mick made me cringe. He was causing a scene, and it was directing the attention of almost everyone in the place.

      No one was going to have my back.

      Chanelle wasn’t standing up for me, either. It was her bar. She didn’t want broken tables and shattered glass all over.

      “You know I don’t hate you like everyone here, but you should take off,” she warned, sliding in front of Mick.

      He huffed and puffed behind her, and spittle might have hit the back of her head.

      She’d had worse though, and if she felt it, she didn’t flinch.

      “We weren’t causing problems,” Graham said. He tugged at the back of my shirt again, and this time, I stepped back.

      It wasn’t to let him protect me, it was to grab Tracey.

      “We’re leaving,” I told her. “Now.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think…”

      “Yeah. Well, we’re gone.”

      “Thassss right,” Mick slurred. “Go back to that dumpster with the rest of the trash.” He shoved his pudgy finger at Tracey and the guys.

      “That’s enough,” Graham snapped. I was tugged back, and then he was in front of me. “You’re a grown man and know better than to talk to women like that. So far, the only trash I see in this place is you.”

      “Graham. Don’t.”

      “You disrespectful little sh⁠—”

      “Enough!” Chanelle shouted. She turned and faced Mick. “Back off or you’re banned for a week!”

      He scowled at her and grumbled something low enough I couldn’t hear.

      I tugged harder on Tracey’s hand. “Now. We’re leaving now.”

      “Right,” she muttered. Regret was stamped all over her face, but I wasn’t mad. This was standard operating procedure these days.

      The freezing air slammed into my face, making my eyes water as soon as we reached the sidewalk.

      “What the hell was that about? That guy puts his hands on you and we get kicked out?”

      I shook my head. It hadn’t come from Graham, and Tracey knew better. I left her to figure out what to say, even though it didn’t matter. After tonight, I never had to worry about them returning to Deer Creek.

      Lucky guys.

      “Bye!” I called out and kept hurrying. Maybe it wasn’t cold air stinging my eyes. Maybe that was pure embarrassment.

      By the time I reached the gravel parking lot, booted steps were slapping behind me.

      “I’m sorry!” Tracey called out.

      “It’s fine!”

      “I didn’t think they’d really react like this.” She reached me at the back of her SUV, huffing and puffing. “Southern hospitality and all.”

      I snorted. Southern hospitality was real all right…until your dad did what mine did and the entire town turned on you.

      “I can’t wait to get out of this damn town.” I moved toward the passenger door.

      Once we were buckled, the car was on and the heaters along with the heated seats were blasting at full power, I faced Tracey. “What happened to the guys?”

      “Who cares? You’re the only one that matters.”

      At least I mattered to someone, and she was right about the boys. Who cared?

      After tonight, neither of them would cross a sidewalk to say hi to me ever again.

      It wasn’t like I wanted them to.

      Freedom. One more semester, and then I’d have it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            Holly

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter was brutal. Wind whipped through me as I shoved my gloved hands into my puffer coat pockets and headed across campus. My scarf was wrapped around my neck, and I buried my mouth into the knitted, scratchy fabric. My hat was tugged low over my ears, and my toes were still freezing even though I was wearing boots and had doubled up on socks. We were in the midst of a heavy storm, with several inches of snow expected, but we were also a mountain town.

      Life didn’t stop. Classes were only cancelled when blowing snow reached blizzard conditions, but today’s snow wasn’t severe enough despite the burn stinging my cheeks. I wasn’t the only miserable one. Days like this meant there wasn’t time to stop and chat in the quad or throw a frisbee around in the open spaces outside dorms. Not that I ever did much of that, but chatter and shouts were nonexistent as I buried my face further into my scarf. The campus felt more like a ghost town even though there were dozens of us out.

      My feet sank into the couple of inches of snow as I hurried up the steps to the business building, careful not to slip on packed snow that was already icing over. I stomped loose snow off the bottom of my feet as I reached the top step and covered area and tugged open the doors. Immediately, a blast of heat slammed into me, making me shiver in my coat, but it was enough relief to unwrap the scarf from my neck and face.

      “Ugh,” someone said behind me. “Is it March yet?”

      I recognized Dallas Bronx’s voice and glanced back as he tore off his stocking cap and shook off his mop of thick blond hair.

      “Bad day?” I asked.

      “When isn’t it? You ready for the test?”

      “I better be, or else there wasn’t a point in driving in today.”

      His brows arched. “You drive in this stuff?”

      Southern kids. Most towns outside our area came to a complete halt at the mere threat of snow or ice. Granted, I knew we weren’t as tough as those who lived in the Rockies or farther north, at least from what I’d heard, but kids like Dallas who grew up on the coast thought every heavy snowfall was the end of civilization as we knew it. “You could always transfer back to Wilmington if you can’t handle it,” I teased.

      “Please. I can handle just about anything. Doesn’t mean I’m not waiting for the sun to start shining again, though.”

      Couldn’t blame him there. “You ready for the test then?”

      “I’m never ready to listen to that man. Is he even alive?”

      I snorted. Dallas wasn’t far off. Sometimes I swore Professor Morgan talked in his sleep and only stayed on his feet by his firm grip on the pedestal he used for his handwritten notes. The man had to have a laptop or computer somewhere, but everything he taught was hand-scribbled messily on a large whiteboard. I started taking pictures at the end of every class so I could decipher his writing on my own time.

      We’d gotten stuck with the hardest professor and the professor with the worst personality. He was dry as campfire wood in a drought, which only made staying awake for Derivatives and Financial Risk Management more difficult.

      Ironically, I hated math. Finance degrees were not only highly employable, but careers with the degree not only made decent money but also came with a high percentage of stability. They were the only two requirements I had for a career. I didn’t care what I did, as long as I made enough to someday have my own home and not worry about fighting for government assistance or worse, going without.

      We headed up the stairs together. Dallas and I weren’t close, but we’d had dozens of classes together, and the older we got, the classes shrunk, which meant we’d been in small group assignments and projects multiple times over the years.

      “Any plans this weekend?” he asked as reached the top floor.

      I opened my mouth to answer and then froze. Dallas didn’t realize I was still stuck on the top step until he was five steps away.

      “Holly?” He glanced at me over his shoulder and then shifted his gaze to what—or  rather, whom—had snagged my attention.

      Graham.

      “What are you doing here?” My feet remembered how to work at the same time my mouth did, and I took one step toward him.

      Graham was leaning back against the wall, one booted foot propped against it. His arms were crossed, but our school’s NCWU logo was plainly stamped in bright yellow against the forest green sweatshirt.

      “You didn’t answer your phone.” He shrugged and gave me a look like it was possible the very idea of not calling him back or answering any of his dozen texts had simply slipped my mind. In the last month, probably more, since I met him, Graham hadn’t only somehow secured my phone number—something I was blaming Tracey for even though she swore she didn’t give it out—and had taken to texting. Calling. After his first dozen texts asking me how I was went unanswered, he switched courses. Now, the unanswered text threads from him had dozens of memes and even more TikToks. Most were stupid animal videos.

      Almost all of them made me laugh.

      He’d clearly never heard of the term ghosting.

      “I figured you’d get what that meant eventually.” I grabbed the straps of my backpack and rocked back on my heels.

      “You coming, Holly?”

      I glanced at Dallas, who stayed standing where I left him, glancing between the two of us. Clearly, he’d heard. “I’m good. Save me a seat.”

      Dallas gave one last lingering look toward Graham and then left.

      “Is he the reason you haven’t called me back?” Graham’s gaze was on Dallas’s back and stayed there until he opened the door to our classroom.

      A half dozen other students headed down the hall toward us and the stairs that I was blocking, so I was forced to step closer to him.

      Or run.

      I preferred not to show fear. I made the step toward Graham.

      He smelled like spring mountaintops and warm sun. Clean and fresh and my favorite time of year.

      “He’s none of your business.” It came out harsher than I intended, and I sighed. I was used to being alone, but I wasn’t rude. “And no. Maybe I’m not interested. Have you considered that?”

      “No, actually, that thought hadn’t crossed my mind.” There was that boyish grin again. It did funny things to my stomach and to my common sense.

      I tightened my grip on my straps so I didn’t reach out and flick a lock of his hair out of his eye.

      “What do you want?”

      The guy was relentless. He clearly wanted my attention. I was certain he’d been only looking for a fun time, but he hadn’t given up. And now he was in front of me, looking all shameless and cute.

      And somehow…he knew exactly where I’d be.

      “Dinner.” He shrugged and uncurled his arms from where they’d been across his chest, pushed off the wall, and took one step toward me.

      My boots dug into the ground so I didn’t step back. “Why?”

      “Because we both need to eat, and you seem like you’d be stellar company.”

      I huffed out a laugh. He had to be joking, but the longer I watched and waited for him to laugh it off with me, the more serious he grew.

      “You’re serious.”

      “Very rarely, but about dinner, yeah. I eat a lot.”

      This guy. He was making my head hurt.

      “When?”

      “Tonight.”

      “And if I go for dinner with you, you’ll leave me alone after?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Really?” I arched my brows in surprise.

      He leaned in. It was the tiniest amount, and yet I was suddenly surrounded by him. His looks. The size of his shoulders. His mere presence was overwhelming. “Spitfire, if you really wanted me to leave you alone, you would have blocked my number.”

      He reached out and booped my nose. He booped my nose. My jaw unhinged in shock, and by the time I thought to say something, he was gone, his hand gripping the railing and ready to head off down the stairs.

      “One dinner,” I called out. “Where do I meet you?”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll find you.”

      He vanished down the stairs, boots thumping and echoing with his hurried movements.

      I gawked at the stairwell, filling with more bodies coming up the stairs.

      He knew where I’d be. And he had my phone number…

      I was going to go to dinner with him for the sole reason of finding out how.

      Then I was putting an end to this. I didn’t have time for his games, and I didn’t have time for him. Not with graduation looming and my last semester in full swing.

      I headed toward my classroom and slid in with seconds to spare and refocused.

      Derivatives. Financial risk management. They were the only things I needed to focus on in my life.

      But a girl did need to eat…
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      “Have a good weekend.” I handed the purchase to the customer and glanced at my phone.

      I wasn’t checking to see if Graham texted. I wasn’t keeping an obsessive eye on it, hoping it’d light up. I wasn’t at all getting nervous about having dinner with him.

      I also hadn’t canceled…nor had I blocked him…

      A sharp poke hit my shoulder, and I spun, only to come face-to-face with Tracey, grinning from ear to ear. “I told you I didn’t give him your phone number.”

      I texted her as soon as I finished my financial risk exam, before grabbing lunch at the student center. Fortunately, while the wind was still rough, the snow had slowed.

      “Unless you also gave him my class schedule.”

      “Like I have that memorized.”

      “Then how’d he get it?” I grabbed a paper clip off the counter in the university’s bookstore and started unbending it.

      Tracey and I met on our dorm floor freshman year. Back when Dad was still able to occasionally hold down a job and help me with tuition so my loans weren’t sky high. I’d lasted in the dorms for a year, then had to move back home by sophomore year, and by the end of my junior year, I was alone.

      Back when we shared a wall in the dorm, we’d known everything about each other. Since then, that’d become more difficult but given that I worked two jobs and her propensity to spend the majority of her non-class hours either sleeping or partying, that was understandable.

      “Have you talked to his friend at all?”

      “Tucker?”

      That was a no. “Wasn’t it Tanner?”

      She giggled. “Probably. So no, obviously.”

      I wasn’t surprised. She tended to pick up strays but discarded them just as quickly. Given how quickly and abruptly that night ended, I suppose I wasn’t surprised they didn’t exchange numbers or snaps or whatever. Which meant Graham couldn’t have easily reached out to Tracey, anyway.

      “It’s so weird,” I muttered.

      “What’s weird?”

      We both jerked at the new arrival, and this time I was surprised. I hadn’t seen Graham come down the stairs to the bookstore, and I was usually pretty alert.

      “You,” I said, but there was a tease to my tone. “You know my work schedule?”

      He gave that same shameless shrug. “Maybe I’m here for school supplies.”

      “By coming to the bookstore”—I glanced at the clock at the top of my laptop—“exactly two minutes before I get off shift?”

      “Coincidental.”

      Sure it was. The look I gave him said it, but his smirk turned into a grin.

      “You can go,” Tracey said, nudging me. “I’ll clock you out.”

      I faced her. The traitor. She knew I’d been blowing him off.

      “Go have fun,” she whispered, but I had no doubt he could hear even as he turned toward a nearby shelf and flipped through packages of pens and pencils. “You’ve earned it. Take the free meal if that’s all you want to do.”

      “Classy,” I muttered, and from his profile, Graham’s lips lifted a smidge.

      Graham dropped the pretense of shopping and glanced at me. “Ready for your free meal?”

      Tracey chuckled.

      I rolled my eyes, and then I grabbed my coat and backpack, because Tracey was right.

      A free meal never hurt anyone.

      “Fine. But I’m driving.”

      A girl needed to have some boundaries.

      “Perfect. Because I don’t have a car.”

      Wonderful.
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      “Here?” I turned my shocked eyes in Graham’s direction where he sat smugly in my car.

      Embarrassment at driving him in my GMC Jimmy, a car that was older than me, fled as soon as Graham flung his body into the passenger seat, belted in, and said, “Bet this works great in the snow.”

      There wasn’t a hint of judgment in his eyes, no pity. He hadn’t even hesitated to get into it, like it wasn’t too old, too run-down, and way too rusty for him.

      He started giving me directions that were so quick there was barely room to speak about anything else until I was pulling into the parking lot of the restaurant.

      We weren’t just going out for dinner at a diner or pizza joint or regular close-to-campus American grill—we were at a steakhouse.

      An expensive steakhouse.

      “You can’t be serious.” How could he even afford this? We were college students, for crying out loud.

      “Sure I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because the meals in this place cost more than my car is worth.”

      Graham was still grinning that cocksure grin, and for the first time, I truly wanted to slap it off his face. What in the world was he thinking? That’d we’d work enough hours washing dishes and then be able to afford to eat here?

      “That’s not true. Your car is definitely worth more than a dinner here.” He slapped the dashboard, and I was surprised it didn’t crack. “It’s sturdy. Runs great. Practically a classic.”

      “Graham.” It was meant to be scolding.

      His answering smile said he didn’t take it as such.

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve said my name, Holly. I like it. Come on, I’m starving, and stop worrying. Everything will be fine.”

      I glanced at him, his expression so confident it edged on arrogance, and back to the restaurant. Outside, it didn’t look anything special. Dark wood and beams made it fit perfectly into the mountain-town vibe, but this was a place that hand-carved your steak at the table.

      Just because I was poor didn’t mean I hadn’t heard of the place. Half of my high school’s senior class had come here for prom night and then spent the rest of the following week raving about the food.

      It should have excited me to finally step inside, but I’d also heard they only took reservations.

      “When did you make the reservation?” I asked Graham as he wrapped his hand around the door handle.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You need reservations to eat here. When did you make them?”

      “Does it matter?”

      It didn’t. And yet it did. For some reason, it really did. “Before or after you stalked me this morning?”

      “Ah…” He wagged his finger at me. “Not stalking if I knew exactly where you’d be⁠—”

      “Speaking of⁠—”

      “And last night,” he stated, not letting me speak.

      “Last night?”

      “Yeah. I was hopeful. You hungry yet?”

      Starving. The small chicken salad I’d scarfed down at the student union had worn off hours ago, but I was used to the ache of an empty stomach.

      “I’m already regretting agreeing to this.”

      Yet I opened the door and climbed out, and Graham reached me at the front of the Jimmy. He then led me to the door, opened it like a true gentleman, and when he gave his name to the hostess, her smile was soft and welcoming.

      “Right this way. Your table is ready.”

      She guided us toward the left, away from the open bar area. On the far left side of the entire restaurant sat an enormous bouquet of pale pink roses and baby’s breath, the bouquet so large it’d be impossible to see the person on the other side and entirely out of place with the worn wood tables, flickering faux candles as centerpieces, and tables already prepped with silverware wrapped with fabric napkins. A light jazzy instrumental music filtered through unseen speakers, and the dining area was lit by chandeliers hanging from the ceilings with warm, candle-looking light bulbs.

      It was elegant. Woodsy. Romantic and warm.

      And my heart dropped to the soles of my boots when the hostess stopped at that very table with the massive bouquet of flowers.

      “Is this table acceptable for you, Mr. Marchese?”

      Mr. Marchese? Who was this guy?

      “Absolutely. And thank you so much for the help.”

      She left, and while I’d heard the conversation, it was muffled behind the rushing roar of whatever the heck this was going through my mind.

      I found the strength to lift my head and meet Graham’s gaze.

      His hand rested on my lower back, and he gently guided me toward the booth’s seat.

      “What is this?”

      Stunned didn’t begin to describe my emotions. Or lack of them.

      I woodenly collapsed into the booth and stared at the flowers. Graham must have been moved into the seat across from me because the flowers were pushed to the side, giving me a relatively decent view of him through the falling wisps of baby’s breath.

      “What is this?” I repeated.

      Graham leaned forward, elbows on the table, and clasped his hands. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Holly.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I sucked in a lungful of air. “What?” I managed to ask, but it came out on a wheeze, then a cough.

      Humor fled Graham’s face as concern replaced it. He stood, reaching across the table for me, but I threw myself back in my seat and shook him off with a hand.

      “Don’t.” I coughed and then kept coughing while I forced my body to start working again. Forced my breaths to slow down. “I…what…?”

      For once, Graham didn’t look so sure of himself. He glanced at the flowers and pushed out his lips before looking at me again.

      “It’s Valentine’s Day. I thought you’d like them.”

      I gaped at him and then truly looked at him, and my shoulders fell. I didn’t have the heart to ask him what he was thinking or question him again.

      He looked almost crushed that I hadn’t fallen over myself to thank him. “They’re beautiful,” I admitted. “I’m not used to such nice things. And I didn’t realize it was Valentine’s Day.”

      With his head tilted to the side, that curly lock of hair flopped into his eye, and slowly, his lips spread into a grin. “Then I’m glad I could give that to you, and trust me, I was hoping you hadn’t realized what today was. Figured that would have sent you running.”

      “If I did, would you have known where I was running to?”

      He chuckled then and shook his head. “Probably not.”

      “So there are some things that you don’t know about me.”

      He leaned back in his chair and flashed that cocksure grin. “Hopefully not for long.”
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      Dinner was a strange mix of awkward silences, smooth conversation, and the most incredible food I’d ever tasted. My steak was so delicious I would have dreams about it, and Graham gave me another surprise by adding lobster tails to our entrées, something I’d never considered ever ordering. I’d never been in a restaurant where it was on the menu. My salad had almost forty topping options to choose from, and the entire dinner was an experience. If I were the kind of girl who journaled every major experience in her life, I’d record this one in detail.

      It was Graham who kept the conversation flowing, and while he shared bits and pieces of himself, I got the sense he was keeping it pretty surface level, which helped me do the same.

      I told him why I was a finance major—because of the stability. He told me he’d played hockey his entire life, had loved his high school coach, and wanted to inspire others the way he’d been inspired. Science came easy for him, so that’s why he majored in it. It was hard not to feel a twinge of something warm when he talked about coaching. Most of the guys I met either had no direction in their lives, had no desire to make a better life for themselves than where they came from, or had dreams of playing professional sports, and that was all they talked about.

      The comfort I felt through it all slithered beneath my walls. Somehow, slowly, his easy manner and mildly flirtatious smiles and teasing disarmed me. I blamed him for why I found myself asking the one question I never asked simply because I never wanted to have to answer it.

      “What about your parents? What’s your family like?”

      The words were out before I could suck them in faster than I’d eaten my ribeye.

      “They’re parents.” He shrugged, but the softness in his eyes told the truth.

      “Good ones?”

      Why was I continuing this? At some point, these questions would come right back around to me, and then the ease of the night would drop like a weighted balloon.

      “They’re old, overprotective, and also, I guess, kind of great.”

      Kind of great. I got the sense he was minimizing how much he liked them in the same way Tracey tended to do when she was around me. Like because I had such crappy ones, she was loath to talk about how much she liked hers. This was the same hesitancy, but the guy had seen me kicked out of a bar and berated by a grown man, so he had to know mine weren’t the best.

      I wasn’t even quite sure I cared. I never had before. I’d spent my entire life being judged by my parents’ actions, but that was Deer Creek, and the judgment typically stayed there.

      I didn’t need more gossip or news about me spreading. I was still putting last year’s local headlines behind me, and thankfully I’d been able to go mostly unnoticed on campus.

      “Can I ask you something?” Graham asked.

      “You can ask anything you want.”

      “But you might not answer?”

      “It’s always a risk.” I grabbed my water with lemon and took a sip. Ice cubes clinked against my teeth, making me shiver from the sudden cold sensation.

      “You knew that guy at the bar that night.”

      Of course he’d bring up Mick. The chill from the ice spread further through my veins. I should have remembered this was coming, yet I’d been so focused on dodging questions about my family, I’d forgotten how we’d met.

      “That’s not a question,” I teased and tried to keep it light, but inside, my heart was racing.

      This was it. The last of my free meals.

      Graham chuckled and shoved his floppy hair out of his face. “He didn’t seem to like you very much. I’m just wondering how that’s possible.”

      It still wasn’t quite a question, but at least there was an easy answer to this. At least a rumor of it. And if he didn’t know why I was hated, then he hadn’t looked into me any further than my school and work schedule. “There’s a rumor in town that way back when, Mick wanted my mom, and she chose my dad instead. He’s carried a grudge ever since.”

      Considering Mom took off, and Dad became a drunk and refused to let me talk about her, I was never able to get his perspective on that rumor, but since Mick had seemingly hated me since the day I was born, it made sense.

      “Wow. That seems like a long time to hold that kind of grudge.”

      The fact that Mom disappeared made it stranger, but my guess was that Mick was arrogant and delusional enough to believe that if Mom had chosen him, she would have stuck around.

      “Mick’s that kind of guy.” I gave a halfhearted shrug. He’d seen the man.

      “And you’re from Deer Creek, then.”

      “Born and raised. Still live there.”

      “You commute?”

      “Doesn’t make much sense to pay to live closer when it’s twenty minutes away.” Tuition wasn’t the largest cost of going to college, and my loans were going to be more manageable now that I wasn’t. But man, the day I’d had to move back to Deer Creek had been depressing. Felt like such a step backward.

      As long as I didn’t stay stuck backward, then I was okay with it being temporary.

      My phone rang, buzzing against my hip where it was next to me on the booth. I ignored it, but Graham glanced in that direction. “Do you need to get that?”

      “The only calls I get are spam callers.”

      “And me.” He smirked.

      I rolled my eyes as my phone stopped. “And you, and see? Silent now.”

      It immediately started vibrating again, though, and this time, knowledge of who it could be sent a rush of ice picks to my head, giving me an instant headache. “Crap,” I muttered and rubbed my forehead.

      “So people do call you.”

      “No one I want to talk to.” I picked up my phone, checked the caller, and sighed. Of course it was him. My dad, calling from prison. Probably demanding more money as if I had piles of it lying around to spare.

      Graham’s brows rose. I was beginning to think the man had a sixth sense because it seemed like he knew I wouldn’t talk about this. Like he could see my pulse racing, thumping in my ears and my inner wrists. “So then it’s not just me you avoid.”

      A burst of laughter came through me, breaking my anger and fear and worry like a snap. “No.” I shook my head. “I suppose it’s not just you I avoid.”

      I was saved from further talking about it when the waitress came. I tucked my phone into my coat pocket so I wouldn’t hear it vibrate again. Graham pulled out a credit card from his wallet, handing it to her without bothering to look at the check.

      When she was gone, I asked, “Are your parents going to be okay with this? The meal, I mean?”

      “Yeah. Of course. That’s why my dad gave it to me.”

      “He gave you a credit card so you could take girls out to eat? Sounds like an interesting Dad.”

      “No.” He laughed. “My dad gave it to me for emergencies.”

      “And I’m an emergency?”

      “Getting to know you is, yeah.”

      Wow. He had all the right words, all the right jokes, and his flirtatious banter was top-notch. It was almost too easy to trust him and equally easy to believe he used all these lines on every other girl who threw herself in front of him. With his looks and personality, I assumed they were lined up.

      “I’m not sure if I should trust you or run in the opposite direction,” I admitted.

      Graham leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “I don’t ask for trust from a lot of people. I’m used to people abusing it, but if you gave me yours, I can promise you I wouldn’t betray that or take it for granted.”

      His stern expression had me melting. Maybe he wasn’t the player I thought he was. There was something so endearing about him, something that made me want to take the risk.

      “Why me?” I asked.

      An edge of his lips quirked up. “Why not you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Four

          

          
            Holly

          

        

      

    

    
      “No kisses? Not even one on the cheek? I’m so disappointed in you.”

      Tracey flung herself back on my worn, green sofa. I’d texted her as soon as I got back home, and she showed up ten minutes later. She was either waiting in town for my text or sped like a demon to get to me. I didn’t bother asking. Both were equally plausible.

      “We said goodbye outside, and he ordered an Uber to get him back home. No kisses.”

      Just laughter. His question why not you that I couldn’t get out of my head. I’d even offered to take him home, which was not like me. He declined, saying he didn’t want me to go out of my way.

      “So how did you leave it then?”

      “Are you going to block me after this?” he asked, the cold darkening his cheeks but not the shine of his dark eyes.

      I opened my mouth to say yes. He was a risk I wasn’t sure I could afford despite how easily his flattery came. “Not tonight” came out instead.

      His grin was as large as the mountain range as I climbed into my Jimmy and shut the door.

      “He said he’d call me,” I told Tracey.

      “Given the last few weeks, has he called yet?”

      Chuckling, I checked my phone and found it blank of all notifications. “Nope.”

      “He will.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because he likes you, which means he has good taste.”

      I rolled my eyes. She flung a pillow into my face. For a brief moment, I was assaulted with the scent of stale smoke and beer before it evaporated into the air with dust. “Ugh. Gross. And yeah, he obviously likes me. It’s impossible not to.”

      Which wasn’t true. Lots of people despised me, but they hated me because of who my parents were. On a good day, I had a pretty decent level of self-confidence, but it was nowhere close to Graham’s. It didn’t mean I thought he and I would ever work, and unlike Tracey, I wasn’t the stray-collecting type. I’d been so busy proving myself over the last few years I wasn’t sure I was any kind of type, but if I was, I wouldn’t have imagined choosing the smirking, flirtatious boy.

      And I still couldn’t figure out if he was playing me or genuine. I would never betray that trust…

      He’d seemed genuine then…

      “I hate that I’m so worked up about this.”

      “Maybe that’s because you like him, too.” Tracey suggested it in a voice that was far too sweet, almost like she was afraid I’d throw the pillow back at her but load it with bricks first.

      I couldn’t argue with that. Maybe I was starting to like him, but liking Graham wasn’t my only problem.

      “My dad called at dinner,” I admitted to her. “I didn’t answer.”

      “Has he called back?”

      “No, but I haven’t heard from him in a few weeks, so he’ll keep calling whenever he can get to the phones.”

      Her face scrunched up. “I’m sorry. Did Graham know?”

      “No. But he definitely thought it was weird.”

      “You know.” Tracey sat up, kicked her feet off the couch to the worn floor, and leaned toward me. “If he’s as nice as he seems, I doubt he’ll care.”

      “That my mom took off and my dad’s in prison? Tell me who in the world wouldn’t judge someone after hearing that?”

      “I’m still your friend.”

      “That’s because you have no common sense.”

      She laughed and couldn’t deny it. We both knew it was true.
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