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      Wee One, this is for you. Raising you during your teen years has been a rollercoaster. But I’m so incredibly proud of you. Thank you for the inspiration for Alexandra.
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      A retirement announcement? Tonight?

      Dad implied it would be years before he left Starlit Fields to us kids. Now it’s happening sooner than any of us imagined. Well, except Pierce, he seems to be in the know about everything. A few of my other siblings as well.

      The only ones shocked by the announcement are me, Piper, and Paula. I’m usually the one Pierce confides in. The person he’s always been able to rely on. What makes this night different than any other?

      I watch my baby sister, Piper, storm off the porch. She’s never been able to hide her emotions. I used to tease her about it when we were kids. Showing how you feel always seemed like a weakness.

      Right now, though, I’d give anything to be able to show the frustration flowing through every inch of me. She would laugh if she knew how jealous I am of her confidence in herself.

      Glasses clinking and congratulations pepper the air around me and for once, I don’t want to partake. Piper has the right idea. I follow the path she took because there is only once place, she could be going.

      I take my time walking toward our childhood swing set. I don’t want Piper to think I’m hovering. It’s the one thing she has complained about since we were kids. Apparently, the big siblings hover too much.

      “I thought I might find you over here.” Piper is sitting in one of the swings and jumps at the sound of my voice.

      “Peter? Why aren’t you eating with everyone else?” She sounds sad. Not that I can blame her. The news took at least half of us by surprise.

      “I didn’t much feel like it.” I press down on the swing next to her, making sure it can hold my weight, and take a seat.

      “So, you really didn’t know Dad was announcing his retirement tonight? I figured being so close to Pierce would make you privy to this sort of information.”

      It takes me a few moments to answer her. Because she’s not wrong. Up until tonight, I thought I knew everything Pierce did.

      “Yeah, I thought so, too.” I shuffle my feet in the dirt, making two tracks.

      “It sucks being on this side of information, doesn’t it?”

      I flinch at the words. I know she doesn’t mean anything by them. At least, not completely. I know a dig when I hear it. The feeling isn’t any better, though. Being on this side of finding out, isn’t fun. If anything, it puts how the rest of my siblings feel into perspective.

      “Yep.” I nod and swing slightly. The fear of going too high and falling off keeps me from letting go completely. “Maybe I’ve been putting too much of myself into the winery and being at Pierce’s beck and call.”

      “I could have told you that.” She snorts and swings a bit higher. “You’ve been so far up his ass since we were kids I didn’t know where he ended and you began.”

      I gag at the insult. That’s really how the rest of them see me. As a kiss ass ready to do whatever Pierce wants. It’s not exactly hard to deny since I constantly do everything. But he always makes it sound like nobody else will take care of things. I need to have more faith in my brothers and sisters.

      “That is not a great visual. You could have put that more eloquently.”

      “Not really.” She shakes her head. “It’s literally the only way to describe your relationship to our elder brother. Take a step back, you might realize you’re a completely different person.”

      The sigh passing through my lips is louder than I thought. Hopefully she doesn’t hear it. How pathetic is it that I’m getting lectured by my baby sister? She’s never been afraid to go after what she wants, even when Pierce consistently shoots her down. She gets up and tries again.

      I don’t even know who I am without the winery. So many years have been spent proving to Pierce that I’m capable of doing everything he does. That he can count on me. His opinion of me has been the only thing pushing me forward. Even as far back as my teen years.

      Do I even have any hobbies? The only thing I do outside of work is hang out with Miles at the bar. Sometimes we’ll go to the next town over and play pool. Shit, I’m turning into my big brother. That’s just…sad. Nobody wants to wake up one day realizing all they do is work.

      Piper drags her feet on the ground, slowing down the momentum of the swing. An owl hoots in the distance, and I didn’t realize how dark it’s gotten. I didn’t think we’d been away from the back porch that long. Time flies when you have the sudden realization you have no idea who you are as a person. I’m pretty sure I’m too young for a mid-life crisis, but maybe not.

      “Do you think we should get back?” I nudge Piper’s shoulder as soon as she comes to a stop. “I’m sure they’ll send out a search party for us.”

      “You can head back.” She nods her head toward the house. “I’ll be up in a minute. Just need to fix my expression and gather my wits.”

      “Okay, don’t be too long or I’ll be back to drag you to the house. You need to eat something.”

      I had the good sense to eat a snack before we got started. Piper probably didn’t. She has a habit of forgetting to take care of herself when she’s caught up in something.

      “You act like I haven’t been stealing bites the whole time we’ve been here.”

      I shake my head as I stand. “Why am I not surprised? Somehow, you’re the only one who gets away with it. At least, without getting your hand smacked.”

      “Gotta have quick reflexes, big brother.”

      She waves her hands toward me showing me just how fast she is. She’s not, but she doesn’t realize she could get away with murder because she’s the baby. Not that we made life easy for her growing up. She was the smallest and knew how to press our buttons.

      I don’t think she realizes how much she got on our nerves back then. Not that she would care. She takes up space no matter where she goes and I admire her for that.

      “You are such a dork.” I turn back toward the path from the house. “You’ve got, ten minutes. If you aren’t at the house, I’ll send reinforcements.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      I steal a quick glance over my shoulder to see if she’s going to move, but she’s literally waving me away. That is not what I expected. I’m not sure why, though. I guess I thought she’d stand and follow after me like she did when we were kids. A part of me misses it, even though it was annoying back then.

      She always wanted to hang out with her big brothers and sister. Now…she does everything she can to avoid us, except for Parker and Paula. Piper is right, though. I need to live my life and not devote all of it to Starlit Fields. The only problem is, I don’t know how.
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      peter

      If one more person comes in this building I’m going to lose it. Every year it’s the same thing. People all of a sudden realize it’s New Year’s Eve and rush to grab the alcohol they forgot to purchase for their parties.

      The fact they’re making bottles of wine fall off the shelf isn’t the problem. It’s the part where they wait until the last possible second to come in. Now would be a perfect time for Pierce to look at being stocked in stores. We can do other things to bring people to the winery. I know Piper has some ideas. She was telling me about them in the Fall.

      “Peter, we need three more bottles of sangria.” Philip hollers from the backyard of the main building. He’s lucky I have the door open and can hear him.

      “I’m coming with a whole case. Give me a few seconds.”

      “Speed it up.”

      Pfft. He thinks rushing me is going to make me move faster, he has another thing coming. I’m ready for the day to be over so I can go home and play video games.

      “We should have closed early today.” I grumble as I load a case with bottles of sangria. Piper needs to stop telling our followers it’s her favorite. We can barely keep it in stock.

      Lifting the case I head toward the door. I probably should have grabbed a dolly to take in more. But…the less time I spend in the main building the less I have to interact with people.

      There is a line to the door when I walk into the main house. Am I surprised? No. Not in the slightest. The only plus side to us being this busy today is the rest of the day will go by quickly. I can’t rest when I’m running crates back and forth.

      “Peter, can you jump back here and help me get this line moving?” Piper asks as she takes a credit card from a customer.

      Of course she’d ask. Where are literally any of our other siblings? It’s funny how all of them have disappeared when we have a full house.

      “Do you really need me? I was going to grab a few more crates to get us through the day.”

      Instead of answering, she glares at me. Point taken. You’d think she’d be nicer to me since I was the one who took care of her when she was upset with Beau and our eldest brother a few months ago. But, I know if she’s asking for help, she really needs it.

      I set the crate of wine against the wall and rush over to the other kiosk. Piper knows I’ll do anything to help her out after we’ve bonded over the past few months.

      She’s been trying, unsuccessfully, to get me to take time off work and have fun. She even has Miles on board. Not that he’s complaining too much. It means more time playing pool and watching him try to hit on women. While funny, it’s not how I want to spend my time.

      “Which of our fine wines can I get for you today?” I ask the customer who moved lines. She stares at the list of wines taped to the counter.

      “Let me look over the list really quick.” She says without meeting my eyes.

      The only thing they don’t seem to understand is I love working. It’s the one task I’m good at. Besides working helps me forget I have no life. Even if it means working with Pierce.

      I still haven’t forgiven him for keeping Dad’s early retirement a secret. Or, the fact him and Beau were pretty much lying to Piper. She’s working toward mending that hurt with our brother after already making up with her boyfriend. Me? It’s not that easy.

      Geez, could this woman make her selection any slower? No wonder the line is so long. People have no clue what they want. Or, maybe they don’t know what we offer.

      I glance over at Piper while I’m waiting. She points to her mouth and lifts it up in a smile. What the hell is she trying to tell me?

      She points at me before pointing back to her face. Oh, she wants me to smile. Okay, got it. I give her a thumbs up before turning back to the customer still looking over the wine selections.

      “Is there a certain type you generally like? Sweet? Or dry?” Honestly, at this point I’m trying to get her to buy her bottles and go. There are still way too many people waiting in line.

      “I’m partial to sweet wines.” She runs her finger down the list of sweet wines. “Do you have a favorite?”

      A part of me wishes this customer would have stayed in Piper’s line. “I like most of them. But if you like sweet, sangria is always a good choice. We also have one with cranberry that’s similar to that. My sister’s favorite is sangria, though.” I nod my head in her direction so she can put a face with the recommendation.

      “That settles it.” The woman looks up and grins. “I’ll take two bottles of sangria, and a bottle of the cranberry one you were talking about.”

      “Absolutely, let me grab those bottles for you.” I grab two bottles from the grate I brought in moments ago, and pull our cranberry off the shelf.

      The bags are on the shelf under the kiosks and I pull the medium sized one out. I gently place the bottles inside and take the woman’s payment.

      “Thank you, I hope these are as good as you say they are.” She pulls the bag off the counter and turns toward the exit.

      Of course they are, I wouldn’t have suggested them otherwise. That would be rude to say out loud. “Happy New Year.”

      It’s the one thing I can say right now that won’t be horrible. And, I can say it with a straight face.

      Piper and I work in silence, only talking to the customers, until the line is finally at a manageable length.

      “Are you going to the party at Ashes tonight?” Piper asks as she rings up another person and hands them their bag of wine.

      “I don’t know yet.” I shrug and move to toward the now empty crate. “Parties like that aren’t really my thing.”

      “Come on,” Piper sighs. “Come out and live a little. It’s not like you’ve taken my advice to make more time for yourself. Tonight is the perfect chance to do it.” She turns toward me now that we have an empty room. “That should be your New Year’s resolution. Stop working so damn much and learn how to have a good time.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of having a good time at home.”

      “Drinking while playing video games by yourself is not a good time.”

      Well, that’s a bit judgmental. I happen to have a blast hanging out at home. “I don’t even have anyone to go with.”

      “Neither does Parker, but he’s still going.”

      As if that is a sound argument to use with me. Parker will do pretty much anything. He craves being around people. It boosts his ego higher than normal.

      Piper takes a step toward me, giving me puppy dog eyes. It’s how she got her way when we were kids, and I’ll be damned if it works now.

      “Please, Peter. What if I said it was my New Year’s wish to have my big brothers with me to celebrate?”

      “Does that extend to Philip and Pierce?” I’m curious what her answer is.

      “Um, sure. I mean if they want to go. I think Philip is going already. If Pierce goes, he’ll only bring down the mood.”

      I let my baby sister squirm for a moment. It’s not like I’ll have to pay to get in. Paula and Tristan got all of us passes. It’s one of the perks of dating someone who works with Crooked Halo I guess.

      “Fine, I’ll go.” I hold my hands up as she jumps to hug me. “But I’m not dressing up. You’ll be lucky if I stay until midnight.”

      She releases me and scoffs. “You have to.”

      My only answer is a shrug as I pick up the crate and leave the main house. Of course, I’ll stay until midnight, but I’ll let her worry over it for the rest of the night.
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      There are too many people in this bar. This is the one reason I didn’t want to come out tonight. Yes, I know most of the people here on some level. I’m sure we’ve crossed paths at some point, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I want to spend my night off with them.

      Crooked Halo is on stage playing songs I haven’t heard before. It must be the music they were working on a few months ago. It’s peeled back and nothing like they’ve released before. So far, this is the only upside to my evening. We get to hear the new music before the masses. It’s special.

      “Would you stop looking so glum?” Piper bumps into my arm. “It’s a night meant for new beginnings.”

      “I’m merely enjoying the music. If you don’t like my vibe, go bug Parker.”

      “Nah,” she shakes her head.

      Beau raises his voice. “I think he’s trying to hit on someone right now.”

      “Of course he is,” I mumble. He’s always trying to get some sort of date and doesn’t give up. One of these days that arrogance is going to bite him in the ass.

      “We only have a few more minutes until midnight.” Piper squeals.

      Her excitement makes me smile. The way she can always have a positive outlook is inspiring. If only I could have that sunny disposition after getting screwed over. She’s a forgive and mostly forget type of person. I…hold grudges.

      Should I? Absolutely not. I can’t help it though. At least, not when it comes to Pierce. Not when he treated me like an equal then didn’t keep me in the loop. The sad thing is he doesn’t even feel bad about it. He didn’t offer any kind of apology to any of us. Except for Piper. But he was already in the dog house with her. I don’t blame her one bit.

      Which is another thing he kept under wraps. I don’t understand why it was so important for him to not let anyone in on the fact he knew about Piper doing the marketing the way she wanted. It was a shitty thing to do to her.

      “Ten, nine, eight.” The shout of everyone counting down until the new year breaks me from my thoughts.

      Maybe I do need to be more like Piper. This year I’m going in with a focus on me.

      “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. HAPPY NEW YEAR.” Everyone screams and I join in with them. Things are changing and I might as well change with them.

      Both Piper and Beau pull me into a group hug to bring in the new year. They didn’t leave me out, and I’m grateful. The rest of the crowd is too busy making out with their dates.

      “I think I’m going to head out.” This is not my scene and I can hear my sofa calling my name. Maybe Miles will be up for some video games. Assuming he isn’t out and about. If he was here, I’d at least have someone to talk to. Actually, scratch that. He’d be just like Parker trying to find a date for the night.

      It’s been a few weeks since I’ve seen him. Or heard from him for that matter. We need to fix that. Mostly because I need space from my family.

      “No, don’t leave.” Piper’s voice is high pitched. “Stay a little longer.”

      “Sorry, sis.” I wrap my arm around her for a quick hug. “I’m wiped after moving crates of sangria all day.”

      It’s not a complete lie. Between that and standing in the bar because there aren’t any empty tables, my feet are killing me.

      “Fine.” She pouts. “I’ll come by tomorrow. We need to make sure you take your resolution to heart.”

      Ignoring her statement, I wave at Beau before turning toward the door. At least I parked across the street. The fight against traffic won’t be an issue.

      Within twenty minutes I’m driving down Starlit Road. Music is my companion as I make my way down the dark road to my driveway.

      A blur of motion catches my eye and I slow down. What the hell was that? It’s too big to be a possum, but too small to be livestock.

      I slow the truck’s motion to a crawl, trying to find whatever it is in my headlights. There isn’t anything, but then I spy a glint of metal further up the road. Instead of driving closer to whatever it is, I open my door and grab the flashlight from my console. Getting hit in the new year is not on my list of goals.

      My steps are slow and measured as I make my way toward the animal. The closer I get, I can see it’s a dog. Damn, I should have brought something it could eat. If only to coax it toward me.

      Right as my hand slips around the dog’s collar, a loud boom echoes across the countryside and sparkles light up the sky. The dog jumps and tries to bolt. Apparently, this pup is scared of fireworks. I pull it close to me and try to see if there’s a tag on the collar.

      Alice is stamped into the metal tag adorning her collar. The only other information is a phone number and a town in Oklahoma.

      “You’re a long way from home,” I whisper to pup. “Let’s get you somewhere safe while I try to find your owner, Alice.”

      She licks my hand and I take it as a sign of trust. I’m only glad I found her before she really got lost…or worse.
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      callie

      “Mom, we have to find her.” Alexandra’s voice is high pitched and panicked. I don’t blame her. Alice is her dog. The two of them connected immediately when we found her at the shelter.

      “We will.” I reassure her. “We’re just waiting on Uncle Miles to get here. We don’t have a vehicle that can go off-road. Who knows where Alice could have run off to.”

      It’s not an exaggeration either. There are miles of fields behind surrounding our new house. Talk about a way to bring in the new year. Single and now with a missing dog.

      “It’s all my fault.” Alexandra buries her face in her hands. “I thought they were done popping fireworks. She needed to go potty. I didn’t think the silence was only an intermission.”

      “It’s okay sweetie. We’ll find her.” Or maybe someone else has and I should be watching my phone. “I should have warned you about how it can be in the country when it’s time for fireworks. It’s one of the few places you can set them off without getting a ticket.”

      “Well, that sounds like a them problem,” She huffs.

      I pull my teenager into my arms and rock her back and forth. It worked when she was a baby, and I’m hoping it has the same effect at soothing her now. At least until my brother gets here to search for our dog.

      I don’t remember the last time I was on this road prior to buying this house, and I’d have no idea where to look. Hurry up, Miles.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Alexandra jumps out of my arms to answer it. You’d think at fourteen she knows the whole stranger danger thing, but apparently, I’m going to have reiterate the lesson. Especially since we’re in a newish area. Well, new to her, not me. I grew up here.

      “Uncle Miles…finally!” Alexandra is still panicked. Her voice is loud and shrill. It hurts even my ears and I’m in another room.

      “What do you mean ‘finally’? I live on the other side of town. With all the parties happening tonight, it took me a bit to get here.” His arm is around Alexandra’s shoulder, comforting her as best he can, as he walks into the living room. “How long has Alice been gone?”

      “A few hours?” I’m not really sure. We searched all around our property and part of the way down the road. “We didn’t want to be on the road in the dark with the possibility of getting hit by some drunk driver.”

      “That’s smart. I will drive the back area of the property along the trees. If we’re lucky, she’ll come back home on her own.”

      “But how will she know this is home?” Alexandra sniffles. “We just moved here. The only scent she truly knows is our house back in Oklahoma.”

      “Then we’ll have to hope someone finds her.” Miles glances over at me. “Did she have on a collar with your number?”

      All I can do is nod. It kills me to see my daughter this heartbroken. But I know exactly how she feels. We’ve had Alice since she was a puppy…she’s family.

      “Can I go with you to search the tree line?” Alexandra leans into her uncle. “I don’t think I can sit here and do nothing much longer. Maybe if I’m with you, she’ll hear my voice and come to me.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Miles smiles down at her. “While we’re out looking, I need you to do something, Callie.”

      “Whatever you need.” I’m also feeling pretty useless.

      “Get some of your clothes and Alexandras and place them around the yard. It’ll help Alice find your scent.”

      “I can do that.” I grab my phone off the coffee table and wave it in the air. “If she comes back, I’ll give you a call.”

      I watch my brother and daughter rush out of the house. As much as I didn’t want to move back home, in this very moment, I’m glad. There’s no way I would have known the thing about the clothes. I mean, I guess I could have searched online for things to do, but I don’t think I would have had the inkling to do it.

      Crap. I don’t know what kind of clothes and I don’t really want to put any of the clean ones out there. I just finished getting almost everything washed. Clothes being in boxes smell stale and I couldn’t handle it.

      I dial my brother’s number.

      “Is she back?” Not even a hello. Not that I blame him.

      “No, but I have a question. Do the clothes need to be clean?”

      “Dirty clothes work best. Your scent is fresher.”

      “Thanks. Good luck.” I don’t even bother waiting for him to reply. I’m sure Alexandra is driving him bananas.

      At least I haven’t gotten around to washing the clothes in our suitcase. We took a couple of detours on our way down here. Completely unnecessary, but I needed to do something to ease Alexandra into the move. She wasn’t happy about leaving her friends behind. She didn’t seem to mind not seeing her dad on a regular basis. Not that she did anyway. He found any excuse he could to shirk his responsibilities.

      Shoving my phone in my pocket, I rush to Alexandra’s room and dig through the pile of clothes on her floor. I’m not sure how far away from the house I need to place the clothes, so I grab an armful.

      Next stop is my room. My dirty clothes are in a basket at the foot of my bed, and I drop Alexandra’s on top. I rummage through the boxes against the wall for a flashlight. I may have grown up in the country but I don’t want to encounter any of the wildlife.

      With the flashlight and basket in hand, I head toward the front door. I’ll start at the front of the house and work my way around. I open the door, but don’t bother closing it. What if Alice comes back while I’m in the back? I don’t want her getting scared again and running in the opposite direction.

      Miles didn’t say how far out to put the laundry. I set one piece down close to the house, walk out about five feet and set another one. Then another few feet and set down a third piece. I want Alice to have multiple pieces of our scent. Anything to make it easier for her to find her way home.

      I continue this pattern all the way around the house. There’s no way in hell I’m going to leave a section unguarded. If Alice doesn’t come back, my daughter will be heartbroken. The thought of someone finding her and keeping her for themselves creeps into the back of my mind. She’s a pittie and I know people use the breed for nefarious reasons, but she’s such a sweetheart. All I can do is hope the people in Asheville now aren’t assholes. A lot could have changed since I lived here. Let’s face it, keeping a dog without trying to find the owner is a pretty shitty thing to do.

      With the basket empty, I go back inside, closing the door behind me. A quick search around the house deflates any hope Alice came home while I was outside. I hope Miles and Alexandra are having better luck.

      The only left to do is wait, as useless as it feels. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I take a seat on the sofa. Maybe I can find a picture of Alice to put on social media. Not that I have very many friends from here on my list. I kind of wrote Asheville off when I moved away. I don’t miss the irony in running back home when I need a fresh start. Anything to get me away from all of my ex-husband’s friends and family.

      I finally find a good picture of Alice to post and open up my social media app. As I’m uploading, the front door bangs open and I hear stomping.

      “She’s not out there,” Alexandra sobs. “What if something awful happened to her?”

      As much as I want to tell my sweet girl her pup will be fine, I don’t. False hope isn’t something I’ve ever given her. “All we can do is hope someone found her and will contact us.”

      “Why did we have to move? It’s been one thing after another.” She stomps off to her room.

      My brother runs a hand through his hair. “Is this a normal occurrence?”

      Shrugging, I scoot over on the sofa to make room for Miles. “It depends on the day. She hasn’t taken this move easily.”

      “I can tell.” He sits down beside me, phone in his hand scrolling. “Is it because she won’t see her dad?”

      “Not really. She won’t see her friends, and according to her it’s the end of the world. But she doesn’t understand all the other reasons. You remember how it was being a teenager.”

      He’s already shaking his head. “Not really. I’ve partied a lot since then.”

      Of course that would be his response. He’s definitely not the responsible sibling in the family. Well, he wasn’t back then. Now he’s pretty successful.

      “What are you doing?” I watch his fingers move fast over his phone screen.

      “Posting this picture of Alice on my social media. Alex sent me a photo. I was going to ask you do it, but the last time I checked, I was the only friend you had in the area.”

      “Thank you.” I lean my head on his shoulder. “I had the same thought. Also, sorry this how you’re bringing in the new year.”

      “No worries. You know I’d do anything for you and my niece. Y’all are my favorite people in the world. Peter is probably a close second.”

      The sound of his name warms me inside and out. I remember following Miles and him around everywhere when we were kids. Not just because I didn’t want to be left out, but also because I may have wanted to be as close to him as possible.

      “Wow, we managed to beat out women for a top spot. I’m impressed.”

      “You should be.” He grins. “Not that I have much time for dating. We’ve been pretty busy at the ranch.”

      “Can I make one request?”

      My brother eyes me warily be nodding. He’s never liked when I make requests of him. It usually meant taking me wherever he went because I didn’t want to be home.

      “Since we’re back in town and Alexandra isn’t used to your playboy ways, can you maybe not bring them around her unless it’s something serious?”

      “Callie, she’s a teenager.” He rolls his eyes. It’s pretty much his automatic response anytime I say something he thinks is ridiculous. “She probably knows her uncle dates.”

      “I know, but she needs some stability right now. She hates that we moved and I don’t want to do anything else that may upset her.” For once I’d love for my big brother to understand where I’m coming from. It’s hard because he doesn’t have kids, but he should want to protect her because he’s, her uncle.

      He doesn’t say anything for a few moments and then he leans back against the cushions. “Okay.”

      “Really? Just like that?”

      “Do I think you’re a little overprotective? Yes. But I’ll respect your wishes because you’re her mom. Plus, I don’t want to be another reason she hates it here. Maybe I can get her to love Asheville as much as we do.”

      He’s going a little far with the “we”. If I loved it so much, I never would have left. I’ll take this small victory, though. At least one thing has gone my way tonight. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” His grin is still like the one he used to give all the girls when we were younger. It’s the one that will make you forgive him for anything. Maybe that’s what it is, he’s advance apology for if he screws up this one thing.

      My phone vibrates in my hand. A text from an unknown number pops up.

      Unknown: Hi, I think I may have found your dog. It was on Starlit Road in the field. But the address doesn’t seem like a local one. Are you missing a dog?

      “Oh. My. God.” I screech and immediately start typing a response.

      Callie: Yes. Thank you so much for finding Alice. If you send me your address we can come pick her up.

      My brother is staring at me in confusion. I don’t have time to explain. Our smallest family member is coming home.

      The phone vibrates again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown:

      

      
        No need. Send me your address, and I’ll bring her by.

      

      

      

      

      

      I do as he asks and send him our address. I guess she didn’t get as far as I thought she would.

      “Can you please tell me what’s going on?” My brother throws his hands in the air exasperated with my lack of explanation.

      “Someone found Alice. They are bringing her to us now.”

      “I’m not leaving until they’ve come and gone. Let me see your phone.”

      Kind of a weird time for him to play the overprotective big brother, but whatever. I hand him the phone and he studies the message.

      “Well, that makes me feel a bit better.”

      “What does?”

      The fact someone found her should make him feel amazing.

      “Peter is the one who found her. So, she’s in good hands.”

      Holy shit. That’s not what I was expecting. Now he’s coming here. To my house. And I look terrible. If I try to change Miles will ask me why, but if I don’t, I’ll look like a hot mess while seeing Peter for the first time in well over a decade. Damn it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            three

          

        

      

    

    
      peter

      “Alright, Alice. You ready to go home to your family?” She’s a gorgeous pittie. I’m surprised she’s as small as she is, but she’s lean and it’s all muscle.

      I’m just happy I found her owner. They must have just moved to town. The least I could do is offer to take her home. I know if she was my dog, I’d be an emotional mess. There’s no use in a family getting out this late to come get their dog. It’s not like I have anyone here waiting for me to get back home. It’s just easier for me to do it.
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