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      Thump!

      The familiar sound of a heavy package being unceremoniously dropped onto the front porch startled Kim Donahue, causing her to click the wrong button on the video she was recording. "Crap." That would need to be fixed.

      Kim stood and stretched, pressing her hands to her aching lower back. It was time for a break anyway. As much as she loved her office – a converted sunroom off the kitchen – she'd been sitting at the computer too long.

      On her way through the kitchen, she paused to scratch Sadie, her sweet calico cat, who sprawled in the middle of the island.

      "What do you think the UPS man left us?"

      Sadie ignored her, opting to lift her leg and groom herself in a most unladylike display.

      Kim opened the door to see the UPS driver wave as he pulled his big brown truck away from the curb. She waved back, then picked up the box he'd left on the porch. It was slightly larger than a shoebox, heavy for its size, and from a big warehouse store, so there was no telling what might be inside. Carrying it back into the house, she set it on the kitchen island next to the cat.

      A box? Now Sadie's interest was piqued. She sniffed the box and rubbed her cheek against the corner of the cardboard, marking it as hers.

      "I don't think I ordered anything," Kim said, frowning. She got the scissors out of the drawer, but before she slit the tape, she realized the name on the label wasn't hers. "Nate Sanders? Who's that? And why's he using my address?" So weird.

      Sadie rubbed the box again but didn't answer.

      Kim inspected the label more closely. "Oh. Duh. I guess he's not. 168 Meadow Drive. Not 166. They must have finally sold the house next door." What an ordeal – when the previous owner passed away four years earlier, the family had literally come to blows in the front yard over the estate and then fought bitterly in court, all while airing the details of everyone's dirty laundry on social media, of course. Kim had felt bad about watching, but not bad enough to stop following the drama, which had finally died down months ago. She pulled on a hoodie. "I guess we'll find out."

      She picked up the box. Sadie meowed and swiped her paw out, protesting the injustice of her box being taken away. "It's not ours."

      Sadie flounced across the island and jumped to the floor, insulted.

      "Yes, I know, Your Highness. Everything in the mortal realm belongs to you." Kim watched Sadie leave the kitchen, her tail winding around the door frame as she exited.

      Her most-worn shoes waited neatly beside the front door. The day was reasonably warm for March, so she slipped on her flip flops and walked across the front porch and through the lawn to the house next door. The pretty blue vinyl siding was in good shape but could use a power wash after several years of neglect. The empty front porch needed a fresh coat of bright white paint and some decorations. Kim's mind churned with ideas. A rocking chair over here, a wooden welcome sign over there, perhaps a braided rug, and some hanging baskets or wrought iron lanterns would make the porch cozy and welcoming.

      Kim climbed the three steps to the porch, then crossed to the front door, a fading dark blue that matched the shutters and complemented the light blue siding. A nice spring wreath would make a world of difference for the porch's curb appeal. She lifted her fist and knocked on the door.

      Music played inside the house. She couldn't make out anything but the rhythmic drumbeats. She waited a full minute, then knocked again, louder. The music stopped and footsteps clomped from the back of the house. The door jerked open a crack.

      "What!" a man demanded, his voice gruff and hostile.

      Kim couldn't see much through the six-inch opening, other than to note that he was tall. "Hi. Are you Nate Sanders?"

      "No." He slammed the door shut.

      What the…? Kim stood with her mouth hanging open. She considered setting the package down next to the door and leaving, but nope. His reaction was uncalled for. Irritated, she rapped her knuckles against the door until it jerked open again.

      An unfriendly scowl greeted her. "Go away."

      What an ass.

      Kim held up the box and shook it. "This package for Nate Sanders, 168 Meadow Drive, was delivered to my house."

      His eyes shifted down to the box in her hands, narrowing suspiciously.

      "I'm 166." She pointed to the cute yellow house across the lawns. "Is it yours or not?"

      He didn't answer.

      Exasperated, Kim rolled her eyes and turned to go. "You don't have to be a jerk. I'll just have UPS pick it back up."

      "Wait." His voice wasn't exactly friendly, but it had lost the hostile edge. The door opened wider. "I'm Nate." She got her first good look at him. He definitely fit the bill for classic tall, dark, and handsome. Unfortunately, he also seemed to fit the bill for paranoid, weird, and unstable.

      She pushed the box in his direction. "Kim."

      He took the box, holding it gingerly as if it might bite him.

      So much for being neighborly and friendly to the new guy. If any more of his packages landed on her doorstep, she'd just send them back. Since it would be pointless to waste another word on this jerk, she simply spun on her heels, went down the steps, and crossed the lawn back to her own house. She half-wondered if the package contained bomb parts or something. Wouldn't that be grand? Finally get a new neighbor, and he's the next Unabomber.

      She slipped out of her flip flops, hung her hoodie up, and went to the bathroom to retouch her makeup and fluff her short blonde hair. What an odd interaction. Shaking her head, she put it out of her mind and went back to recording her Fifteen Minutes to Fabulous segment.
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      Unsettled by the interruption, Nate locked the door. He peeked through the blinds, watching Kim – if that was her real name – as she crossed the yard and went into the house next door. When he was satisfied she wasn't coming back, he turned and eyed the package suspiciously. It wouldn't be the first time a fan had shown up at his house with a gift.

      He double-checked the lock and went back to the kitchen to finish unpacking his plates and silverware. As he placed the spoons in the drawer, the tightness faded from his shoulders and the blood stopped thumping behind his ears. She hadn't seemed to recognize him, and she did walk over to the house next door and go inside. The last spoon in place, he finally remembered ordering the battery pack and parts for his ancient computer. He shook his head at himself. Way to be paranoid. And now his new neighbor definitely thought he was a lunatic. She was probably already on the phone, gossiping about him. Way to stay inconspicuous.

      He used a butter knife to split the tape on the box. No lingerie or suggestive notes or flowers or books of romantic poems from a stranger who thought she was in love with him. Nothing but the computer parts he'd ordered last week and had shipped to his new address.

      Wasn't the whole point of moving to a small town in the middle of nowhere so he could live a normal life? Normal didn't mean behaving as though everyone he met was a crazed fan. How arrogant was that, anyway? Odds were good that there were at least a handful of people in Hickory Hollow who had never even heard of Daystar Rising. And if they had, odds were even better they wouldn't recognize him out of his alien makeup and prosthetic body parts. He needed to relax.

      The thought of apologizing flitted through his mind, but he disregarded it. If she was actually his neighbor, he'd surely run into her again. And when he did, he'd act like a normal human being. That would be enough. Resolved, he finished unpacking the silverware and went to find the boxes that held his computer equipment.

      He was standing in what would be an office, trying to decide which box to start unpacking, when his phone dinged with an incoming text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pick me up at 8.

      

      

      

      

      

      Miranda. He shuddered. No, nope, huh-uh. He thought he'd heard the last of her. His fingers hesitated over the keyboard, then he typed out:

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm out of town.

      

      

      

      

      

      She immediately returned:

      
        
          
            
              
        Srsly? On my BIRTHDAY?????

      

      

      

      

      

      followed by a string of middle finger emojis and an angry face.

      Typical. Nate shoved his phone back into his pocket. He'd been fool enough to think their on-set romance would last. Miranda was made for the spotlight, loving the red carpets and parties and interviews. He, not so much. Every ounce of chemistry between them had been scripted. On her end, at least. He'd thought there was a bit more to it, but thankfully he hadn't gotten up the nerve to actually tell her he'd been developing feelings for her. Even more thankfully, the feelings he had were mostly superficial and evaporated rather quickly.

      After she decided producers would help her career more than fellow actors, their relationship existed only on camera, which suited him fine. Truth be told, he'd been a bit star-struck by her, and was probably attracted to the idea of her just as much, if not more, than to her as a person. Not that he'd ever gotten to know the real person under the façade. He doubted if anyone ever had. Or would.

      Nate pushed the thoughts from his head. It didn't matter. She didn't matter. Right now, the only thing that mattered was getting the rest of the boxes unpacked. He'd moved in four days ago, and was sick and tired of the sea of brown cardboard. He emptied a box and tossed it to the far corner of the room.

      A few hours later, his office, such as it was, was set up and his computer connected to the internet. An hour after that, the kitchen was mostly finished, all the cups and bowls and coffee pods had homes. He'd deal with the small appliances later.

      He tackled the bedroom last, putting away extra sheets and pillowcases – things he hadn't thought of, but his mother had. He smiled. Some things never changed. She was always looking out for him, making sure he had his head on straight. She treated him the same whether he was a gopher handing out cups of coffee or a filthy rich superstar. He didn't consider himself a mama's boy, but Hickory Hollow's close proximity to his mom – a short fifteen minute drive – was a huge factor when he'd bought the house. Close… but not too close.

      As if she heard him thinking of her, his phone rang. "Hey, Ma."

      "Are you unpacked? Settled in?"

      "Working on it. I'm putting away towels as we speak."

      "Good. How's the town? Have you gotten out any?"

      He hesitated, knowing she'd see right through any untruth. "No. I've been too busy unpacking and getting the house in order."

      "Nathaniel. Don't become a hermit." No matter how old he was, that stern tone of hers never changed.

      "I'm not." He hated the mildly defensive tone in his own voice. He might as well stamp his feet and declare that he was a grown man, dammit.

      "I mean it. You need to get out and meet people and make some friends."

      He snorted. "Friends. I've had enough friends to last a lifetime."

      "Real ones."

      "I can't seem to tell the difference." He sighed, not wanting to have a deep conversation with her.

      Her voice turned soft. "Honey. Take people for how they are, not how you want them to be."

      He knew exactly what she meant. He had a bad habit of listening to what people said and ignoring what they did. Until he had a cheating girlfriend and a stalker. Then the pendulum swung too far in the other direction and he stopped trusting everyone. Except his mother.

      "You should get a dog."

      He snapped out of his unpleasant walk down memory lane. "What? Why would I get a dog? I'm never in one place long enough. It wouldn't be fair."

      "You're not renting anymore. You're not acting anymore. You're looking to settle down and stay in one place. So get a dog."

      It wasn't the worst suggestion. "Maybe I'll get a cat."

      She went with it. "Or get a cat."

      "Or a fish."

      "There you go."

      He kind of liked the idea. "I could get one of those big tropical tanks that takes up half the room."

      "Maybe you should go to For Pet's Sake and ask them about setting up an aquarium."

      "'For Pet's Sake?'" He liked a good pun as much as anyone, but that was really cheesy.

      "Midge and Stan Foster own it. Ron used to play golf with Stan."

      "Golf?" He couldn't imagine his stepdad playing golf without being bored.

      She chuckled. "I'm pretty sure they spent most of their time in the clubhouse."

      "Ah. That makes more sense."

      "I think his clubs are still in the attic." She paused. "Anyway. That's your homework. Go out in public and talk to someone."

      "Homework." It felt a little silly, but it was the same advice his therapist had given him months ago. He probably should have listened then.

      "Yup." He could tell from her tone she thought he was going to argue.

      "Okay." You're not the boss of me. His inner child knew darn well he'd do as she said. Not because she said it, mind you, but because she just happened to be right.

      "Good. Next time we talk, I want to hear all about the town and a new friend or two or ten. Okay?"

      "Town? Yes. Friends? Don't hold your breath."

      "Hmm. I'll take it. For now. Love you."

      "Love you, too." Nate tapped the phone to disconnect the call. Life would be simpler if he could just have everyone he met talk to his mother. She had some kind of built-in radar that detected decency – or lack thereof. It was unsettling when she'd instantly take a dislike to someone, because he'd never known her to be wrong. He wished he had that gift. It would have saved him a lot of trouble.
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      Satisfied with the final edits, Kim pushed the button to send her video live. The newest episode of Fifteen Minutes to Fabulous would soon be on the computers, tablets, and phones of her nine and a half million followers. Soon to be ten million. The "little" video series everyone said would go nowhere was making her a very nice living.

      She glanced at her watch. "Okay, Sadie, I need to go shopping before Jared gets home from school. You hold down the fort, okay?"

      Kim grabbed her oversized purse and dropped her phone into it, then fished out her keys. In her car, she set the GPS for an antique shop she'd recently found. She'd been there two or three times in the past month, but it would take a while to memorize all the twists and turns on back roads it took to get there.

      An old three-story sewing factory had been renovated into an antique and craft shop with all manner of home décor, from antique hand-carved rocking horses to wooden barrels to candles to soda crates to reclaimed fixtures and hardware from demolished properties.

      As she followed the GPS's instructions, she thought through some of the painting ideas she had for outdoor spring decorations.

      Fifteen Minutes to Fabulous was Kim's web channel. She posted new content every Monday and Thursday. Magic Mondays were all about transformation. She reviewed beauty and fashion products, demonstrated makeup techniques, and gave tips for updating and repurposing wardrobe items. Thrifty Thursdays were all about the home. Decorating, crafting, and cooking, all on a tight budget with occasional splurges. Her biggest draw was that everything she demonstrated could be done in fifteen minutes, which her time-crunched fans appreciated.

      Pulling into a parking space, Kim tossed her sunglasses into her purse. She made her way inside and smiled at Fern. The friendly older woman stood behind the counter, a huge wooden and glass case that had been rescued from an old general store that was falling down near the Poconos. "Can I help you find anything?"

      "I'm hoping you can. I'm looking for some windowpanes. Preferably smaller, with four panels." She held her hands about eighteen inches apart. "About this big, maybe a little bigger."

      Fern nodded. "Second floor, left-hand side, about three-quarters of the way down the aisle."

      "How do you know where everything is? Half the time, I can't even find a pen when I need one." Kim was impressed. Fern knew her shop inside and out.

      Fern laughed. "I can never find a pen, either. I may have cheated a little on the windows. Ted brought a new load in just this morning from a house they tore down last week. How do you like the glassware you bought the other day?"

      "Love it. The blue bottles are perfect on my kitchen windowsill."

      "We got some red ones that would go nicely with them up on the third floor." Fern pointed toward the ceiling.

      "I'll take a look. Thanks."

      A customer came through the door, so Kim took the opportunity to walk away while Fern was distracted. A nugget of an idea popped into her mind. She should invite Fern to be a guest on her show. Maybe they could even record it on location. Suddenly, the idea of a whole new day of content formed. She could invite local crafters and bakers and decorators to share their own tips. She pulled out her phone and sent herself a message. This wasn't an idea she wanted to forget.

      She browsed through aisles of antique toys, books, and housewares. The entire building smelled of scented candles and history. On the second floor, she found the windows and selected two. Both were framed with solid wood featuring peeling white paint. Perfect.

      Kim looked to make sure there was nothing breakable behind her, then slung her purse over her shoulder so she could grip the two windows and maneuver them down the narrow stairs. She carried them to the first floor and leaned them against the counter. "Is it okay if I leave these here?"

      "Of course." Fern sat on a stool, reading a magazine.

      "I won't be long."

      "Take your time. They'll be fine right there."

      "Thank you." Kim trotted back up the stairs and turned the corner to the next set of stairs that would take her to the third floor. There, she walked through the aisles of dishes and glassware. She found the red bottles Fern had mentioned. She held one up to catch the light from the window. It glinted brightly, just like the blue glass had. She selected two bottles and moved to the next display.

      The wooden floor creaked behind her. She glanced back and saw a vaguely familiar, tall man studying an antique typewriter at the far side of the aisle. He looked up and caught her gaze, then immediately turned away, looking as though he'd been caught doing something wrong.

      Kim raised an eyebrow, trying to place him, but her mind was more focused on the new idea for hosting guests on the channel. The stairs creaked as the man left her alone on the third floor. She finished browsing the shelf of glassware and went down to the main floor to pay for her items. Fern handed Kim her change, then wrapped the glass bottles with thick paper and carefully put them in a bag, which Kim put into her purse. She got a firm hold on the window frames and walked to the door.

      "Here, let me get that for you," the tall man said, pushing the door open and stepping through to hold it for her.

      That voice. Definitely the package jerk from next door. Great. "Thanks." She caught his face in profile as she stepped past him. He wasn't half bad looking. "You're my new neighbor."

      He fidgeted with his hoodie zipper and looked around at everything but her. "Yeah," he said slowly, "I thought you looked familiar. Hello." His eyes fixed on the ground, he was clearly awkward and uncomfortable.

      Okay, this is weird. Maybe he just doesn't like people. Kim said, "Well, have a good day." She walked down the stairs to the parking lot, then carefully leaned the windows against the side of her SUV while she located her keys. She popped the hatch open and loaded the windows. From the corner of her eye, she subtly watched Nate get into his car. He was definitely odd. Oh, well. At least he wasn't hostile this time.
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      Nate shook his head at himself. Instead of disabusing her of the notion he was some kind of weirdo, he'd reinforced it by being shifty and tongue-tied. He missed the days when he was confident. Or at least normal. Back before going out in public filled him with dread – and fear. Back before Daystar Rising exploded into an international phenomenon almost overnight, spawning conventions and theme cruises and rabid fans with no concept of boundaries. Back before he was Qaaxag, alien warrior and savior of Planet Earth.

      Back when he was Just Nate. Wannabe actor, production assistant, glorified coffee gopher, waiting tables on the side, enjoying life but struggling to make ends almost meet. Now he struggled with everything but money.

      The GPS directed him back to Meadow Drive, a road that was starting to feel familiar. The four houses on this street were spaced a good distance apart, each sitting on a two-acre lot, giving them plenty of space. He'd bought the property because it backed up against conservation woodland, so there would never be any more houses on this street than there were right now.

      He pushed the button to open his garage door, then pulled his car – a two-year-old gray Chevy Malibu – in. The garage door closed, and he let out a deep breath. Releasing the steering wheel, he frowned and stretched out his fingers, the joints groaning in protest. He hadn't realized he'd been gripping it so tightly. So much for not being anxious about going out in public.

      Leaning back, he tried reasoning with himself. He'd gone out and nothing bad had happened. No one followed him. No one ambushed him in the antique shop. He'd survived an unexpected meeting with Kim. No one drove their car up over the sidewalk and nearly killed him.

      Nothing bad happened.

      He repeated that over and over until his pounding heart slowed, then went into the house. He couldn't keep from checking over his shoulder and locking the garage door behind him, then doing a quick walk-through of the house to make sure nothing was out of place. It was better, though. Now, he could just glance into a room. He didn't have the overwhelming compulsion to check the closets and cupboards and under the bed, before he could relax. It was progress.

      Maybe later, he'd venture back out and try the grocery store. For now, though, he turned on the radio and unpacked more boxes, considering that his mother might be right about finding a new therapist. Or getting a cat. It would be nice to have a cat to talk to while unpacking the endless boxes.

      A dog barked somewhere on the block. Nate pulled back the curtain and looked around. The neighbor was pulling into her garage. Kim. He wondered what she thought of him, then immediately wondered why he cared. She'd probably completely written him off after his strange behavior. Who could blame her?

      At least he knew he was acting strange. That was progress, right? After he'd gotten out of the hospital, he had a lot of trouble differentiating between healthy skepticism and rampant paranoia.

      While he looked out the window, a school bus stopped at the end of their street. A tall, lanky teenage boy got off the bus, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and walked past the first two houses. Nate wondered for a second if the boy was heading to his house, then chastised himself for being ridiculous when the kid went into Kim's without so much as a glance in Nate's direction.

      He let the blinds fall back into place. No more messing around. He had to get himself together.
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      From her office, Kim heard the front door open and close. "Jared? That you?" It was a dumb question – who else would it be?

      "Yeah," he mumbled. The unmistakable whump of his backpack dropping onto the floor sounded right before his footsteps tromped into the kitchen.

      Kim checked the clock. Quarter after four. He'd had gym class in the afternoon, so he'd no doubt be starving. "There's chicken parmesan ready in the crockpot if you're hungry. Extra mozzarella's in the fridge."

      "Okay."

      She heard rummaging in the plate cupboard and walked out to the kitchen to talk to him. She leaned her hip against the island and watched him spoon chicken onto his plate. "How was your day?"

      "Fine." He put the lid back on the crockpot as he gave her the one-word answers that were typical for any fourteen-year-old boy.

      "What'd you do in gym class?"

      He made a disgusted noise. "Volleyball." He grabbed the package of shredded mozzarella out of the fridge and piled a handful on his chicken.

      "Did you turn in your essay for English?"

      "Yeah."

      "How was your science test?"

      "Okay."

      "And?"

      He shrugged.

      "Was it graded yet?" She pulled open the silverware drawer and handed him a fork.

      "Yeah."

      "What did you get?" It was like pulling teeth to get details.

      "B."

      "That's great."

      He shrugged again.

      "I'm really proud of you."

      His eyes flicked upward through the curly dark hair hanging in his face, and the tiniest ghost of a smile curved his lips for a split second. He held up his plate and gave her a nod. "Thanks for dinner."

      She smiled and watched her nephew retreat from the kitchen, grab his backpack, and head up to his room on the second floor. The kid had been through so much, and he'd come such a long way in the year he'd been with her. A year filled with so much misery and pain. She was glad it was over.

      She heard the floorboards above her creak and knew Jared was settling in front of his computer, where he'd stay until the middle of the night, chatting with his friends.

      It was a compromise she'd made. He could have unlimited time on the computer, as long as he kept his grades up and stayed out of trouble in school, and he always gave her his passwords. So far, he'd lived up to his end of the bargain. She wasn't thrilled with the amount of time he spent online, but it wasn't a hill she was willing to die on.

      She fixed herself a plate and ate at the kitchen table with her iPad, scrolling through trending topics so she could plan her next few video segments. Most days, she still couldn't believe she was earning a living – a nice one at that – doing videos. It was way too much fun to be considered work. Even the editing, which was tedious at times, challenged her in a good way. She looked at her show as a great stepping stone to the ultimate dream career: her own show on the Home Network.

      When she'd put her plate in the dishwasher, she returned to her office to finish editing the video she'd be posting the following Thursday. It was dark outside when she finally closed the laptop and clicked off her lamp.

      Upstairs, she knocked on Jared's door. He immediately said, "Come in."

      Pushing the door open, she leaned in and was surprised to find him sitting on his bed instead of at the computer. "Hey. I'm heading to bed."

      His curls were a curtain over the top half of his face. He flicked his head to the side, exposing an eye. "Night."

      "Everything okay?"

      He shrugged.

      "I figured you'd be online."

      He held up a book. "I have to finish reading this for Lit."

      "Jane Eyre. I loved that book. Do you like it?"

      "It's okay, I guess. I liked Animal Farm better."

      Kim scrunched her eyebrows together. "I haven't read that one in years and years, so I don't remember much about it."

      He didn't volunteer anything.

      "You sure you're okay?"

      He nodded, but a second later he sniffled and swiped his hand across his face.

      Kim hesitated, then walked across the room and sat on the edge of his bed. "Hey. You can talk to me."

      A tear trickled down his cheek.

      She felt his breath change, like he was gathering the courage to speak. She sat still, waiting. The minutes ticked by.

      His voice was a whisper. "I miss my mom."

      "Oh, honey, so do I." It was mostly true. She missed the woman her sister had been before her very essence was stolen away by drug addiction. She missed the woman her sister could – and should – have been. The wasted body she'd last seen in a satin-lined casket a year earlier had belonged to Danielle, but in truth, her sister had been gone for years.

      "Don't be mad." His voice was small, and it was a sharp reminder that even though he was tall and even had a stray hair or two on his upper lip, he was still a child.

      "Why would I be mad?" She reached out and put her hand on the worn knee of his black jeans.

      His shoulders rounded, making him seem to sink further into himself. "Because you do stuff for me, but I still want my mom." His words broke off into a sob that crushed her heart like a vice.

      Kim scooted up toward him and wrapped her arms around his bony shoulders. "Jared. I do stuff for you because I love you. Of course, you miss your mom. I… I'm not trying to ever take her place. I want you to talk about your mom. Jared, she loved you more than anything else in this world, and she tried so hard to do right by you." She left out her own judgmental opinion about how Danielle had failed spectacularly. "I love you. You're safe with me. And that means anything you want to talk about, I'm here for you. Okay?"

      He let himself be pulled into her embrace and nodded against her shoulder. As the minutes passed, the stiffness in his body relaxed. He didn't pull away, so she sat and simply held him, consciously curbing her natural inclination to babble and fill the silence. After a while, he relaxed and leaned back against his headboard. Kim grabbed a few tissues from the box on his desk for him. A framed picture of his mother smiled at her. She wished Danielle was here right now so she could force her to see what she'd done to her son. What she'd done to the entire family.

      "Thanks," he mumbled as he wiped his eyes and his nose.

      "Do you want to talk any more?"

      He shook his head. His dark curls, so like his mother's, swished across his face and brushed his shoulders. "No thanks. I gotta finish this." He held up the book.

      "Okay." She pushed his hair away from his face and kissed his forehead. "Good night. I love you."

      He gave her a half-hearted but genuine smile. "Night, Aunt Kim."

      She stood and left his room, pulling the door shut gently behind her. In her bedroom, she let out a long breath and pressed her forehead to the wall. She loved her sister, but she hated her, too. More importantly, she loved Jared with all her heart, but he shouldn't be here. He should be living at home with his parents, being a regular kid with regular problems, not grieving and traumatized, and living in the shadow of what they'd done.

      Sadie sat on the bed, fastidiously cleaning her paws. She stopped mid-lick and stared at Kim.

      "I think I need to get him back into therapy. Poor kid needs to talk to somebody, and I don't think I'm the right person."

      Sadie slowly put her leg down and flicked her tail, her gaze still locked on Kim.

      "I'll call first thing in the morning and make him an appointment."

      The tail flicked again.

      "I know he's not going to like it. But it helped him a lot, and I think it'll be good for him."

      Sadie stared.

      "Don't give me that. Okay, fine. Maybe I should make an appointment for myself, too."

      Stretching, Sadie finally turned her attention away from Kim, then curled up in the middle of Kim's pillow.

      "Yeah, don't tell me animals don't understand exactly what's going on," Kim muttered.
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      Nate got up, determined to do something his mother would approve of. Namely, get out of the house. It had been two weeks since he'd ventured out to the antique store, and since then he hadn't been anywhere except two late-night quick trips to the grocery store.

      He finished shaving and grimaced at his face in the mirror. He'd always been – and would always be – pale, but his face hadn't seen actual sunlight in too long. Maybe now that the weather was turning warmer, he could convince himself to start running again. Maybe even rejoin a gym. He flossed and stared hard into his own blue eyes.

      "Today is Opposite Day. We're gonna ignore those instincts and pretend to be a normal human being." He high fived the mirror.

      It was early, so he decided the perfect thing would be to find a place to have breakfast. For some reason, he imagined the breakfast crowd was milder and less likely to be overwhelming than the dinner rush.

      His hands trembled, but only a little, as he buttoned his shirt and tucked it into his jeans. He checked and double checked that he had his wallet, phone, and keys. "Quit stalling or we'll miss breakfast," he muttered.

      He backed his car out of the garage and hit the button to close the garage door. The two best breakfast options were Sonny's diner, just a few minutes away, or the Cracker Barrel that was a fifteen-minute drive. His first impulse was to stay close, so he made a left and headed to Cracker Barrel.

      The busy parking lot made him anxious, but he pulled into a space and took a deep breath. It was breakfast. Just breakfast. His stomach rumbled at the vision his mind conjured of pancakes soaked with warm syrup. Just inside those doors.

      On the way to the entrance, he almost lost his nerve, but the doors flew open and a family came out. A grinning little girl held the door open for him.

      Nate managed a smile. "Thanks," he said as he accepted the gesture and walked through. The general store lobby smelled of coziness and breakfast food. His anxiety noted that there were plenty of places to duck and hide if he needed to. So far, so good.

      He glanced over the spring decorations for sale on his way to the hostess stand.

      A chipper hostess said, "Good morning, sir. How many in your party?"

      "Uh, just one."

      She tapped at something behind the counter he couldn't see then smiled up at him. "It'll be about a twenty minute wait."

      "Okay." His mouth went dry. The cluttered area felt like it was closing in. Before he could tell her to scratch his name off the list, she moved away and called out, "Donahue?"

      He turned around ran into a woman. "OhI'msosorry." He took a step back and his hip knocked into a rack of audiobooks. Every head in the crowded room spun to look right at him. "Sorry. I… sorry." Blood pounded behind his ears as his embarrassment multiplied. He couldn't have just run into a stranger. Of course not. He'd run smack dab into Kim.

      Her hand steadied the rack of audiobooks. "Sorry, I took the corner too fast. Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, yes, fine, my fault." He swallowed hard and stepped aside to let her pass so he could get out of here and go back home. He could get pancakes another time.

      She walked past him, then abruptly turned back. "Do you want to share a table, Nate?"

      No immediately sprang to his lips, but he hesitated. Opposite Day. Instead of an answer, he said, "Why?"

      Her eyebrows rose.

      He expected her to decide it was too much trouble and walk away, but instead, she challenged him. "Why not?"

      His throat constricted a little. "Um." He couldn't think of a good reason. "Okay."

      She smiled. "Great."

      The hostess was already erasing his name from the waiting list. She grabbed a second menu and said, "Right this way." She wound her way through the crowded restaurant to a table for two along the windows. "Your server will be right with you."

      His legs were shaky. They itched to run out of the building, away from everyone who had witnessed his humiliation. He forced his breathing to slow and managed to thank the hostess. He waited for Kim to pick her seat, then sank gratefully into the chair across from her.

      The words on his paper menu swam together. The voices from the crowd felt unnaturally loud. He wanted to crawl under the table. But it was Opposite Day, so he made himself glance around. He was glad he did. Nobody was pointing or laughing. In fact, nobody was looking in their direction at all. He relaxed a fraction, then turned his attention back to his menu.

      Kim asked, "What are you getting?"

      "Pancakes. And sausage. You?" As his stomach calmed, his appetite increased, helped along by the delicious smells of syrup and coffee filling the air.

      "French toast and bacon."

      "Sounds good."

      The waiter came and took their orders, then returned with their drinks – coffee and ice water for Kim, orange juice and ice water for Nate – just as the silence between them started to feel unbearably awkward.

      Nate focused on spooning ice out of his water and into his orange juice. He could feel Kim watching and suddenly felt the need to explain. "If I order my orange juice with ice they put too much in and then it gets watered down and you don't get nearly as much juice…" Opposite Day. He snapped his mouth shut, fighting the impulse to keep rambling.

      She nodded like she understood. "I like ice in my juice, too. I don't know how people drink it room temperature."

      Nate wasn't sure what to say, so he took a sip and said nothing.

      Kim stirred one creamer into her coffee, then another. "So, what do you do, Nate?"

      His eyes darted up to meet hers, a fleeting second of panic slicing through him. "Oh, um, I, uh… nothing right now. I was in uh, an accident, and had to leave my old job – career – so I'm figuring things out right now." There. It was the truth, and it didn't kill him to say it.

      "I'm sorry you had an accident. Life has a funny way of crapping all over our plans, doesn't it?"

      A small but genuine laugh escaped him. "It sure does. How about you?"

      "Believe it or not, I –"

      "Oh my gosh!" Two women hurried over to their table. "I was just saying to my friend that I know you. Well, I mean, we've never met," she gushed, "but I feel like I know you. I watch you all the time."

      Fear spiked through his chest. His fingers clenched the edge of the table and tensed to shove his chair back. Just as he was about to bolt, the waiter appeared with their food, blocking his exit. He frantically wondered if he could dive through the glass.

      "We used your video for my daughter's prom hair. The one with the updo and spiral curls. It turned out beautifully. I have a picture." She tapped at her phone.

      Wait, what?

      The waiter cleared his throat. The women moved to the side enough for him to reach around them and set the food down.

      The adrenaline pumping through his veins slowed enough for him to finally realize the women were fawning over Kim. They had exactly zero interest in him. He loosened his grip on the edge of the table and tried to understand what was happening.

      Kim said, "I'm so glad it worked out for her." She shot him an apologetic look.

      "Here's a picture." The woman shoved her phone toward Kim's face.

      "She's beautiful. Her hair turned out perfectly."

      "Here's the back," the woman said, swiping across her phone. "And we got her dress on that formalwear thrift website you linked a while back. It was only thirty dollars!"

      "Gorgeous."

      The second woman cleared her throat and touched her enthusiastic friend's arm. "Sorry to interrupt your breakfast." She jerked her head toward the exit.

      The first woman waved her off. "Oh, yes, so sorry to disturb you."

      Nate didn't think she seemed all that sorry.

      "No problem." Kim smiled patiently.

      "Would you mind taking a picture with us?"

      "I'd be delighted."

      The woman shoved her phone at Nate. His hands trembled a little as he snapped a few pictures of the women crowding behind Kim.

      "Thank you so much," the woman gushed as she grabbed her phone back and immediately checked the pictures.

      "No problem," Kim repeated. "You ladies have a wonderful day. Thanks so much for watching."

      "I'll be sure to tag you on Insta."

      The second woman finally pulled the first away.

      Nate sipped at his water, trying to combat his dry mouth.

      Kim didn't seem bothered, even though she was apologetic. "Sorry about that. I don't get recognized very often. It always seems to be when I'm eating though." She poured syrup on her French toast. "I guess that kind of answers your question, doesn't it? I have a video channel. I do hair, makeup, and fashion videos on Mondays, and on Thursdays I do videos for the home. Crafts and cooking and stuff."

      "Huh." His hammering heart was returning to normal and he forced his breathing to be steady. "That's… interesting."

      "It is." She sounded a little defensive. "It's a lot of fun, and the best part is that I make my own schedule. It's been a lifesaver since Jared came to live with me."

      The constricting of his throat had released, and he felt mostly back to normal. "Jared?" He'd no more than asked when he remembered the boy getting off the school bus.

      "My nephew. He's been living with me almost a year now." She paused as though she was carefully considering her next words. "His parents died."

      "I'm sorry." The words were automatic, but they were true. He couldn't imagine losing his parents at such a young age.

      "His mom was my sister. The father's family isn't in the picture."

      He caught the disgust when she said 'father.' "You didn't like Jared's dad?"

      "Jared's dad murdered my sister and then killed himself."

      Nate's fork froze mid-way to his mouth. "Oh." He felt like he should say something more, but what?

      Her cheeks reddened. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have just blurted that out." She managed a smile. "Wow, look at me oversharing."

      "I shouldn't have pried. Sorry."

      Kim raised an eyebrow. "You weren't. Not at all." She fidgeted with her napkin. "Your turn. Tell me something about your family."

      Nate thought about his family. "Mine's pretty boring."

      "Boring is good."

      "My mom and stepdad live about twenty minutes from here. My biological father left when I was a kid." He didn't mention that he had shown up, supposedly wanting a relationship, after he'd learned about Nate's fame with Daystar Rising. Or that he periodically showed up on Nate's credit report, trying to open new cards and lines of credit in his name.

      "Sorry to hear that."

      He shrugged. "Water under the bridge. My stepdad's been around since I was three, so he's always been my dad anyway."

      "Is that what brought you to Hickory Hollow? So you could be close to family?"

      "Partly." He had no obligation to share anything with her, but he didn't want to alienate her, either. He had a feeling they could be friends, and that was something he sorely needed. His words were halting. "After the… accident, I needed to… not be where I was anymore."

      "Too many memories?"

      "Yeah. And too many people in my business. I couldn't breathe." He hadn't meant to add that last part.

      Kim nodded. "I get it. I mean, I know it's not the same, but after my sister died, I couldn't even go to the grocery store without people walking up to me asking what happened and offering their opinions on her life and her choices. Like we didn't know. It got worse when my husband walked out and word about that got around."

      "Right after your sister died?"

      "Yup."

      "Nice guy." It wasn't that hard to imagine, though. He'd met plenty of people who had zero empathy and took narcissism to epic levels.

      She shook her head. "Ick. Enough about that. Are you getting settled in to your new house? You've been here, what, a month?"

      "Almost six weeks. I'm settled in for the most part." He ate the last bite of sausage. "I got so sick of seeing cardboard everywhere. I started just putting stuff wherever it would go, so I probably won't be able to find anything when I need it." He was finally relaxed enough to take in the details about Kim. Her short blonde hair, perfectly subtle makeup, warm brown eyes, and two tiny pearl earrings in each earlobe that matched a pearl dangling from a delicate silver chain around her neck. She was quite pretty.

      Those brown eyes glanced up and met his. The corners crinkled with amusement. "That's what Walmart's for. Midnight runs for towels and silverware. Or phone chargers."

      "That sounds like the voice of experience." His heart rate was finally back to normal. The sweat he'd felt beading on his face had dried. "Did you move in recently?"

      "About six years ago, but I'm still traumatized. And I know I have a set of expensive towels in a box somewhere in the purgatory that is my attic. Moving is the worst."

      Nate nodded in agreement. "I don't plan to do it again for a very long time."

      "Same." Kim laughed. "If I do, I'll sell the house furnished and just start over from scratch. It'd be easier." With a jolt, Nate realized he'd been focused on Kim and hadn't been scanning the room for possible threats since the two overzealous women had left their table. It felt strange to have a moment of normalcy, and then it felt twice as bad when it came crashing back over him.

      The waiter came around with drink refills and laid their check on the table.

      "Crap. I didn't ask him to split the check." Kim craned her neck, looking for the server.

      Nate picked up the slip of paper. "Let me. Please. I'd probably still be in the lobby if you hadn't taken pity on me."

      "You don't have to do that."

      "I'd like to. Really." He meant it. There weren't words to express to Kim how appreciative he was of this bit of normalcy.

      "I'll leave the tip," she conceded.

      "Great." He waited while she fished in her massive purse and put a generous tip on the table, then stood and followed her through the maze of tables to the general store, where the row of cash registers was. After he paid the check, they walked outside.

      Kim poked her thumb over her shoulder. "I'm parked over there. Thanks for breakfast."

      "Thanks for sharing your table. And you're welcome."

      She slipped a pair of large sunglasses on and said, "It was fun. We should do it again sometime."

      Nate's eyebrows rose and his tongue froze in his mouth. He managed to nod and choke out, "Yeah."

      "See you." Kim turned and walked to her car.

      Nate watched her walk away, trying not to read too much into her comment, but he couldn't ignore the brand new flutter in his belly.

      It felt a lot like hope.
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