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        To Jessi

        Thank you for taking this journey with me.

        No one knows how much I put into this book, except you.

        You were there for the tears.

        For the times I wanted to delete it.

        For the many, many, many rewrites.

        For the emotional breakdown.

        And, finally, for the moment I finally reached the point I could say this is my best book yet.

        I love you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      October 25

      

      Allie

      

      Circling my hips, I spin in a circle as Dawn and I dance together. We’re out celebrating Dawn’s new job and the fact I aced my marketing exam. Lifting my arms above my head, I give a little shimmy, jumping when I feel my phone vibrate in the back pocket of my jeans.

      Without missing a beat, I pull it out and smile when I see the name on the screen of my cell, I swipe my finger with an eagerness that hasn’t dissipated in the nine months we’ve been seeing each other. We fell hard and we fell fast, but I’ve never felt so connected with someone.

      “Hey, babe, one sec,” I yell over the pounding dance music. It’s so loud, I don’t know if he can hear me, my words probably faint under the vibrating bass. Dawn smiles as I turn, waving at Blake when she glances at me, I hold my phone up and point to the patio. She grins with a wink and goes back to dancing with a giant of a man.

      The patio is lit with twinkle lights, random heaters sit next to the picnic tables filling the space providing ambient heat for the rare person brave enough to face the bitter cold. The music sounds through a few speakers along the wall, but it’s turned down to be background noise. Tucking my free hand under my arm, I stand under the heater next to the door.

      “Sorry about that. Is everything okay?” It’s unusual for Landon to call when he knows I’m out with my girlfriends. That must mean things didn’t go well with Melissa. “Do you need me to come over, we can cuddle on the couch. I know tonight wasn’t easy for you.”

      Snowflakes start to fall around me, the first snow of the year making today one of my favorite days. I love the snow. There’s something enchanting about the first snow. It blankets everything to create a crisp, clean canvas. The air is fresher, and it’s the sign that mother nature is preparing for new growth. I think the only season I love more than winter is summer, when everything is in full bloom. The reward for the months we’ve endured the cold.

      The music shifts to something slow. It’s quieter outside, the soft melody over the speaker adding to the magic of the night. I feel free of more than just another exam under my belt. Knowing that we can finally move forward, it makes me tilt my face up into the crisp flakes and smile. Tonight, everything is perfect.

      When nothing but silence comes from the other end of the line, I can barely hear his breathing, I check my phone to make sure we didn’t disconnect. “Landon? What’s going on? You’re worrying me.”

      “I can’t see you anymore, Allie.” His words are cold and detached, almost as though he’s talking to a stranger, so different from this morning.

      I can’t stop the sharp inhalation at his words, the frigid air burning my lungs as I stumble to the nearest picnic table. No one is outside, the cold October night making everyone shy away from spending too much time outdoors—something I’m grateful for as my eyes fill with tears.

      “What are you talking about? This morning everything was fine. What about everything you’ve told me, said to me?” My voice cracks as I try to make sense of what’s going on. Why is his tone so disconnected? My voice lowers, filled with such confusion and pain that I can’t recognize it. “I’m so confused.”

      “There’s nothing to understand. I’m sorry I let this go on as long as I did, it was a mistake. I guess hindsight is twenty-twenty.” A whooshing in my ears blocks out his voice, the tears I’ve been holding at bay begin to fall as I realize this isn’t some weird, cruel joke. It’s real.

      “I see. I guess there’s nothing to say then.” My voice is faint, barely a whisper, my head already filling in the blanks. I knew this was a risk, I was stupid enough to think our connection was strong enough to withstand her. So much so, that I did something I never thought I would do. Ever.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I bite back tears of despair. This is what I get for pushing aside my initial reservations and falling for his pretty words.

      “Goodbye, Allie—I’m sorry.” The last words are whispered, a slight crack in the cold façade, but the phone clicks silent and that slight crack means nothing as I’m left sitting on the cold wooden bench in shock.

      I slump against the rough edge of the tabletop, it’s sharp corner digging into my spine as I stare mindlessly as the snow slowly builds up on the ground, its beauty now tainted with the quiet breaking of my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven Years Later

      

      Allie

      

      Shutting down my computer, I feed my fish, Bernie, and click all the lights off in my office. Before I set the alarm, I shoot Brendan a quick text letting him know I’m on my way home. He insists, especially in the winter.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brendan: Please drive safe, traffic is insane today. Despite its return every year, people seem to forget how to drive in the snow.

      

      

      

      

      

      It doesn’t matter how much time passes, Brendan never wavers in his interest in my safety or how my day is going. Smiling despite the weight of exhaustion settling into my muscles, I send him a heart emoji and tuck my phone away in my purse.

      Taking a quick glance around, I lock up before walking sluggishly to my car, my feet dragging in the flats I was wise enough to toss under my desk. It’s been a long and exhausting week. We had to fire another developer for the new park this week, setting us back three months of work. A setback we didn’t need when we were already behind schedule.

      The drive home passes by in a blur, my windshield wipers clearing the falling snow, but visibility is still terrible. It’s really coming down, again. One more thing to ruin my week, I hate the snow and the foot that’s fallen over the past three days just sours my mood even more.

      Parking in my spot, I wait until the song on the radio is over before shutting my car off. The silence is welcome, my phone was ringing off the hook at work and the second I walk in the door I know Brendan will want to hear about my day, which I love, but this is my time to clear my head, especially after a day like today.

      I love my job, but when I need to go over termination papers with a guy I genuinely like it’s not enjoyable. Then, to top it off, I had to field calls from the companies who donated to the park fund and explain why we’re behind schedule and over budget.

      Sighing, I adjust my scarf and hat, before sliding out of my car. The pavement is icy, and the fluffy snow gets in my shoes as I slide around to the front of my car to plug it in before making my way to the passenger side and grabbing the straps of my messenger bag and purse from the back seat. My car beeps twice as it locks, the lights flashing brightly in the night.

      Despite the cold, I find myself frozen on the spot as the snow falls around me. I’m normally a happy go-lucky person, but on this day every year I’m full of melancholy. It doesn’t matter that it’s been seven years, October twenty-fifth is always full of memories and confusion. The sting of the hole still in my heart never disappearing, no matter how full and good my life is.

      My brain doesn’t let me turn off the replay of that day. From the morning full of smiles and giggles, to the night when my heart was broken. To top it off, I’m then filled with guilt because I have an incredible man in my life, a man who should make me forget Landon.

      Tilting my head back, I look to the brightly lit windows of the condo I share with Brendan. Our building looks sketchy from the outside, the battered front door is grimy and the stucco covering the walls is crumbling away.

      I remember when Bren and I first stood outside the front door, staring up at the building and debating whether we even wanted to go inside. I have that feeling now, but this time it’s because I don’t want Brendan to feel the sadness I’m carrying. It’s not fair to him that after all this time, a part of my heart is still broken.

      Taking a deep breath, I make my way into the building and focus on the memory of the first time Brendan and I walked through these doors. The entryway is plain, just simple linoleum and a set of mailboxes for all the condos. The hallways are all painted the same builder’s beige, simple, nothing fancy, but a lot cleaner looking than you would expect after seeing the outside.

      As I reach the door to our condo and step into the spacious living room, I remember the smirk on the realtor’s face when she saw our jaws drop. There is no way we could have been prepared for what awaited us inside.

      The inside is in complete contrast to the outside. Sleek, modern, bright, and incredibly spacious. All the units were newly renovated when we purchased it.

      I step inside looking around the room and remembering it when it was empty. It was beautiful when we bought it but comparing the empty space of my memory to the warm home we’ve created over the years, I love it even more than the day we moved in.

      The gas fireplace is on in the living room, its radiant heat welcome after the frigid cold outside. Soft music comes from the kitchen, along with the mouthwatering scent of garlic and spices.

      Hanging my bags onto the coat rack just inside the door, I unwind my scarf and remove my jacket. Hands reach out, offering me a glass of merlot, before resting on my shoulders and massaging them gently.

      “You look tired.” Brendan’s voice is warm, the soft timbre comforting.

      Turning, I tilt my chin up to receive the kiss I know is waiting for me. Brendan smiles down at me, love and affection radiating from him as he runs his hands up and down my arms to warm me up. I feel a little of the wear of the day fall away at his touch. Somehow, he’s always been able to piece me together, just enough that I don’t completely crack.

      “It’s been an exhausting week. We fired Martin today, which added a stack of official paperwork to my already towering pile. Three months and we haven’t even broken ground on the new park, now we’re delayed until spring which means I’ve been putting fires out with our investors.” Closing my eyes, I groan at the fresh reminder of how many people yelled at me today.

      Bren tsks appropriately, his fingers winding with mine as he leads me into the kitchen. Sitting in the chair he pulls out for me, I watch him move around the room. It’s been this way since we moved in two years ago. He’s home before I am and loves to cook, so whenever I walk in the door he hands me a glass of wine, asks me about my day, and puts the finishing touches on whatever delicious dish that’s waiting for me.

      “How was your day?” I sip my wine, savoring the rich burst of flavor.

      “Good. I’m on my way to getting this couple approved for a huge mortgage, which means an incredible commission. I was thinking, it’s been a long time since we’ve gone on vacation. Maybe we can finally take that trip to Italy you’ve always talked about.” He smiles at me, voice full of pride.

      “That would be nice, there are some amazing places to see.” I try to infuse a little more enthusiasm into my voice as I continue to watch him move around our spacious kitchen.

      I’m searching, always searching. The internal battle begins as it has for over a year now. I love him. I do. It’s just lately we haven’t felt like us, something is missing and I can’t pinpoint what exactly it is. And on this night especially, I really feel it, because if something wasn’t missing, I wouldn’t be so sad over what was.

      The thing is, he loves me so much and I don’t want to hurt him with these doubts, especially when I don’t know the answers. I think I’m just tired, maybe we do need a vacation and Italy would be so amazing, especially if we could take our time and really see everything we want. It’s been several years since we’ve gone away, not even camping, and I think getting away and spending some real quality time together, exploring and having fun, will help alleviate these doubts.

      Sighing, I run the tips of my fingers over the stem of my glass, wishing for the hundredth time that this day didn’t still bring so much sadness. Gazing outside, I focus on the way the lights reflect on the windows of the patio doors, blocking out the view of the park on the other side of the parking lot. Blocking the view of anything except the safety and comfort of this home. The safety and comfort of Brendan.

      “Are you okay? You’re in your own little world.” His soft, comforting voice breaks into my thoughts and I realize he’s been talking to me.

      Guilt fills me. He deserves so much more than I’m giving him right now, than I’ve been giving him in longer than is acceptable. “I’m sorry, this whole ordeal has been wearing on me. Paul is interviewing new contractors next week and I’m supposed to be meeting with possible sponsors for the new recreational facility rather than meeting with contractors to outline the park.” The lie slips out easily, because that’s what I’ve been thinking about in between thoughts of Landon—cringing, even his name hurts to think—and that night. Sipping my wine, I stand to help him set the table. “Tell me more about your day.”

      He fills me in on the rest of his day, beaming as he tells me about signing the final paperwork on another couple’s mortgage. It’s their first home and the pride he feels in helping them achieve that dream makes his eyes shine. He has a huge heart and he always strives to help everyone who contacts him in any way he can. It’s how he approaches everything in life and it’s one of the things I love most about him.

      Brendan sets steaming dishes onto the table. The sight of roasted asparagus, mushroom risotto, and chicken seasoned to perfection makes my stomach growl. I worked through lunch today, only eating half of my sandwich before my phone ringing off the hook stole my attention.

      “This looks incredible, as always.” I smile at him, appreciating how he seems to just know when I need the comfort of my favorite dishes.

      We eat silently, the scraping of the cutlery on our plates the only sound in the apartment. Brendan finishes, kissing the top of my head before disappearing into his office. It’s our routine. Friday nights he works, so I clean the kitchen and then find something on television to relax to.

      Tonight, though, I wish we weren’t so predictable. How did we get to the point where we can share an entire meal and not say a word to each other? How does that happen?

      Scooping some coffee into the machine, I finish wiping the counters and the stove while it percolates. Adding a splash of milk and the smallest amount of sugar, I take it into his office.

      Running my fingers through the mess of curls, I brush his hair away from his forehead and set the coffee beside him. I watch him work a bit, playing with the soft strands of hair, wanting things to be different and not sure what to do. “Can that wait until tomorrow? Maybe we could watch a movie.”

      Surprise flits across his face, replaced by an ecstatic smile. That look destroys me. After six years together, it’s easy to take him and what we have for granted. We’re at a level of comfort that easily becomes complacency and I don’t want us to become so complacent that every day is mundane.

      “I would love that.” He sounds so eager, I promise myself to try a little harder and not take him for granted. Brendan starts closing programs. “Why don’t you go pick something to watch? Your choice.”

      Turning, I head into the living room and load up a comedy while he finishes shutting down his computer. Tucking my legs up onto the couch, I wrap a blanket around myself and get cozy. Brendan sits on his side of the couch, looking longingly at the empty space beside me. Pushing play, I shift over and curl into him. I’m not typically into cuddling, but I feel the need for his warm comfort and, based on the look he’s giving me, he needs it too.

      Brendan brushes my hair aside, kissing me on the cheek before holding me closer as the movie starts. We watch, wrapped in each other’s arms until the toll of the day finally takes me down.

      Stirring as I’m lifted, I blink sleepily up at Brendan as he carries me to our room. Glancing at the clock on my nightstand, I’m surprised to see it’s after midnight. He sets me on my feet and I sleepily change into sweats and a tank top. I can feel Brendan’s eyes rove over me appreciatively as he strips down to his boxers.

      Crawling into bed, I curl up on my side facing away from him. The bed dips as he lays down, his body heat warming my back when he inches closer. Lips trail kisses over my bare shoulders and rather than the tingling of excitement, I resist the urge to pull away.

      “Bren, I’m exhausted and I’m meeting Blake and Dawn at the market early tomorrow morning.” A resigned sigh brushes across my skin as he moves away, lying on his back.

      Closing my eyes with a sad sigh, I reach over and grab his hand. Squeezing it gently in apology, I regulate my breathing until I finally start to doze off.

      It should be Brendan’s face I see behind my eyelids, but it’s Landon’s piercing gaze that taunts me well into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Allie, come and look at this! You should totally buy this for Monique.” Blake waves me over from the booth I’m browsing in. Several people around us look at her with amusement. She’s the more boisterous of my two best friends, comfortable being the center of attention. In fact, she revels at being in the spotlight. She should’ve been an actress.

      Every week the convention center fills with booths. Various vendors renting the space to show their wares. Hundreds of tables with artwork, homemade soaps, fresh baked bread, cupcakes, and anything else you can imagine.

      Crossing the aisle, I grin as I see the object in Blake’s hand. It’s a small wooden jewelry box with Celtic designs intricately carved over its surface. My sister is obsessed with everything Celtic. “This is a perfect Christmas gift. I was at a loss of what to get her this year.”

      Taking the box, I carry it to the vendor and pay what seems like a small amount for something so beautiful. Slipping my hand through the handle of the paper bag that is handed to me, I loop it around my wrist securely as I follow Blake over to the next booth to join Dawn.

      Dawn is bent over some homemade cupcakes, her eyes glazed over as she takes in the various flavors.

      “What happened to cutting back on the baked goods?” My voice is teasing. We all know Dawn will never give up cupcakes, They’re her kryptonite.

      Dawn and Blake are identical twins, but they couldn’t be more different. Blake is outgoing, a physical education teacher who also teaches drama. Dawn is more reserved. She’s quiet and enjoys listening more than talking, which is why it’s surprising that she’s one of the top real estate agents in the city. I think it’s because she has amazing intuition, she can read between the lines of what people say to her and get to the root of what they want or need in a home.

      “Shut up. I need them if I’m going to survive our mother’s visit.” Laughing, I wander away when I see brightly colored scarves and beanies a few booths down.

      Running my fingers over the soft wool of a seafoam green and purple scarf, I debate whether I need it. Screw it, taking it off the rack, I also grab the matching beanie and wait to pay for my purchase.

      Adding the bag to my wrist, I turn to join my friends as we work our way through the aisles, weaving through the crowd of people making their way down the same path we are. By the time we leave, our arms are full and all my Christmas shopping is done. I also feel much better than I did yesterday. They gave me the distraction I needed from the turmoil I’ve been facing and as I listened to them gripe about numerous dating disasters, it helped me remember just how lucky I am to have someone as wonderful as Brendan.

      Hugging my friends goodbye, I wrap my arms around myself, scowling at the snow as I hike to my car. The morning with them was perfect, relaxing, and filled with laughs. Yet the sight of the white blanket shimmering in the sun still manages to sour my good mood. The parking lot is treacherous, black ice covered in a layer of fluffy snow. It’s so deceptive in its appearance. I slide a few times before I finally make it safely to my car.

      After it warms up for a few minutes, I ease my way out of the stall and through the parking lot. I’ve just turned onto the side street, my car slipping a little as it tries to find its grip when a blaring horn sounds behind me moments before my car is jolted forward. My head slams into my steering wheel, dazing me.

      Frantic knocking breaks through my haze, muffled words through the glass as the handle to my door shakes.

      “Hey! Are you okay?” More knocking, before I hear a low, “Shit.”

      Leaning back in my seat, I groan as pain shoots through my temples and down my neck. Fumbling with the handle, I swing my legs out the door and breathe in the fresh air before I look up at the person before me.

      My throat seizes as I meet familiar blue eyes staring down at me in concern, a wave of dizziness causes me sway on my feet. Dizziness I’m positive has nothing to do with hitting my head.

      The expression of shock on his face is probably the same look I’m wearing as I lose the ability to speak. It feels like my lungs are collapsing, every breath a painful struggle. I haven’t seen this face in seven years. Okay, that’s a lie. It’s a face that haunts me, one that I have barely been able to push aside. And even when I successfully make it a day or two without thinking of him, my dreams fill in for my mind.

      Every time I think I’ve finally started to forget, a song will come on the radio or a face with just enough similarities will jar my memory and send me spinning. Landon Taylor has haunted me and my pieced together heart for the better part of a decade.

      My lungs burn as I gasp in the frigid air. The familiar burning behind my eyes that’s always present when I think or dream about him. The same burn that turns into tears on the very rare occasion I succumb to curiosity and look him up on social media.

      “Allie . . .” That voice, its deep resonance sending shivers down my spine as my heart begins to race. Even though it’s been so long since I’ve heard his voice, my body reacts intensely to the way he says my name. The scent of his cologne, the same cologne from my memories, assaults me. A sweet, woody fragrance, with just a hint of citrus.

      I say nothing, my body is numb except for the ache in my chest as I stare at him. He left a hole that’s never quite been filled, no matter how much time passes. His eyes search mine as I drown in the memories I’ve forced myself not to think about.

      Lips press against mine feverishly as he lowers me to the ground, our bodies grinding together in desperation. Voices carry through the trees, reminding me that this is a stolen moment, a risk we’re both taking.

      “Oh God, I’ve missed you.” His voice is thick with need.

      The damp grass is cool against my back, but the rest of my body is flushed with heat. I don’t care that there are people who will notice he hasn’t come back to the bonfire with me, I only care to satisfy this need to be close to him.

      Our tongues dance together, he tastes of rum and coke, and I’m addicted. My fingers grip the long strands of his hair, pulling him into me, desperate, needy.

      His lips slow against mine before he regretfully pulls away as his friends start calling his name. “I love you, Allie.”

      “Allie. Allie!” Landon’s concerned voice breaks through the pain of the memory and I’m once again lost in his blue eyes. My voice seems to have completely disappeared.

      “Allie, you need to tell me you’re okay. Is there anyone I can call?” His gaze is concerned as I stare at him blankly, fine creases forming between his brows when I still don’t say anything.

      Shaking my head, I drop my eyes to my hands to release the hold his gaze has on me.

      “I’m okay. And no, I don’t want to call anyone.” The words are choked out, full of pain but not from the impact of his car rear-ending mine.

      I should call Brendan, but I need to get my shit together first.

      Brendan.

      It was four months after Landon tore out my heart that he managed to break his way in. We shared a university class and became fast friends, his sweet, genuine demeanor so likeable. I knew he liked me, but I wasn’t in a position to open my heart again.

      By the end of the semester, I knew he was in love with me. I didn’t return the feelings, but my soul fed off the way he made me feel—loved and safe. A year later and he asked me out. We’ve been together ever since. His steadfast personality, his genuine and kind soul eventually won my heart. A comfort I crave right now.

      Closing my eyes, I ground myself before standing and pressing my back into my car cringing when I look back up at him. My body is tense, my head throbbing. I can’t differentiate between the physical and emotional pain I’m experiencing right now.

      “Crap, I knew I hit you hard.” Landon’s fingers brush over my forehead where I’m sure a ghastly bruise is forming before he lowers them to gently press into my neck.

      Every muscle stiffens as he probes, the pressure of his fingers sending tingles down my spine. My body remembers exactly what those fingers are capable of. “Please stop, I’m okay,” I whisper, not bothering to try and hide my anguish.

      “No, you’re not.” He drops his hand, the frustration in his voice making it rough. “Look, it’s cold and I have an appointment to make. Here’s my information and here’s my business card. You’re going to come and see me tomorrow for an assessment at ten in the morning. If you don’t show up, I’ll come to you.”

      He shoves a business card and piece of paper into my hand, wrapping his fingers around mine until they’re closed.

      My hand tingles as he takes his away, turning and walking back to his car. I watch him the entire way, my eyes devouring the sight as every inch of me hurts more the further he moves away. He looks back at me when he reaches his door, his eyes never leaving mine as he gets into his car and sits there, waiting.

      Swallowing hard, I drop back into my seat, shut my car door, and drive away without even examining the exterior damage. My predictable life has managed to change directions so abruptly that I feel like everything is about to be overturned.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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