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Chapter 1


          

          
            Ella

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mom! Have you seen my cap and gown?” my daughter, Erin, yells from up in her bedroom.

      “Check the laundry room,” I shout back as I pour coffee into my to-go cup.

      She comes running down the stairs, into the kitchen, and to the laundry room at record speed.

      I laugh and shake my head when her sock-covered feet cause her to slide across the floor, making her look like a cartoon character who’s spinning out.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the glass of the microwave that’s positioned above the stove, and my smile falls. I get lost as I stare at the reflection of a woman I don’t even know anymore. How’d I get here? It seems like it was only yesterday when I was eighteen, full of excitement for the promise of a bright future. Now I’m forty years old, have crow’s feet around my eyes, and my only child is graduating from high school.

      Erin comes back into the kitchen with her cap and gown in hand. She tosses them down onto the table with her books, and she grabs her shoes. “Did you remember the bake sale tomorrow to help the new senior cheerleaders pay for their uniforms?”

      I nod. “I’ll pick something up after your ceremony,” I promise.

      A horn honks, and I look out the bay window in the front of the house to see Erin’s boyfriend, Brock, waiting in the driveway.

      “Got to go, Mom,” Erin says, standing and grabbing her things.

      “Hey, wait.” I put down my coffee and take the few steps to her.

      “What?” Her eyes are wide and her brows are raised. She’s anxious to get to school, to say goodbye to her high school years.

      “Slow down a moment and let me look at you.” I push her blond hair behind her shoulders so I can clearly view her beautiful face. She looks so much like I did at her age. Her blue eyes match mine but hers aren’t surrounded by wrinkles. Her pink lips are full and plump, and her smile can stop anyone in their tracks. She has a bright future, and it’s only a matter of time before she leaves me and our small town in Illinois to join some of the brightest minds in the world at Harvard University.

      “Mom, I’m going to be late,” she complains, rolling her striking blue eyes, but she can’t hide that smile.

      I laugh. “You’re late every day,” I point out. “Plus, who cares? It’s your last day. What are they going to do, withhold your diploma?”

      Her eyes grow wide, and her back gets ramrod straight as panic sets in. “Can they do that?”

      I laugh. “No.” I pull her in for a hug. “I just wanted to remind you to go slow today, to take it all in. This is the last day. Your life is about to change in so many ways, and you’ll never get this back.”

      She pulls back with a sweet smile, clearly more relaxed now. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I step back and pick up my coffee.

      “Hey, is Dad going to make it to graduation tonight?”

      I shrug. “I haven’t talked to him all week. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

      She smiles before tugging open the door. I stand and watch out the window as she runs across the yard to the awaiting truck. Her boyfriend leans across the cab and opens the door for her. She climbs up, and they meet in the middle for a quick kiss. Seconds later, they’re backing out of the drive, ready to finish their last day of high school.

      With the house now empty, I grab my purse and keys and shut off the lights as I make my way to the front door. I set the alarm and pull the door closed behind me, spinning around to lock it. I turn and walk off the porch and down the sidewalk to my black Audi parked in the driveway. I can’t help but notice how well the roses are blooming along the front of the house and how the landscaper did an amazing job at trimming the hedges to make the house look like the perfect family home.

      That’s what everyone thinks, anyway. This is the perfect home for the perfect family. All they see is the nice house, nice cars, our beautiful, smart daughter who’s about to leave for an Ivy League college, and my husband who has a good job and makes lots of money. They don’t see that he’s gone more times than he’s home, leaving a wife and daughter behind to live life without him. They don’t see the fights we have because of that job. And they most definitely don’t see the regret I have when I look at my life and the way it turned out.

      I push all thoughts away, and I get behind the wheel and drive over to the flower shop I own. I inherited it when I was nineteen when my mother passed away of stomach cancer. I’ve been working at the place since I was old enough to hold a pair of sheers. I walk in and the bell above the door rings. Lisa, my employee and best friend, has already opened for the day.

      “Hi, love. How’s your morning?” she asks from behind the counter.

      “I think I’m on the verge of a mental breakdown, but I’m here,” I reply as I’m placing my purse under the counter and pulling out my apron to tie around myself.

      She giggles. “It’s the day, huh?”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      “Is Tom going to make it home?” She knows that Tom is a sore subject, so her tone isn’t as strong as usual. It’s slightly shaky, unsure.

      I shrug. “I haven’t talked to Tom since last week.”

      “What?” she asks, confused.

      I plop down on the wooden stool behind the counter. “I think he’s going to ask for a divorce.”

      “What? Why in the world would you think that?” She’s suddenly concerned. Like most people in this town, Lisa doesn’t know the full extent of our problems. She knows more than most, but I’ve shielded that part of my life away from her as much as I could.

      “Things haven’t been good for a long time,” I confess. “We hardly ever talk anymore, and when we do, we just argue. He’s been living at his apartment in London. If it wasn’t for Erin’s graduation today, I don’t think he’d be coming home now… if he even is. I don’t know anymore.” I feel a sob make its way up my chest. “What am I going to do, Lisa? I’m forty years old, and I’m going to be going through a divorce? It’s too late to start over. I haven’t been single in twenty years. I haven’t gone on a date since I was nineteen. I don’t even know how to date anymore.” Tears are quickly filling my eyes and falling over the rims. My heart is pounding hard, threatening to beat out of my chest, and my lungs feel like they’ve suddenly forgotten how to work.

      “Shhhh. Oh, honey. You’re going to be just fine,” Lisa says, coming to wrap me up in a warm hug. She holds me close, slightly rocking me back and forth while shhhh-ing me. “Everything will be great, you’ll see. You are a beautiful, sexy, successful woman. Any man in town would be more than happy to have you on his arm.”

      I snort. “Like who?”

      “Well, let’s see.” She steps back to think it over. “What about Jack?”

      I laugh. “Jack, really? He’s been married four times, Lisa,” I remind her, rolling my eyes.

      “But he’s going through a divorce,” she points out.

      “Next.”

      Her eyes roll up as she thinks again. “Tony?”

      I shake my head. “He’s twenty years older than me and just suffered a heart attack.”

      “Damn, El. I didn’t know you were so picky!”

      I laugh.

      “I guess we could always track down Lo⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say his name,” I nearly yell, cutting her off. I haven’t seen him since he left for college without me when we were eighteen.

      He’s the one that got away. The real love of my life. The one that left for the college that we were both supposed to attend—that is, until my mom got sick and I had to stay home to run the store. I was to join him the following year, but we lost touch. The calls between us dwindled down to nothing. The letters stopped coming, and the visits never came through. The worst part is, I don’t even know why.

      “It’s been years, El. I don’t think saying his name is like Beetlejuice or anything. He’s not going to magically appear if I say it out loud,” she points out.

      “Well, I never thought I’d be forty, with my only child about to leave home, and going through a divorce either, but here I am, Lisa!” Okay, I may be a little irritable at the moment.

      She laughs, knowing not to take my tone as serious as it sounds. “You don’t even know that. Tom isn’t home yet. Just… calm down and see how the evening goes. Enjoy your daughter’s graduation.”

      Easier said than done. But the one thing I can do is control my thoughts. I push myself up off the stool and move to the back to start on the orders that need to go out today. I can’t control what’s going on in my life, but I can control these arrangements and I can control my thoughts. Staying busy is the best option at this point.

      I turn the radio on and get busy, listening to the old ’90s alternative station on Pandora as I gather the needed materials for the day. I go through my checklist and have everything out and ready. I get to work, singing along with all my favorite songs and keeping everything outside of this room out of my head.

      By lunch, I almost feel normal again. I put things away and head back out onto the sales floor. Lisa is behind the counter, dusting. There isn’t much to do around here if you’re not making arrangements or waiting on a customer.

      “I’m going to grab a salad for lunch. Want anything?”

      “Oh, make it two. And a glass of wine wouldn’t hurt,” she jokes.

      I laugh. “There’s a six-pack back in the cooler,” I say, walking out the door and heading across the square for the diner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I’m doing this—going home after twenty-two years. It’s something I said I’d never do, not after ruining the lives of everyone I knew. I look down at the letter in my hand from the city of Herrin, Illinois. It states that if my father’s property, now mine, isn’t dealt with soon, they will have no choice but to condemn it and tear it down. I haven’t been in that house since I left it at the age of eighteen. I can’t help but think back on the last day.

      “Please don’t cry, El.” I raise my hands and cup her cheeks, wiping her tears away with my thumbs.

      She nods and forces a smile. “It’s just so unfair. I was supposed to be going with you. This was supposed to be our new start.”

      I pull her against my chest. “I know, but it won’t change anything, baby. I promise, I’ll wait for you. We’ll talk every day. We can send each other love letters. And Tom will still be here if you need anything. He’s my best friend. You can trust him just like you do me. In a year, you’ll come to school, and it will be like no time at all has passed.”

      “Promise?” she asks, looking up at me with her big blue eyes full of tears.

      “I promise. I love you, El. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together.” I lean in, pressing my mouth to hers, and she kisses me like I’m the air she needs to breathe.

      Pulling away from her and getting behind the wheel is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I manage. I have no choice. My dad’s health isn’t doing good, and I need this degree to take over his business. He’s counting on me. Not to mention, El will need someone to take care of her too. Getting this degree is the first step at getting my future with her.

      I shake the memory from my head, cursing myself at how wrong I was. I didn’t know the future that I would get. I didn’t know I’d end up here, alone at forty and still desperately in love with my high school sweetheart, the girl I left behind. She never did come to school, not that I know of anyway. Hell, she could’ve, but I would have already been gone. Truth be told, I haven’t even talked to her since my father passed away three months after I left for college. He didn’t make it long and neither did I.

      The bus stops at the center of town and I climb off, almost expecting something to change, but everything looks the same as the day I left. The town square still has its big white gazebo in the center with all the little shops and restaurants scattered around it. This town really does look like it’s taken from a picture in a storybook with its perfectly planted flowers, school spirit decorations, and little shops. It was something I hated growing up.

      I hike my duffel bag up higher on my shoulder and push onward, not wanting to run into anyone from my past. I’m sure that will only bring up the question: where have you been? And that’s not something I’m really prepared to answer. If I owe anyone an answer to that question, it’s El.

      I walk past the diner, peeking inside to see the older citizens of town in there, having their morning coffee, eating their donuts, and reading the morning paper that probably contains nothing but good news. I pass the antique store and see Mrs. Mary through the window and behind the counter. I’m surprised she’s still alive. She had to be close to a hundred when I left. But she sees me and her smile falls. Her eyes watch as I move across the window and out of sight. I’m sure she’s surprised to see me back here. Then I walk by the flower store that El’s mother owned. I peek in the window but find a woman I don’t recognize. I’m sure El probably sold it after her mother passed so she could get on with her life.

      I round the corner and can breathe a little easier now since I haven’t run into anyone. I keep walking down the sidewalk that leads to the house I grew up in. I find it funny and strange that nothing in this town has changed over the years. All the houses are the same as I remember them. They all have perfectly manicured lawns, flags flying in their front yards, and white picket fences. All of them except this house, my dad’s house.

      I come to a stop on the sidewalk and turn to face it. I look it over, noticing how rundown the place has become. The yard is overgrown with weeds, the wooden privacy fence in the backyard has a section that’s already fallen down, and the flowers and scrubs that used to line the walkways are dead or grown out of control. The old tree in the front yard has a broken branch that’s now lying in the grass, and the garage door is hanging on by one hinge. It’s amazing the place doesn’t have any broken windows or any other signs of vandalism, but this is the perfect town after all.

      I walk up to the front door, kicking rocks and weeds out of the way of the sidewalk. I bend down and pick up the small concrete turtle, finding the key just where I’d left it.

      “Huh.” I laugh and place the turtle back in its spot. I open the screen door, and it squeals in protest. I make a mental note to oil it later as I slide the key into the doorknob. The door opens inward, and the smell of dust, mildew, and old house fills my nose. I go to step inside, but the screen door decides to give out, its bottom hinge breaking. I catch the door, now only hanging by the top hinge, and pull it closed. With a sense of dread and sadness, I journey though the old house that used to be called home.

      The entryway is completely bare, all but the old rug and staircase that leads to the second floor. The living room is to my right, and I peek my head inside to see it almost just as empty as the entryway. When Dad passed, I couldn’t bring myself to come back here to clean it out, so I called a company here in town and told them to take anything they wanted and to send me a check in the mail. The only things left are the pictures on the walls and Dad’s old lounge chair that I assume was too worn for resale.

      I try to remain detached as I turn and walk farther down the hall to the kitchen. The table is no longer there, but everything else looks intact. The old refrigerator and stove are in the same spot, doors open and empty. There are a few cabinets with the doors hanging off, but the shelves are still lined with dishes and glasses. Everything is covered in a thick layer or dust, but all it needs is a good cleaning.

      I open the back door and step outside onto the porch. It’s still good and solid but the backyard is completely overgrown and in need of care. The rose garden that used to be Mom’s baby is destroyed, dead and covered in debris. The swing that used to hang from the roof has fallen down on one side, and I move to hang it back upright. I pick up the chain and raise it to the hook. I move around it to have a seat, sitting slowly in case it gives out, but it doesn’t. I bounce gently a couple of times, and when I don’t fall on my ass, I feel a little more at ease.

      As I swing slowly back and forth, I look out over the yard, but instead of seeing what is, I see what used to be: Mom’s rose garden, green and flourishing; the neatly mowed grass; the bird house that I made in grade school that used to hang from that tree in the far corner of the yard; the area next to the garage that used to be paved with lawn furniture; and a grill for our family barbecues. And I see her. El. We used to hang out here all the time. We’d drag a chair over to the corner of the garage and make out behind it where my parents couldn’t see. I smile at the memory and feel my lips tingle as I remember those kisses.

      “You swear your dad won’t find us back here?” she asks, moving to sit on my lap.

      I pull her down on me. “He’s inside, asleep in his recliner. He’s out.” I place my hands on her cheeks and direct her lips to mine.

      Kissing her is like heaven. Her lips are soft and meld to mine perfectly. She tastes of strawberries and a sweetness that is all her own. Her heat sinks into me, making me want to take this make-out session further. Always wanting to take it further. Always needing more from her. But with my dad in the house, it’s hard to get away with having sex in my bedroom. If we don’t wake him going up the stairs, the squeaking of my bed directly over his head will for sure.

      My hand is on her hip, and I’m squeezing it gently. I wish we had our own little place to go to be together like this, together alone, where there are no prying eyes or controlling parents.

      She breaks our kiss and looks into my eyes. “Let’s go to your room. We can be quiet.”

      I smile, happy that she seems to need me as much as I need her. “Okay, but we have to be quiet,” I tell her.

      She agrees and stands up. I take her hand in mine, and we walk across the yard and in through the back door, sneaking past my dad in the living room and up the stairs to my room. The moment the door closes behind us, I spin around, my lips pressing against hers once again. I walk her backward to my bed and just our weight on it makes it cry out in protest.

      “This will never work,” I whisper. “The bed is too loud.”

      “The floor then,” she says, pushing me away and walking around the bed, sitting on the floor. Even if Dad walks in, he won’t see us behind the bed. I laugh and shake my head but waste no time in going to her, giving her what she needs, even if it means getting myself grounded for the rest of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Ella

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you don’t need anything else before I go?” I ask Lisa as I gather my things.

      “I’m sure. Go, have fun. Enjoy your baby graduating,” she says, shooing me toward the door.

      “Okay, I’m going.” I pull the door open and step out into the warm day. I walk over to my car and open the passenger side door to put my purse inside along with the dozen roses that I got for Erin for graduating. As I’m standing back up to close the door, I bump into Mrs. Mary.

      “Oh,” I say, covering my heart with my hand. “You scared me, Mrs. Mary. What can I do for you?”

      “It’s not what you can do for me, dear. It’s what I can do for you,” she says with a knowing look on her face.

      “And what’s that?” I ask, feeling my heart still racing inside my chest.

      “A warning.”

      Goosebumps prickle my skin. “Excuse me?”

      “That no good boy Logan is back in town, dear. I just thought I’d warn you so you’re not taken off guard if you bump into him, dear.” She places her soft, wrinkly hand on my arm as if she’s saying to be strong.

      My mouth opens, but no words come out. She must be confused. Logan hasn’t been in this town since the day he left it at eighteen years old. There’s no way he’s coming back now. “I think you must be confused, Mrs. Mary. Have you seen your doctor lately?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why is it that you reach a certain age and everyone thinks you’re crazy? Yes, dear. I am certain of what I saw. It was Logan. He got off the bus over there”—she points to the corner—“and he walked in front of the diner, my place, then your place, and rounded this corner like he was going back to his old home.”

      I swallow and nod. “Okay, well, thanks for the heads-up, Mrs. Mary. I’m sorry to cut this short, but Erin is graduating today, so I need to be getting home and getting cleaned up.”

      “Oh, I can’t believe that our cute little Erin is already so grown. You go on, dear. Enjoy yourself,” she says, shuffling back to her antique store.

      I round the car and climb behind the wheel. I wonder if she actually saw what she thinks she did. There’s only one way to find out. Instead of driving around the square to go to my house, I turn on the nearest corner and drive down the street I practically used to live on. I drive slowly, taking in all the houses and the ways they’ve changed. I haven’t driven down this road in years, always avoiding it to keep the memories at bay.

      I approach his house, and to my surprise, the front door is standing open. Someone is in there. But that doesn’t mean it’s him. He could’ve finally sold the house, and the new owners are fixing the place up. Memories flash before my eyes of the two of us climbing on his motorcycle, which was always parked in front of the garage door. I can hear the way he used to make me giggle and the way he always whispered I love you.

      I shake the memories from my head as I pass by the house. Now’s not the time to take a walk down memory lane. Right now, I have to focus on getting through this day, seeing my only child graduate high school and seeing my husband for the first time in months. I go around the block and start in the right direction to get me home. I try to envision what my life may look like in the near future. Erin will be leaving for college, and Tom probably still won’t be here. If he even comes, I’m sure he will leave first thing in the morning to go back to London where his real life is. For the first time in twenty-two years, I’ll be all alone. What will I do with myself? Who will I be if I’m not Mom?

      I pull the car into the drive and let myself into the house. I go straight to my bedroom to get changed. I push the door open and find Tom standing in front of the dresser, adjusting his tie.

      “Oh, you scared me,” I say as my heart pounds too hard for the second time today. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it.”

      He scoffs. “Of course I’m coming. This is my daughter’s graduation day.”

      “Well, you never returned any of my calls…” I set my purse down on the bed and move to the closet to get my dress. “How’s work?”

      “Work is work,” he replies, always short and to the point. “I’m ready to go. I’ll be downstairs.” He walks out, leaving me alone in the bedroom.

      Nice to see you too. Thanks for the warm greeting. It’s not like we haven’t seen one another in months.

      I quickly change into a nice cream-colored dress and slip on my heels. I move to the dresser to put in my earrings and notice that he left his phone on the dresser. I’ll take it down to him when I go. I put in my earrings and reach for my perfume on the corner when his phone chimes. I glance down at the screen to see the message.

      Lilly: Hope you have a good trip. I’ll miss you. Hurry back, my love.

      My eyes nearly bug out of my skull when I see it, although I can’t say that I’m really surprised. We haven’t been a real married couple in a long time. I’ve had my suspicions that he’s been having an affair for months now, but there was no way to find out for sure. And honestly, I’m not even sure if I care. We’ve been trapped in this loveless marriage for years now. Mentally, I prepare myself for what’s to come, but right now, it’s time to focus on Erin and her big day.

      I grab the phone and head downstairs, finding him in his office. I walk in and set the phone down. The screen lights up when I do, and he sees it. He knows that I know. He looks at me and I look at him, but nothing is said as I turn and walk out.

      I go into the kitchen and put the roses into a vase, arranging them and tying a bow around the glass. I pull the card out of my purse and place it in the front. Moments later, Tom joins me.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “I am.” I pick up my purse and head to the door.

      The drive to the school isn’t normally long, but with the silence filling the car, it feels like we’ve driven miles already and we’ve barely made it out of the driveway. He doesn’t mention the message on his phone and neither do I. I just wait. I know this marriage of ours is stacked on a pile of lies that’s bound to come tumbling down at any minute. All I can do is prepare myself to salvage anything that’s left.

      We make it to the school, and we climb out of the car. The graduating seniors are all standing in front of the gym, snapping pictures with their friends, talking, and celebrating their graduation. We find Erin and we walk over.

      “Daddy!” she squeals when she sees us. She comes running over, wrapping her arms around her dad who she hasn’t seen in months. “I’m so happy you made it,” she says, pulling away.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, baby girl.” He pulls an envelope out of his breast pocket and hands it over. “Just something that says how proud of you I am.”

      She opens it up, and her eyes stretch wide as her mouth drops open. “Oh my God, Dad! Seriously?”

      He nods, smile in place.

      “Mom! Look at this,” she says, coming closer to show me what it is she’s holding. It’s a picture of an Audi, almost like the one he bought me, but this one is brand new and a pretty silver color.

      “We’ll go pick it up in the morning before I leave,” he promises her.

      “Thank you, Daddy!” she says, pulling him back in for another hug. She tucks the picture away in the envelope and hands it over to me. “Mom, can you put this in your purse? I don’t want to hold it for the whole ceremony.”

      I take the envelope and put it in my purse.

      “I’ll catch up with you guys after. Go find your seats.” She gives us both one more quick hug before running off to be with her friends.

      The ceremony is pretty traditional. After everything wraps up, we meet with Erin outside for our family photos. “Feel like going to your favorite Italian restaurant to celebrate?” I ask her.

      “Actually, I was hoping to go to a party with a couple of friends. Is that okay? I’ll be home by midnight,” she says, hopeful.

      “Well, your dad is leaving in the morning, honey. Don’t you want to spend time with him?”

      “It’s fine, El. Let the girl be a kid a little while longer. We’ll just wake up early and go to breakfast before picking up the car. How’s that sound?”

      She smiles wide. “Thank you, Daddy.” She hugs him and pulls away. “Love you both,” she says, rushing off.

      “Be careful,” I shout after her, knowing my concern has fallen on deaf ears.

      Tom and I turn and make our way back to his car where I suffer another silent ride home. The moment we make it to the house, he goes straight into his office and I go to the bedroom to change into something a little more comfortable. I pull on a pair of black yoga pants and a loose-fitting T-shirt. I slide my feet into a pair of flip-flops and go back downstairs. I poke my head into his office.

      “Want me to order us anything for dinner?”

      “I’m fine. I have a lot of things to go over before I leave in the morning,” he says, not bothering to look up from whatever he’s working on. It’s in this moment I can see how much he’s really changed over the years, how his raven-colored hair now has streaks of gray around his temples and his once firm body has gotten soft and more rounded.

      I leave his office, thinking about all the things that have changed that can’t be seen. He used to want to spend time with me. Now, I couldn’t pay him to. He used to love me. Now, I’m not even sure if he knows who I am. Hell, I don’t know if I know who I am.

      I pour a glass of wine and fix myself a snack to take out to the patio. I cut some cheese into cubes, add some hard salami, and a little fruit. I take my tray of food and my glass of wine out to the patio. I take a sip of my wine and pop a grape into my mouth as I think about all the changes we’ve been through over the years and all the change to come.

      In a way, I’ve somehow managed to lose the woman I once was. No longer am I driven to escape this town and find a life I’ll love. Now, I’m stuck, living the life I managed to scrape together after Logan left me with nothing but broken promises.

      Tom walks out the door with a file folder in his hands. “Ahh, there you are,” he says, sitting down in the empty chair next to me.

      “El, what I have to say isn’t easy,” he starts. “So, I’m just going to come out with it.”

      I brace myself for the words we’re both desperate to say.

      “I want a divorce,” he says, and it feels like the weight of the world has been lifted from my shoulders. “We haven’t really been together in years and I think, now that Erin is going off to college, it would be a good time for a fresh start for all of us. Don’t you think?”

      I look over at him but am partially frozen. I don’t know what to say. I’m not surprised or angry in the least. I knew this was coming, but having the words out there now, it makes it all so real. Before it was just a thought that my future was going to change. Now, it’s going to happen. It’s no longer an idea. What will I do with myself?

      I clear my throat and nod. “I think you’re right, Tom.”

      He presses his mouth into a thin line, then sets the folder down on the table at my side. "You can look over everything and sign when you’re ready. It’s a straightforward agreement. Things get a little more simple when you don’t have any children that are minors. If there is something in there that you don’t agree with, just let me know and we can work it out.”

      “Okay,” I agree, looking over at the pool instead of at him.

      He stands and walks back into the house, leaving me alone. A part of me feels sad, broken, and lost. I mean, what am I going to do with myself? But another part of me feels excited, like my future is now wide open. It’s almost like I’m eighteen again, getting to plan out my life the way I want it instead of dealing with what’s being offered. I don’t know where I’ll end up, but something tells me that everything will be fine.

      There will be an adjustment period, I’m sure. I’ll have to learn how to live life all over again. I will no longer have to make sure that dinner is on the table, that Erin wakes up on time, or double-check her homework. There will be no long talks with Tom in the evenings, although we haven’t had those in quite a while. Everything will be all about me now, and that thought frightens me a little. For so long, I’ve ignored my own life and focused on being the best wife and mother I could be. I wanted to honor my mother that way. But my life is very different from how hers was. We’re different people, living in different times. I wonder if the life I’ve lived would make her proud of me, or if the life I’m about to have would make her look down at me?

      Surely, she’s proud of me, wherever she is. I’ve put my own wants and needs aside for too long. I took care of her when she needed me, and I’ve stepped up and taken care of my family as long as they’ve needed me. Now, it’s my time.
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            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      This house is so old that I can’t get any power to the place until all the electrical has been updated, inspected, and approved, so I lock up the house to go to the market and hardware store for supplies. Luckily, everything in this town is within walking distance and anything heavy I can have delivered. I go by the hardware store first and put in my order for a new breaker box, wire to rewire the house, and a few tools that I’ll need to do the job. They promise to deliver within the hour, and I’ll be able to start work today. If I keep my head in the game, I’ll probably be able to have the power turned on in a day or two.

      I go by the market next and stock up on cleaning supplies, water, and some food to keep me going. With my arms loaded down with bags, I make the journey back to the house. The ice that I got is nearly melted by the time I make it back, but I grab Dad’s old fishing cooler off the top of the fridge and load it down with the food and water before pouring the ice on top. My order from the hardware store gets delivered, and I’m able to immediately start on rewiring the house. I change out the breaker box first and make a call to have it inspected. I check over the wires that I can see, but they look to be in good shape, so I set the wire aside and wait to see if changing out the old fuse box will be good enough to get everything turned back on.

      With the sun going down and no place to sleep in the house, I head out to the backyard and set up my tent that I brought with me. I build a fire and get to fixing me some dinner from the food in the cooler. I eat three hot dogs, some beans, and a bag of chips for dinner before crawling into my tent and crashing for the night.

      I wake in the morning with my back hurting and cracking as I climb out into the early morning sun. The fire has died down overnight, so I have a power bar and a bottle of water for breakfast before getting back to work on the house. This is going to be a long process, but I’m the only one who can do it. I’m going to fix this place up and put it on the market faster than you can say sold. While I wait for the inspector to arrive, I go to the water department and have the water turned back on. By the time I get back to the house, the water is ready to go. I turn on the kitchen sink and air sputters out of the line, spraying bits of dirty water the longer I let it run. Eventually, the water starts to pour out, becoming clearer the longer I leave it running. With running water, I’m able to get to work. I start by stripping out the old carpet in the living room and throwing it all into a burn pile in the backyard, along with Dad’s chair. I rip the rug out of the hallway and off the stairs as well. With the old carpeting out, I turn my attention to the old paneled walls. I’m lost to my work when the inspector arrives, but he approves my work and promises to have the power on by morning.

      I finish painting the living room walls and ceiling and decide that’s enough for today. I’m going to shower, go for a cold beer, and order the things I’ll need online from my phone.

      Gentry’s bar is just down the road, so I make the walk and have a seat in the darkened corner. The waitress takes my order and leaves to go retrieve it while I pull out my phone and shop around online. I order enough laminate flooring to cover the living room and hallway. I haven’t even ventured upstairs yet to check it out, and I don’t plan on doing much to the kitchen other than cleaning it up. The floor in the kitchen is still in pretty good shape, and the cabinets need some new hardware, but other than that, they look good too. The small downstairs bathroom has seen better days, but the basics are there and they work. I only plan on replacing the floor and painting the walls to freshen it up.

      My beer gets placed in front of me, and I drink it a little too quickly but order another as I’m enjoying the AC. After a few beers, I get up to use the restroom, and when I come out, I go right to the bar for one last beer. It’s pushing nine o’clock now, and I have another long day ahead of me tomorrow. I need as much sleep as I can get.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I wake up and crawl out of the tent. The first thing that I see is what used to be Mom’s rose garden. Dad built it up so it’s elevated off the ground by bricks. I walk over to it and start pulling out all the fallen leaves and sticks. There isn’t anything growing in here anymore, and I hate that. Mom loved these rose bushes. If there is anything in this house that I want to keep, it’s this flower garden.

      I can’t do much around the house other than paint until my flooring comes in, so after breakfast and a shower, I head out to go to the flower store to buy some rose bushes. Luckily, the place is run by someone other than El now, otherwise I’d never even consider it. I walk into the store, and the woman I saw before is back behind the counter. The bell above the door rings when it opens, and she looks up at me. “Hey, can I help you with anything?”

      “Yes, I’m looking to buy some rose bushes to plant.”

      “Okay, follow me,” she says, stepping out from behind the counter as she leads me to the back door and outside to the closed in patio. “This is our selection of outdoor plants. Here are all the roses bushes we have, and other greenery and flowers are all over there. Let me know if you need anything else,” she says before walking away.

      “Thanks,” I mumble but have no idea if she heard me or not. I’m blown away by how everything is still the exact same. I used to help El’s mom unload the trucks back when I was in high school, and this is exactly how she had everything set up. But I guess if you buy an already running and operating store, there isn’t much point in changing things around.

      I grab four roses bushes and take them back inside to the counter. The woman starts ringing me up. “Are you new to town? I haven’t seen you around here before,” she says as she scans in the plants.

      “Um, well… I grew up here but left years ago. I just came back to take care of some family property to get it on the market.”

      “Oh, well, that’s nice. How long ago did you move?” she asks, just to make pleasant chitchat.

      “Um… I guess it was around twenty years ago or so.”

      “Really? Wow, that long?” She takes my card and swipes it. “Hey, if you lived here back then, I bet you probably know my boss.” She turns her head to face the swinging door behind the counter that leads to the back area where the flower arranging is done. I know because El and I had many make-out sessions back there.

      “Hey, El. I think you might know this person,” she shouts.

      My blood runs cold. Did she say El? As in Ella James? The girl who I left standing heartbroken on the side of the road while I drove off and never came back or gave her an explanation?

      The door opens faster than my head can process and out walks Ella James, still just as beautiful as the day I left her. Her blond locks are pulled back into a ponytail, and her wispy bangs frame her icy-blue eyes that are wide with alarm, just like mine are, I’m sure. Her plump lips are parted as she takes me in. It feels like time has frozen completely for the both of us as we take in the other.

      Time has been kind to her. She doesn’t look any older than the day I left her standing on the side of the road. She’s still tall and thin but round in all the best places. Her breasts that I’ve memorized seem to have only gotten bigger with age. Her stomach is still toned and flat, but her hips are more rounded, maybe from having children. I notice her hands, and while there is a tan line on her ring finger, there is no ring there. She could have taken it off for work, or maybe she’s no longer married. I wonder who she ended up with after all these years.

      “Hey, El,” I manage to get out.

      “Logan?” she asks, taking a step closer, like she can’t believe I’m standing here.

      I’m sure she’s confused. The last time she laid eyes on me I was eighteen. I’ve aged quite a bit over the years. My brown hair is no longer short and styled, and now it has a little gray peppered through. My once smooth jaw is now covered in overgrown hair, and I’m sure I have a few more wrinkles on my face than she remembers.

      “How ya doing, El?”

      “I can’t believe it’s you,” she says, rushing toward me. She throws herself against me and pulls me in for a long overdue hug. “I thought Mrs. Mary was losing her mind when she said she saw you.” She pulls away but keeps her arms around my neck while she studies my face.

      I laugh. “Well, to be fair, Mrs. Mary lost her mind years ago.” I notice that my hands are still on her hips, and I let them fall back to my sides. “You look good, El.”

      She gives me that breathtaking smile of hers and steps back, looking me over. “You, too, a little more rugged than I remember.” That smile of hers has a way of lighting up her eyes and damn near making them glow. Her ivory cheeks start to turn pink as her eyes linger a little longer on my body.

      I may be old, but I’m in damn good shape. The military helped me out with that.

      “What are you doing back in town?” she asks, drawing her brows together as she crosses her arms over her chest, causing her breasts to press closer and giving me a nice shot of cleavage from her low-cut shirt.

      “I got a letter from the city that said if I didn’t clean up Dad’s property, they would condemn it and tear it down. So, I’m back in town, cleaning shit up and remodeling. I’m planning to put it on the market.”

      “Oh, so you’re not staying?”

      I shrug, only now noticing the woman behind the counter has my card in her hand, but she’s just standing frozen, watching us. “For the time being, I guess. I don’t know what my plans are after this.” I look at the woman and point toward my card. “You done with that?”

      She jumps. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” She hands it back with the receipt.

      I take both and put it into my wallet. “Well, I have a lot of work to do. I should probably be getting back.”

      She nods. “You need help? My car is right outside.” She peeks around me to see that her car is the only car outside, meaning I’m on foot.

      “Ugh, yeah, I guess so,” I agree. I owe her more than I owe anyone in this town, and I don’t want to be rude. I’m sure she’s looking for a moment alone with me to get into all the details, and I don’t want to deny her that.

      I take three of the rose bushes, and she grabs one as we head toward the door.

      “Lisa, I’ll be back in a few.”

      She smiles. “Take your time. I know you need it.” She winks, and I can’t help but wonder if this woman knows of me or not. My bet, she does.

      I hold the door open for her with my foot, and she’s just about to step through it, but she pauses and looks back at the woman. “Not like Beetlejuice, huh?”
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      Seeing him has sent my mind spinning. I’m at a loss for words. I don’t know what to say or how to act. All I know is that I have to say something, because his house isn’t far from the shop and time is limited. All these years, I’ve imagined this moment, the moment when he came back into this town. I imagined many different ways that I could run into him, none of them being at the flower shop. I never thought he’d step foot in there. So why did he? Didn’t he know that’s where I’d be?

      “What made you come in today?” I ask as I back out of my parking spot.

      He seems uncomfortable as he sits in the passenger seat of my Audi. “Mom’s rose garden in the backyard is gone, and I wanted to replace it. When I walked by the other day, I saw that woman behind the counter and thought you sold the place.”

      “So you didn’t come in there looking for me then?” I look at him from the corner of my eye. He almost looks like he’s afraid to touch anything. His hands are in his lap, and he’s sitting completely still.

      “I figured that you’d done moved on and would be happy in life, and I didn’t want to screw that up for you. So no, I didn’t come looking for you.”

      I pull into his drive and shift into park. I get out and grab one of the rose bushes, heading to the backyard to set it down. I hear him climb out after me. About the time I’m setting the rose bush down beside where it will be planted, he’s walking through the back gate.

      “El, there’s a lot to be said and address between us. If you want to talk about it, I’m okay with that. But if you want to pretend like I never existed, I completely understand. Just so you know, it’s up to you and I’ll honor whatever you decide.”

      I snort. “Oh, now you’re honoring my wishes? Too bad you didn’t do that twenty-two years ago, huh?”

      The anger I’ve been holding back all these years is finally bubbling over, and I have no control over it. The anger I hold toward him has been a seed in my belly for all these years, a seed that was watered the moment he walked into my shop, and now, it’s growing uncontrollably. There’s no stopping it. It will grow until I can no longer contain it.

      “I understand why you’re mad, and I’d be mad too,” he starts.

      “Mad? You think I’m mad?” I point at my chest. “Mad doesn’t even begin to cover the years of hell I’ve lived through because you didn’t love me enough to come back.” He looks pained, like my words are a sharp sword that’s just sliced through him. “And you know what? Now you get to know what it feels like to be ran away from.” I don’t say another word as I push my way forward, leaving him behind.

      I almost run to my car and get behind the wheel. I look back at the gate I just walked through as I shift into reverse. He’s not coming after me. That almost makes me feel sadder. I wasn’t worth coming back for, and I’m not worth chasing after. Or maybe he’s giving me what he thinks I want: the chance to walk away from him.

      When I get back to the shop I walk in and Lisa is behind the counter. She stands up quickly. “That was him, wasn’t it? The one you’re in love with that never came back? How’d it go?” she asks, following me into the back room.

      “I yelled at him and ran away,” I confess, walking around the table and putting both my hands flat on it while I lean forward, hanging my head. “I’ve had twenty-two years to think of what I’d say to him if he showed up, but did I say any of that? No! I yelled at him. What the fuck is wrong with me?” My eyes fall closed as I stand upright, letting my head fall back like I’m looking up at the ceiling.

      “It’s okay. Now you know where he’s at. You can gather your thoughts and go to him when you’re ready.”

      I shake my head. “No, I can’t go to him. Are you crazy? He left me… with no reason why, no call or letter. Nothing. How does he deserve a second chance?”

      “I’m not saying to give him a second chance, El. I’m just saying that maybe hearing him out will help you heal a little and let go. And there’s no better time than now. You’re about to start a new chapter of your life. Erin will be leaving for college, you and Tom are… well, to be frank, you’re over. You need to be able to move forward freely. Put everything in the past and let it go.”

      Maybe she’s right. Logan and I, our chapter hasn’t been finished yet, and I need everything finished and wrapped up into a little bow before I can move forward.
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        * * *

      

      It’s going on seven o’clock. I’m at the house all alone. Erin has better things to do, like spend the summer with her friends before leaving for college, and Tom took off soon after he took Erin to breakfast and to pick up her new car. I’m sitting at the patio table with a glass of white wine and the papers. It’s time to read over them and sign them, to end this chapter of my life once and for all.

      The papers state that everything will be split fifty-fifty. I get to keep my car while he keeps his. He keeps his apartment in London, and I keep the house here. Our checking and savings account will be split down the middle along with all other assets. My flower shop is mine and will always be mine. He wouldn’t have any interest in it anyway. Since there are no children under the age of eighteen, this divorce is rather simple, unless I wanted to fight for more. But he didn’t give me much of anything throughout our marriage. It would be silly for me to ask for more now. Not to mention, I don’t want anything. I don’t want to fight for more. I have everything I need. I have my own money, my own car, house, and business. More than anything, I just want to be done with him.

      I sign the papers and close the folder, almost feeling a sense of empowerment. I slide the folder into an envelope and seal it before taking it to the mailbox to be sent to London. Putting that envelope in the mailbox and closing the lid is like closing the lid on the casket that holds our marriage. It’s done—not officially—but done. I’m free. I can be whoever I want to be now. I breathe in fresh air and almost feel like it’s given me strength. I’m strong, braver, more ready to take on the world as a newly single woman.

      I go back to the table and sip my wine while watching the birds fly around the feeder hanging on the other side of the pool. My mind seems to take on a life of its own, and before I know it, I’m thinking about Logan and how good he looked today.

      He was wearing a pair of jeans, dirty work boots, and a black Henley shirt that fit him snugly. He had the sleeves pushed up to his elbows and a few dark tattoos on his forearms. They were toned and tanned. He’s so different from how he used to be. He was always on the skinnier side as a teen. He was tall and thin but toned from playing sports and working in the garage. He didn’t have any tattoos or long hair or scruff on his face like he does now. Now, he seems hard and dangerous. Tempting.

      I finish off my glass of wine and pour another. And then another. The wine only adds to my confusion about him and why he left, why he never came home or called. What kept him away from me? Did he leave and find another girl? Did he fall in love with someone else? Did he never really love me at all? I need these questions answered so I can finally put them to rest.

      I grab my phone and call Lisa. She’s always my voice of reason.

      “Hello?” she answers, sounding sweet and happy.

      “I’m thinking of doing something really dumb, and I need you to talk me down.”

      “Oh, fun,” she says around a giggle. “What’s up?”

      “I want to go over there, talk to him, force him to answer my questions. That’s dumb, right? I should just leave well enough alone. The only thing that matters is that he left and now we have two separate lives, right?”

      “What? No!” she yells into the phone. “I told you to go to him. Figure this all out. Listen to what he has to say. What if you’re meant to be together, El? Are you really going to turn your back on true love?”

      I laugh. “True love? If we were meant to be together, don’t you think he would’ve come back for me, Lisa? It wouldn’t have taken him twenty-two years!”

      “You don’t know that. Maybe he’s been held hostage and hasn’t been able to come back for you. You don’t know his story.”

      I roll my eyes. “Really? Held hostage? Aren’t you supposed to be on my side? This guy broke your best friend’s heart. Take my side, damn it.”

      “Sorry, I would if I could, but something tells me that things happened for a reason, and he is your Prince Charming, coming to rescue you right when you need it most. Go to him and don’t call me back until you do!” She hangs up the phone and I growl.

      I get up and walk into my kitchen through the double glass doors. I grab my bottle of wine and go to pour another glass, but something comes over me. I need answers more than I need wine, and Lisa thinks it’s a good idea. Why not?

      I grab my keys and jump in the car. I’m about to drive over to his place, which is only a few blocks away before deciding to walk with the amount of wine I’ve had. I walk the few blocks to his house and make my way down the driveway heading toward the door, but I notice smoke in the sky, and it looks like it’s coming from the backyard, so I pass the door and instead open the gate to the privacy fence. He’s there, sitting by the fire with a tent in the background. Was that there earlier?

      He sees me coming at him, and he stands to greet me. “Did you bring me a bottle of wine as a housewarming gift?” He smirks, and it’s only now that I realize that I’m still holding my bottle of wine from the house.

      “No, I didn’t. This is mine,” I say, lifting it up and taking a much-needed swig straight from the bottle. “I want to know why, Logan. Why did you leave me the way you did? Why didn’t you come back? Why didn’t you call or write? Why?” The words leave me in a rush that I can’t hold back, and when they finish, I feel breathless as my heart beats wildly out of control. His eyes level on me and his jaw flexes. Then he takes a deep breath and motions toward the bench.
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      I look up when I hear the sound of my gate being opened. The sun is starting its descent from the sky, but there’s more than enough light to see her clearly. She’s breathtaking, even to this day. She’s wearing a pair of short black shorts and a white long-sleeve top that looks light and airy. She has the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, and it has a wide neck, so it hangs off one of her sun-kissed shoulders. She’s wearing these pumps that make her long, tan legs look good and shapely. God, what I wouldn’t give to feel them wrapped around my hips again.

      I want to laugh when I see that determination in her eyes and the bottle of wine in her hand. Then she stops just before me and I make a joke, but it seems like I’ve only reminded her that it’s there. She takes a swig and finally asks all the questions I knew she would.

      I take a deep breath. “Want to have a seat?” I motion toward the bench I dragged out of the garage. She looks from me, to the wooden bench, and back. I wonder if she remembers how many times we made out on this thing.

      “I can’t believe that thing is still here,” she says, moving to take a seat. She takes a drink of her wine and looks up at me.

      I sit down, wiping my sweaty palms down the front of my jeans. “So, what have you been up to these last twenty-two years?”

      She snorts. “Really? Still not going to answer my questions?”

      “I will,” I promise, “but first, I want to know how your life has been. Get to know one another again.”

      She rolls her eyes. “My daughter just graduated and will be leaving me in the fall, and I’m going through a divorce. So, not great as you can imagine.”

      Okay, first things first. “You have a daughter? That’s great. What’s her name?”

      “Erin.”

      “Where’s she going to school?” I’m honestly interested in her life and the woman she’s become. I’m not the same kid that left here. I don’t expect her to be the same girl I left.

      “Harvard to become a lawyer. She’s really smart… and beautiful. She’s a good girl, and I couldn’t have asked for a better kid.”

      “You only have the one?”

      She nods. “Yep. Tom was never around long enough to make a second. Not to mention, I didn’t want to raise two kids on my own, so…”

      “Whoa, wait.” I have to wrap my head around this. “Tom? My old best friend, Tom?”

      She nods with her eyebrows raised. “Yeah, Tom West. My name is Ella West. Didn’t you know?”

      I shake my head. “How would I have known?”

      She takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “After you left, and after your dad passed away, Tom was the only one who you’d talk to. He was the reason I knew you were still out there and not dead or something.”

      “Tom never told me, but it all makes sense now…” I mumble more to myself than her. I stand up and start pacing. She watches me, confused. I can’t answer her questions right now because I have questions of my own. Why would my best friend do this to me? I talked to Tom a lot. He’s the only one whose advice I’d listen to. He’s always considered me more of a brother than a friend. Why would he lead me in the wrong direction? Was it all over El? Was he secretly in love with my girl and I didn’t even know it? Did I waste the last twenty-two years of my life because he wanted what I had?

      “Logan, what’s going on?” she asks, but her voice is off, like she isn’t buying this load of bullshit I’m trying to sell her to get out of answering her questions.

      I stop my pacing and turn to face her. “Fuck, I’m sorry, El,” I breathe out as my hands come up to rub my eyes and temples. I fall back onto the bench at her side.

      “What? Just tell me,” she demands.

      I nod and take a deep breath, trying to figure out where I should start. I guess at the beginning. “When I left here, El, I had every intention of keeping our promise. I thought that you’d stay back one more year, that we’d spend every break together, that you’d be joining me the following year, and we’d spend our lives together.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “My dad died,” I state. “It really fucked me up. After losing my mom at such a young age, my dad was all I had. I had this plan to go to college and get my degree in business so I could come back and run the store for him. We knew he was sick and that he wasn’t doing so good, but nobody saw his passing coming so soon. So when he died, I didn’t know what to do. His lawyers contacted me and stated that the business had to be sold because it wasn’t left to me in his will yet since I didn’t have a degree. It was to be sold to pay off any money that he still owed, like the house. He wanted to leave this place to me so I’d always be able to come home, even if he wasn’t here. When I lost him and lost the business, I lost everything. I thought, what’s the point in staying in school when everything I was working for is gone now?

      “So, I ended up skipping a bunch of classes, staying out, and drinking. I failed and dropped out. I was prepared to come home to you and tell you everything, that I’d fucked up. I ruined our future, our plans. But I talked to Tom, and he told me that after all the months that I’d been AWOL, that you’d moved on. That you’d finally forgotten about me and was over me, but he wouldn’t tell me who it was with. He said it would only make things worse for me and that if I loved you at all, that I would leave you alone to finally be happy. So that’s what I did. I joined the military and have spent the last twenty-two years moving up in the ranks. But I thought of you every step of the way, El. I had no idea that Tom was manipulating me to get to you.” I turn to face her, and she seems to be staring off into space, thinking over my words.

      She nods. “When you left, Tom started hanging around me a lot more. He’d come into the flower shop just to talk. He said you made him promise that he’d keep an eye on me.”

      “I did,” I confirm.

      “So when your dad died and you stopped calling and writing, I didn’t know what was going on. I asked Tom if he’d heard from you, and he said that the two of you talked nearly every day. He said that you were having a hard time dealing with his death and that you just didn’t have it in you to deal with me. As time passed, our friendship grew, and every time I brought you up, he’d say something more and more horrible. Things like you wanted to break up with me, that you had found someone else, that you didn’t want me anymore. You weren’t there to argue your point, so I had no choice but to believe him. The last time I asked about you, I cried and he kissed me. After that, things between us just blossomed. We went from friends to dating to getting married and having our daughter.”

      I shake my head and grind my teeth together, silently vowing to beat the shit out of him if I ever see him again. “Where is he now? You said you’re getting divorced?”

      She nods. “He’s in London with the woman he’s been seeing behind my back. He works there and lives there.”

      I take a deep breath. I can’t believe he did this, and all so he could end up hurting her anyway? “Can I get his number? I have a few things to talk to him about.”

      She lets out a short giggle but nods her head as she raises the bottle to her lips. “I can’t believe this. We could’ve been made for one another, and we got cheated out of our lives by a guy we both trusted who ended up screwing us both over.” She laughs.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I think out loud.

      “He’s not worth the effort, Logan.” She holds up the bottle of wine and I take it, downing a big swig.

      I swallow it down and turn to face her. Her eyes lock on mine, and I see can the reflection of the fire dancing in her irises. “You have to know that I would’ve come back for you. I loved you, El. There’s never been another that even came close to you.”

      Her lips part, but nothing comes out. Her eyes fall down to my lips before slowly moving back to my eyes. It feels as if we’re being pulled together. Her scent engulfs me, only clouding my head more. We’re only an inch apart now. I can practically taste her sweet lips already. Just as her eyes fall closed and I’m about to press my lips to hers, her phone rings.

      Her eyes pop open, and she pulls the phone from her pocket. “Hello?” she answers, still looking at me with as close as we are.

      “Yes, honey. I’ve already taken care of it. There’s a check at home waiting for you. It’s on top of the mantel in the living room.” There’s a pause. “Swimming? I don’t know, Erin. I have to work tomorrow, and I don’t want kept up by a pool party.” Another long pause. “Okay, you and Emily. That’s it. Okay, I’ll see you at home.” She hangs up the phone, but the moment between us is gone.

      “I’m sorry. I should probably go. My daughter is needing…” Her sentence breaks off as she stands up. “But thanks for answering my questions. Hopefully, it helps us both to put things in the past.” She holds up her hand and waves goodbye before walking across the lawn and exiting through the fence.

      I can’t do anything but sit back and watch her walk away from me for the second time today. Each and every time she walks away, it breaks my heart just a little more. How could I have ever believed Tom? It was a miracle I managed to stay away from her as long as I did, and that was only because I was telling myself it was in her best interest. How am I going to keep my distance now that’s she’s only a few blocks away?

      If she wanted to be with me now, she would’ve stayed right? But she took the first excuse she could to get away from me. That has to mean something. If she wanted that kiss, she would have left the phone in her pocket. But she was looking for an out and she found it.

      I run my hand through my hair and let out a long breath. My chest feels hollow, missing the most important piece of me. I’m sure she just took my heart with her, or maybe she’s had it all along. It’s been far too long since I’ve felt that strong beat in my chest.
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      My heart is racing as I’m walking away from him. We almost kissed. If it hadn’t been for that phone call, I’m sure we would have kissed. Would we have been able to stop after just one kiss after all these years of longing? Just the thought alone is enough to have every muscle in my body tightening to hold off the flood of yearning that’s been consuming me for all these years. I feel almost giddy and excited. My time spent there with him wasn’t nearly long enough. I want more. I need more after this long of a wait. Deep down, even when I was happy with Tom, I’ve always believed that I was meant to be with Logan.

      When Erin was born, I wished that he could have seen her. When she turned one, and then two, and then all the birthdays to come, I wished he was there by my side. When my mother passed away and Tom was the one holding my hand, I wished it was Logan. When I got married, I almost left the church, knowing that I should’ve been marrying Logan and not Tom. In the happiest moments with Tom, Logan was still there, in the back of my mind.

      But now, Tom is out of the picture, and at the same time, Logan is back. Maybe this is fate giving us a second chance. Maybe this is where our story really starts. Maybe I’m not finishing an old chapter. Maybe I’m starting a new one.

      When I get home, Erin and Emily are already here, and judging by the sounds of loud music, splashing, and squealing, they’re already in the pool. I walk up the drive and head in the front door, locking it behind me. I set my things on the island in the kitchen and walk out the double glass doors that have been left open. The patio lights are on, lighting up the dark outdoor area.

      “Hey, Mom,” Erin says.

      “Hi, Mrs. West,” Emily says, waving from her spot in the deep end.

      “Hi, girls. I’m just going to get cleaned up and get to bed. I need that music turned down and the squeals to stop, please.”

      “Will do,” Erin says, getting out of the pool and grabbing the remote to turn down the music.

      “Honey, is Emily staying the night?”

      She looks over at Emily, and she bobs her head. “If it isn’t too much trouble, Mrs. West.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know it’s not. Please lock the patio door and set the alarm when you come in, sweetie.”

      “I will, Mom,” Erin agrees, diving back into the pool.

      I head back inside and straight upstairs to shower and get ready for bed. Forty-five minutes later, I’m clean, bare of all hair, lotioned up, and got my skin routine done. I go to my walk-in closet to get dressed.

      I pull on a pair of panties, some shorts, and a tank top to sleep in. I brush out my hair at my vanity in the walk-in closet. As I’m sitting and tugging at the tangles, I catch the reflection of a pink box at the top of my closet. I put the brush away and go to pull down the box. The top is dusty, and I’m careful not to touch it against my clothes as I sit with it on the floor of my closet. Even though it’s been over twenty years since I’ve opened this box, I know exactly everything I’ll find inside.

      I pull off the top, and the first thing that I see is the corsage I wore to our senior prom. The flowers were once full of life and beauty, but now they’re old, dried up, and brown. I gingerly set it aside, careful not to crush it. There are pictures of Logan and me in high school, from prom, football games, and random times spent together. Then I find pictures that I took after he’d gone. Things I wanted to be sure to tell him about when I saw him again. At first, I took a lot. Pictures of things that reminded me of him. There’s one of me at the age of eighteen. I’m holding up the calendar that said it was our anniversary. There’s one of me at the pizza shack we always used to go to. We’d always get a shake with two straws. The first time I went in there alone, I ordered a shake and it came with two straws, so I took a picture of me, drinking the shake with the second straw hanging out of the glass.

      There are pictures of our friends from the parties I went to without him, pictures of Tom and me together, his two best friends at the time. Looking back now, I can see all the ways Tom manipulated me. I didn’t see it then. Didn’t or couldn’t… maybe even didn’t want to. I’m not sure. But knowing the truth now, it doesn’t make any of this any easier.

      You’d think I’d just be able to throw my marriage away and jump into Logan’s arms. I mean, hey, we’re meant to be, right? But that’s not how I feel. I wonder about what Erin would think. She doesn’t even know about the divorce yet, and what kind of woman goes from signing divorce papers to immediately sleeping with another man? What would the town think? I always hated when my mother would say things like that, and now here I am, saying them. But honestly, my business is in this town. If I tarnish my reputation here, I could lose everything. And for what? A quick fling with an old love, someone who left me and didn’t come back until twenty years later?

      If Tom finds out about Logan, will it make him want to change the divorce papers in any way? Will he be angry and suddenly want to fight over my house and shop? Is it too late to change any of that now that I’ve signed the papers and mailed them? I don’t know. I don’t know any of the answers to the millions of questions I have. All I know is that deep down, that young girl who was desperately in love with Logan still exists. I just wonder how strong she is after being silenced for all these years.

      Sleep doesn’t find me easily. I keep thinking about the divorce, breaking the news to Erin, and the fact that Logan is back in town and we almost kissed. I love my daughter to the moon and back, but girl has some bad timing. If she could’ve waited five more minutes… We may never know.

      In the morning, I wake up and get ready for work, wearing a pair of skinny jeans, my favorite white tennis shoes, and an oversized white T-shirt with a breast pocket. I leave my blond hair down since it’s curled into nice natural beach waves from me going to sleep with it wet, and I finish the look with a little bit of makeup to brighten my eyes. I head downstairs and find Erin already up, eating a bowl of cereal while watching TV.

      “It’s summer. Shouldn’t you be sleeping in?” I joke.

      “Still stuck on school schedule,” she responds, not taking her eyes off of something on MTV.

      I sit on the opposite end of the couch and take the remote, hitting the pause button on the TV.

      “Hey,” she whines, finally turning to look at me.

      “We need to talk.”

      She reads the seriousness on my face and sits up straight. “What’s up, Mom?” She places her bowl of cereal on the coffee table and gives me her full attention.

      “I’m sure this won’t come as any more of a surprise to you as it did me, but your father has asked for a divorce… and I think it’s for the best at this point.”

      Her mouth drops open and her eyes get wide. “A divorce? Really?”

      I nod. “You’re not a child anymore, Erin. Surely, you see that he’s never here. He missed most of your life. And with you leaving for college, I’m going to be all alone. It’ll be good for me to move on, too, and find someone who wants to be with me.”

      The corners of her mouth begin to turn up. “Mom, you got the hots for some guy in town?” She nudges me.

      I laugh. “No, I haven’t checked out a man in I don’t know how long. I’ve been married. But now, I’m single and who knows. I might find me someone special. Someone who will stay around.”

      She picks her cereal back up. “I think it’s great. If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      “Really?”

      She nods. “Wait, am I going to lose my car?”

      I laugh and smack her knee. “No, of course not.”

      “What about the house? Is Dad taking it in the divorce, or are you planning on selling it to split?”

      “Nope, the house will be mine. He’s taking his London apartment.”

      “So, nothing will really change, other than Dad won’t pop in every six months?”

      “Pretty much,” I confirm.

      She shrugs. “Then I think it’s great.”

      I stand up, kiss her head, and say, “I’m grabbing some coffee and I’m off to work.”

      “Bye, love you.”

      I’m the happiest I’ve been in a long time as I drive to work. I have the support of my daughter, and my horrible marriage will be ending soon enough. Not to mention, Logan is back, and I get to explore that option as well. Things are finally looking up just when I thought they were falling apart.

      The moment I walk into the shop, Lisa is all over me. “So, how’d it go? I’m dying to know.”

      “Can I at least set my things down before you attack me?”

      “Fine. Sorry,” she says, backing up and waiting until the exact moment I no longer have my coffee and purse in my hands. “So, how’d it go? Did you guys make out like you were eighteen again?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “What? No! We totally would’ve, though, had Erin not called at the perfect time. Ugh, that kid has always had horrendous timing,” I joke.

      She grabs ahold of my wrists and pulls out two wooden stools. “Tell me everything. Leave nothing out!”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s really not that exciting.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” she states matter-of-factly.

      “Well, here’s one thing I did find interesting. It turns out that Logan never meant to leave me and not come back. Tom had told him that I’d moved on and was seeing someone else, but he wouldn’t tell him who. With Logan out of the picture, that was when Tom started asking me out.”

      She gasps. “So Tom totally broke you two up and kept you for himself. Oh, that’s low… even for Tom! Have you called him out on his bullshit?”

      “No, what’s the point? What’s done is done. There’s no going back and changing things now.”

      “So, where does that leave you and Logan?” Her eyes are wide, like she’s watching a dramatic scene play out on some soap opera.

      I shrug. “That’s when he told me that he’s always loved me and there’s never been another like me before or since. We started moving in for the epic kiss, and my phone rang. It was Erin, so I left.”

      “Ugh! God! Talk about a cliffhanger. So when does act two come into play?”

      “What the hell, Lisa? This isn’t some TV show or book. This is my life, and I don’t know. I want to explore my feelings for Logan, but at the same time, I feel like I just need to take some time for myself. I mean, my daughter will be leaving soon, my twenty-year marriage is ending, and I’m still not sure where I see myself alone in a year, let alone in another relationship. I just… I need time.”

      “Twenty-two years isn’t enough time for you to figure out how you feel about this guy?” Lisa argues. “He’s hot. Hotter than anything you’re going to find around here. You better scoop him up before Tammy does.”

      Ugh. Tammy. I hate Tammy and have always hated Tammy. Tammy is a woman who Logan and I went to school with. She was always trying to seduce Logan into hooking up with her when I wasn’t looking. He never did, but that didn’t stop her from trying. If she finds out he’s back in town, I’m sure she’ll try luring him in just like she does every other single, sexy, or divorced man around here.

      “God, Lisa. Don’t fucking jinx me like that.”

      She giggles at the use of my F-bomb. “Time’s a wastin’, honey. Shit or get off the pot. That’s what I always say.”

      I bust out laughing. “You literally never say that.”

      She shrugs. “Well, I do now. Figure it out and jump on it. Get laid for the both of us.”

      I stand up and move to go to the back room to work on today’s orders, but while I work, I can’t help but wonder if she’s right.

      Would being with Logan now feel as good as it did all those years ago? Would it feel better? Worse? Different at all? There’s only one way to find out. But that way scares me. Am I ready to be with another man? I like the idea of it all but there’s been twenty years between us. He isn’t the same guy he was. I guess before I know anything, I need to get to know him again, the man he’s grown to be. And he needs to get to know me, the woman I am, not the girl I was. I’m no longer concerned with college classes, lip gloss, and dates. Now, I’m a woman who has a full-grown daughter, a business to run, and a messy life to figure out.
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      I wake in the morning with a big smile on my face just from remembering how close we got last night. I sit up to crawl out of the tent, and my back is stiff and screams in protest. I groan needing to stand up and stretch it out. I’m getting that living room livable today. I can’t take another night on the hard ground. The flooring I ordered should be in today, and the walls are painted. My plan is to install the flooring and hit up the furniture store to buy a couch with a pull-out bed. That way, I’ll at least have a decent place to crash while I finish up the rest of the house. I go for a shower, and while I wait for the delivery, I get to work with cleaning up the kitchen.

      I take everything out of the cabinets and put it all on the countertops while I clean out the cabinets. While the wood dries, I wash the dusty, dirty dishes that were left behind. After everything is washed, dried, and put back in its rightful place, I fix the broken cabinet doors and start cleaning the countertop. I work my way from the top of the room to the bottom of the room, ceiling to floor. I get lucky and find a dolly in the garage, which I use to take out the old refrigerator and stove.

      While I sit in the backyard eating a sandwich for lunch, I order new kitchen appliances. Not only will it make the house sell for more, it will help me out while I’m living here. I’ve been so preoccupied with fixing this place up and running into El that I haven’t given much thought to my plans when I’m done here. A beach sounds nice, maybe a quiet island in Hawaii where I can live off the land and bathe in the ocean every morning, spend my days hunting, fishing, and gardening. A simple life where I can live out the rest of my days enjoying time spent on the earth rather than working myself to death just to survive. With the money I have now and the money I get for selling this house, I should have more than enough to live the rest of my life if I do so wisely. What more could a lonely guy ask for?

      I hear the sound of a truck out front, and I walk around to the front yard to find the UPS truck parked against the curb. He greets me as he lowers the pallet of flooring to the ground.

      “Let me help,” I insist, grabbing a few boxes of the flooring and carrying them inside the front door. The delivery man makes the run, setting each box on the front stoop, and I move them into the house until we’re all done.

      “Thanks.” I wave him off after the last load.

      “Have a good day, sir,” he replies, climbing back into his truck.

      I look at all the flooring I have to install and rub my hands together, ready to get to work.

      A little while later, I have about half the living room floor done as loud music fills the room around me. I’m elbow deep in work, keeping my head in the game with only one thought: get it finished. I spin around when someone lowers my music. It’s El.

      “I knocked, but you obviously couldn’t hear me,” she says, walking farther into the living room. Her eyes glance around, taking in the room. “I haven’t been in here in so long. It looks different.”

      “Yeah, I painted over the old, wood paneling and ripped up the old carpet.”

      “Can you show me the rest?”

      “Yeah,” I nod, getting up off my knees. I walk her back toward the entryway and down the hall. “I’m going to be putting the same flooring in here,” I say, opening the door to the small bathroom. “I painted in here, but that’s pretty much all I plan on doing. The floor, while outdated, is still in good condition, and everything works.” I step out and walk farther down the hall to the kitchen. “I just cleaned in here. The cabinets are in good shape, and so is the floor. I’m just going to put a new fridge and stove in here and call it good.”

      She spins in a circle, taking in the place. “What about upstairs? Is it weird walking back into your old bedroom?”

      I laugh. “I haven’t even been up there yet.”

      “What? Really?”

      I nod.

      “Let’s go.” She holds out her hand, begging me to take it.

      I look from her, to her outstretched hand, and back. Her eyes are shining, and her lips are turned up in the corners. I can’t resist, so I slide my hand into hers. She leads me back down the hallway and up the stairs. She leads me straight to my door and pushes it open.

      Stepping into this room with her, it’s like a time warp. I’m seventeen again, sneaking her up here to make out without my dad finding out. The room is exactly the same. Everything is a little dustier and dirtier, but nothing has changed. There are still posters hanging on the walls even though they’re curling up on the edges. Some have even fallen down or are only hanging on by one corner. My twin bed is still in the same spot with its red-checkered bedspread. My dresser, desk, and bedside tables still hold a mess of papers, books, CDs, and trash. Hell, there’s even an old empty beer bottle knocked off onto the floor. It’s safe to say that Dad didn’t open this door once I left.

      “So weird,” she mumbles as she walks over to my desk, looking down at its contents. She picks up a piece of paper, smiles, and then hands it over.

      I take the paper and look down. It reads: I will miss you, but we’ll be together soon. Love, El. The ink is pink and it’s fading but still visible.

      “I wrote that the night before you left. Remember that night?”

      Do I remember that night? It’s burned in my memory.

      “Do you think your dad knows I’m up here?” she asks as I cradle her naked body against my chest.

      A puff of air leaves my lips. “I’m pretty sure he saw you walking up here. But I’m leaving tomorrow. There isn’t much point in trying to keep us apart now.” I press my lips to her shoulder, slowly kissing my way up to her neck.

      “For a minute, I almost forgot what tomorrow will bring,” she replies, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      I move until I’m on top of her. My hips are between her parted legs, and my face is only an inch from hers. “Don’t think about tomorrow. Stay here, right here in this moment.” I close the space between our lips and kiss her like it’s the last time. Our kiss turns rushed and heated, and my body comes alive as I press against her center. She lets out a whimper as I push myself forward, sliding into her, right where I’m meant to be.

      Just thinking about that memory has my body exploding in tingles. God, that seems like forever ago but also just yesterday at the same time. Her eyes are glazed over and hooded as she watches me with her parted lips.

      “Of course I remember that night. That night has kept me going on more than one occasion.”

      She smiles and tugs her eyes from mine as she looks at the note again. “You want to come over for dinner?”

      I feel my brows pull together.

      “It’s just that, I have this box of stuff… stuff like this, that you might want to see. And, well, you’re not eating very good here with no fridge or stove, so two birds, one stone.” She offers up that breathtaking smile and she has me. I’m convinced that just a simple smile from her could get me to do anything she wanted.

      “Sure,” I say.

      Her smile widens. “Okay.” She grabs a pencil off the desk and turns the note over. “Here’s my address. Say… seven?” She hands it over as she passes me by on her way to the door.

      “Seven it is,” I reply, tucking the note into my pocket as I watch her walk away.
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        * * *

      

      Her place is only a few blocks from mine, so after finishing up work for the day and taking a shower, I start on my journey. I can’t help but notice the way the houses are getting more and more fancy the closer I get. This has always been the nicer side of town even when I was growing up. But now, the houses have only gotten bigger, nicer, more expensive. There’s one house off in the distance that catches my eye even as far away as I am. It’s a big two-story home. The front yard is open, but there’s a brick wall around the entire back. Her black Audi is sitting in the drive, not even in the garage. I knew from the look of her car that she was used to having nicer things in life, so at least she’s got that going for her. I’m sure her life wouldn’t be anything like it is now if we had stayed together.

      The green grass is perfectly manicured, mowed in a way that you can see the straight lines that form diamonds. The plants and bushes that line the house are well taken care of, but that doesn’t surprise me since she seemed to inherit her mom’s green thumb for all things living. I walk up the few steps and knock on the door. Moments later, she answers it, her blond curls blowing in the soft breeze.

      “Hey, you made it,” she says around a smile as she pulls me in for a hug.

      I hug her lightly but am feeling all kinds of emotion that I can’t put into words. I never imagined myself here, in the home she shares with her daughter and my ex-best friend who stole her from me.

      I walk inside, and she closes the door behind me. I look around, taking in the house. The entryway is huge with a grand staircase. There’s a long hall with the kitchen and living room on either side. Everything is crisp and white, clean and classy.

      “Would you like a drink?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I agree, following her into the kitchen.

      The kitchen is no different. It has a breakfast nook with a small table. There’s an island in the center of the room with white granite countertops. All the appliances are a shiny stainless steel. There are a set of double glass doors that look out onto a beautiful patio and in-ground pool.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m not much of a cook, so I ordered in.”

      “Any hot meal is a good meal for me,” I say, taking the glass of wine she offers.

      “Would you like to come sit on the patio? It’s my favorite place in the whole house.” She opens one of the glass doors and walks out with me following along behind her. There’s a table to the left with a pink box on the top. We both sit down, and she pushes the box closer to me.

      “Go ahead. Open it.”

      My hands are shaking as I raise them to take off the lid, and I hope she doesn’t notice. If she does, she doesn’t mention it as I set it aside to find her prom corsage on top.

      I gently pick it up, careful not to crush it as I set it aside. “I can’t believe you kept this, or that it hasn’t completely fallen apart by now.”

      Under it are a stack of pictures from our past. I go through them, noticing how beautiful she was, how young I looked. There are pictures of us together starting at the age of fourteen up until I left at eighteen. After I flip through them, I find more pictures, but I’m not in any of these.

      “I decided that I’d take pictures of things I wanted to talk to you about. At first, it was meant to only last a year. I was going to bring you all of these photos when I joined you at college to show you how I’d spent our year apart, but when that didn’t work out, I started taking them anytime something happened that I wish you could’ve seen, things I wished you’d have been in my life for.”

      I nod as I listen to her words and look at the pictures. There are pictures of her and Tom together, and it makes my stomach tighten in anger, so much that the acid within starts to bubble up into my throat. I toss the pictures back into the box, sick of looking at them already.

      “What’s the point of this, El?” I don’t mean for the words to come out as sharp as they did, but now they’re out there and I can’t get them back. Her back straightens, and the expression on her face shows nothing but surprise at my hard tone.
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