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Dedication 

To Ellie Mae, for teaching us to love all things hound. 

To Buster. We didn’t have you long enough, but we were so honored to be your guardian angels. 
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Chapter 1





She couldn’t find her hairbrush, or her toothbrush. She couldn’t even find a pair of socks. Letting out a frustrated sigh, Tori rested a hand on her hip and surveyed the mess of boxes that filled the living room of the two-bedroom house. Home, she reminded herself, feeling a smile tug at the corners of her mouth despite her frustration. 

Though she had sworn off moving after the last two weeks, she did adore the small house tucked away in the woods, just a half a mile from the calm waters of the James River. The four-acre wooded lot that she and her husband, Luke, had purchased was their dream home. The forest surrounding the house was beautiful, the house itself small but cozy, and it was far enough away from it all without being completely isolated from civilization. 

Which, I suppose, thank goodness for the latter, she thought as she began rummaging through boxes. There weren’t any blinds up on the windows yet and she was particularly glad that there were no neighbors to see her dressed in her penguin onesie, let alone her wild bedhead. Not that she was ashamed of being a twenty-three-year-old woman wearing a onesie—as far as she was concerned, they were completely underrated—but she wasn’t sure it would make the best first impression on any neighbors. 

Her frustration mounted as she continued hunting through boxes, and she began to mutter under her breath. They really should have labeled things better. Finally, after a bit more searching, she uncovered her hairbrush. One item down. 

It didn’t take much longer to locate the toiletries, which included toothbrushes and toothpaste. With a sigh of relief, along with wondering how in the world that box had gotten into the living room, she headed to the master bathroom, stopping on her way to grab the lone pair of jeans and the long-sleeved shirt she had liberated from another box earlier. 

The master bath wasn’t nearly as cluttered with boxes as the rest of the house and she shed her onesie to jump in the shower. When she got out, she put on her clean clothes and threw her dark hair up into a messy bun. 

She was still sockless as she walked back into the bedroom, but thankfully it wasn’t terribly cold in Smithfield, Virginia for late December. It had only gotten down to the upper thirties the previous night, but the high for the day was supposed to be in the upper fifties. 

She paused when she walked back into the living room, her gaze drawn to the large bay window looking out onto the property. 

The woods surrounding the house were bare, but they still carried their own beauty. She itched to capture the morning scene with her camera: the sun dancing among the naked trees, glinting off the bits of frost still on the ground, while a light fog gave the forest an almost magical feel. Really, she would love to unearth her camera equipment and walk the short trail down to the river to capture the morning light on the water, but today she would be stuck unpacking more of their things while Luke was at work. 

The living room was the most chaotic room in the house, so that was where she chose to start. She had today to make as much headway as she could before she too went back to work. That fifteen-minute commute is going to be so much better though, she thought as she started sorting through a box of pots and pans. 

For the past five years, she had worked at a little art shop on Main Street in downtown Smithfield. The owner, Esme, had hired her right out of high school. She had started working for Esme part-time while she was getting her associate of arts degree from Thomas Nelson Community College, and now, she had worked her way up to being the assistant manager. Esme also let her sell prints in the shop as well, which was a huge help for her small photography business, along with her online store and commission work. 

Turning her focus back to the task at hand, she carried the unwrapped pots and pans into the kitchen and set to putting them away in their new homes. As she worked to organize the cupboard, she couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the kitchen. It wasn’t big by most house standards, but compared to the apartment she and Luke had lived in up to now, it was enormous. 

She paused before walking back into the living room, once again distracted by the sunshine and blue sky that she could see through the window over the sink. With a sigh, she tore her gaze away, just as her phone started to buzz in her back pocket. She pulled it out, a little thrill going through her when she saw Luke’s name and picture on the screen. Even after three years of being together, her heart still fluttered a little as she answered the phone. 

“Hey, you,” she said, wandering over to another stack of boxes. 

“Hey,” he replied, sounding somewhat distracted. She could hear the clacking of a keyboard in the background, along with the murmur of conversation. “I have to stay late again tonight.” 

“Oh.” She tried not to let her voice fall, but she wasn’t successful. Staying late had become a common thing for Luke in recent months. She kept hoping it was something that was going to pass and he would go back to keeping regular hours at his job, but so far, no luck. 

“I’m going to take a half day tomorrow since I’ll be here late tonight,” he continued. “We can spend some time together then.” 

“I’m working at the shop tomorrow,” she replied, opening another box, her movements jerky as her frustration built. 

“Can’t Esme just give you the day off?” 

She stiffened, forcing herself to take a deep breath. She was fully aware that her job at Esme’s Corner had none of the prestige, or the considerable income, of Luke’s position working as a civilian for the US Navy, but that didn’t mean it was somehow less of a real job. 

“Esme is counting on me coming in tomorrow,” she told him. “I have responsibilities with my job too, you know.” 

“Fine.” His sigh came out annoyed, but she was too miffed with him to care. “I guess I’ll see you when I get home. I’ve got to go; I’ve got stuff to pull together before I leave this weekend.” 

The “I love yous” they shared before they hung up felt forced and Tori’s shoulders drooped as she set her phone down on top of a nearby box. She had always known Luke was driven—it was one of the things that had attracted her to him in the first place—but lately it felt like he was more married to his work than he was to her. 

Granted, the new position he’d gotten a few months after their wedding wasn’t helping matters much. His job as an environmental engineer for Naval Facility Command had him traveling, a lot. He was gone multiple times a month for at least a week at a time, sometimes longer. Most of the time, he traveled up and down the East Coast, overseeing various environmental projects, but there was a three-week overseas trip that was looming for him in the spring that she wasn’t particularly excited about. 

If it weren’t for his job, there’s no way we would have this house, though, she thought. There was a twinge in her chest as she wrestled with that bit of guilt. His new job had come with a considerable pay raise, as well as a chance for him to advance, and it had meant not only the house, but the chance for her to focus more on her photography as well. She had been able to go from working five days a week to three and spent the other two days working from home. Still, it would be nice if she felt like she and Luke were an actual couple instead of two roommates who shared the same space and barely saw one another. 

With a sigh, she ripped open another box, this one full of more towels and washcloths for the bathrooms. She didn’t care for the tension that had grown between her and Luke, but she didn’t know how to fix it. To make matters worse, his constant travel schedule wasn’t doing anything to draw them closer. He was leaving again this weekend, flying down to Charleston, South Carolina. Just before Christmas, she thought, biting her lip. He would be home for the holidays, but just barely. 

Her throat tightened as she refolded the towels and washcloths before carrying them to their proper bathroom. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be. They were supposed to be happy, living their dreams, but lately all she felt was annoyance and frustration. She had tried talking with Luke, but all he was focused on these days was working his way up in the office, as if his new position wasn’t enough. As if their dream home and their new life in Smithfield wasn’t worth his time and attention. As if I’m not enough. 

She shoved the dark thought aside, finding a cubby in the hall bathroom to deposit half the towels. They might come from different backgrounds, Luke the son of a well-known heart surgeon and her the daughter of a middle-class family who was always struggling to make ends meet, but they loved each other. That was the important part. She just wished those words didn’t feel quite so hollow these days. 
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Chapter 2





The weekend passed in a blur of unpacking and trying to put the house together. Between Tori working at the shop on Thursday and Friday and Luke spending most of his time at the office, the two of them barely saw one another. Even on the half-day Luke had taken off, he ended up spending most of it on the phone for work. 

By the time Saturday rolled around, Tori was oddly thankful that there were still boxes to unpack. It gave her something to do instead of dwelling on the invisible wall that seemed to be growing taller between her and Luke every day. She secluded herself in the small nook in the living room, setting up what she intended to become her office, while Luke worked on organizing the kitchen. 

Taylor Swift’s latest album played on the iPad beside her while Tori stacked a bundle of cords onto a small bookshelf that she’d set up by the bay window. The late afternoon sun streamed in through the window, casting long shadows on the baby blue walls, and she tried not to dwell on her mounting disappointments. 

She’d had such high hopes for their new life in their own home. Perhaps foolishly, she’d thought that with her not making the long commute from Norfolk to Smithfield every day, along with having two days to work from home, she and Luke would be able to spend more time together. The only thing moving had done, however, had made her question if they really were in a partnership with each other or if what Luke was truly wedded to was his job. 

Giving a slight shake of her head, she pulled a case of lenses out of a nearby box and stacked them on the shelf next to the cords. There was a niggling feeling in the pit of her stomach that Luke was only a room away and she could easily go join him, but if she were honest with herself, she’d rather stay hidden away in her little nook. She didn’t know how to fix things and any time she brought up Luke’s job, he just dug into his lifelong goal of reaching management by the time he turned thirty. 

She couldn’t stop herself from scoffing under her breath at the thought. The longer they were together, the more she wondered if that dream was even his or if it was just the latest version of what his dad had drilled into him from the time he was old enough to talk. She’d seen the signs that he wasn’t as happy as he’d once been, and the exhaustion his long hours caused him. The stresses of his job were taking a toll on him, even if he couldn’t see it. 

Luke’s dad, Rodger, had insisted that his son was going to follow in his footsteps and become a surgeon too. Needless to say, medical school didn’t pan out for Luke, but once Rodger recovered from his frustration over his son not becoming a doctor, Luke had already gotten his job with the Department of Defense. By the time Luke and Tori started dating, Rodger had warmed up to Luke’s government work—Tori knew what Luke did at NAVFAC was important work—on the condition that Luke made the most of his job. In Rodger’s world, that meant one thing only: reaching upper management as quickly as possible. It didn’t even seem to matter to Rodger what Luke’s job was, so long as there was an impressive paycheck and equally impressive job title to match. 

Personally, Tori would far rather have her husband home and not continually stressed out by his work, but lately Luke didn’t seem interested in what she wanted. The only thing that mattered was his job. No matter how many stresses and demands they put on him, he never refused his bosses, even when it cost him. 

She stacked another bundle of cords, using a bit more force than necessary. Her phone, sitting on the desk with her laptop and iPad, vibrated. She turned Taylor Swift down a few bars and grabbed her phone, leaning back against the wall behind her as she checked the new text. 

Annalise: How’s the unpacking going? 

The text from her best friend made her smile. She and Annalise had grown up in the same neighborhood in Newport News and had been inseparable since they were five years old. Annalise still lived on the peninsula, working as a nurse for Riverside Regional Medical Center, but technology kept the two of them in touch. 

Tori: Slow, but it’s going. 

She set her phone back down and started sorting through a box of old prints. It didn’t take long for Annalise to text back, and she picked up her phone again. 

Annalise: How’s it been with Luke? 

Tori couldn’t stop her sigh, her shoulders slumping as she texted back. 

Tori: The same. 

Annalise: He’s still leaving for Charleston tomorrow? 

Tori: Yep. 

Annalise: Want me to come smack some sense into him? 

Tori laughed softly, shaking her head. Annalise would, if she asked her. 

Tori: No, but thanks. Work won’t let him get out of it. 

The niggling feeling in her stomach started again as she set the phone back down. Part of her wondered if Luke had really tried to get out of the trip, but according to him, he had to be the one to make it. She got a couple more prints stacked before her phone buzzed again. 

Annalise: Girl’s night one night then? I have some time off coming up with the holidays. 

Tori: Absolutely. 

Her chest felt somewhat lighter as she and Annalise texted back and forth, figuring out a time that Annalise could come down to see the new house, plus stay for the night. Tori made a mental note to make sure the hall bathroom and guest bedroom were in some semblance of order before next Friday, then turned Taylor Swift back up. 

She had just settled into a groove, organizing the bookshelf, humming under her breath again as she worked, when she heard Luke call her name. Still seated on the floor, she turned in time to see him walking into the living room. There was a twinge in her chest as she watched him approach. He looked haggard. Heavy circles were visible under his eyes and he was sporting a few days’ growth of dark stubble. Even still, with his tall build, black hair, and brown eyes, he was just as handsome as he’d been the first time she’d laid eyes on him three years ago. 

“Kitchen’s done,” he said, inclining his head toward the nook. “How much longer do you have in here?” 

She cast a sidelong glance at the two remaining boxes. “Not much longer. Once I get through those, it’ll be functional in here, at least.” 

He nodded, glancing down at the rug that covered the hardwood floor before shifting his weight in an uncharacteristically unconfident move. 

When he looked back up, he cleared his throat. “I thought we could go into town and get dinner tonight. Since I’m leaving in the morning.” 

She raised her brows. “Yeah, sure. If you want to.” Leaning over, she turned off the music on the iPad. “Did you have someplace in mind?” 

“Not really.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I was thinking maybe the Ham and the Hog?”

She nodded, familiar with the little diner located a block away from Esme’s Corner. “That’s fine. What time do you want to leave?” 

He glanced at his watch, the sunlight glinting off the Rolex his dad had gotten him for his birthday last year. The expensive gift had been another part of the image Rodger expected Luke to portray. “Five-thirty?” 

“Works for me.” 

She turned back around and opened the last two boxes while Luke remained where he was. She glanced over her shoulder at him for a brief moment, noticing his lips pressed together and the wrinkle in his brow, both making her wonder if he had more he wanted to say. His work phone went off, however, and he grimaced before walking away with the phone glued to his ear. She let out a long sigh, focusing on the remaining boxes in front of her. It didn’t seem to matter how much his job wore on him; he always ran back to it the second he was called. 

As she suspected, it didn’t take her long to finish up in the nook and by the time she was done, Luke was miraculously off the phone. When she joined him in their bedroom, she spied his suitcase laying on the bed. It was half-packed and he was picking out his dress shirts and the slacks he would need for his week in Charleston. The suitcase had gotten pretty beat-up over the last year. 

Neither of them had quite been prepared for the amount of travel his job would entail when he’d first taken it. She’d noticed the physical strain it was beginning to take on him, but whenever she mentioned it, he would claim that he was fine. It frustrated her that he wouldn’t stand up for himself. He let his dad bully him around and then he allowed his bosses and job to do the same. She’d kept hoping that one day he would wake up and see the truth that was staring him right in the face, but so far, he’d continued to carry on obliviously; running himself ragged to please other people. 

“Hey,” he asked as she walked past him on her way to the bathroom, “what do you think about this shirt with this tie?” 

She looked over her shoulder and tried to ignore the dull ache that settled in her chest. The silver tie he held up was the same one he’d worn when he’d proposed at the Freemason Abbey restaurant in downtown Norfolk. It matched the dark blue dress shirt he held up in his other hand perfectly, but it also brought back memories of happier times that filled her with an uncomfortable combination of longing and frustration. 

“I always liked those two together,” she said, averting her gaze as her throat tightened. 

“I’ll take them, then. Thanks.” 

She didn’t linger in the bedroom, not wanting him to see how much she missed their old lives, before he had taken his job with NAVFAC and had gotten so bent on making something of himself. She’d hoped that when he’d made the decision to turn down medical school shortly after they’d started dating, that meant he’d also decided that he didn’t have to spend the rest of his life living up to his parents’ expectations. Three years later, she was finding that apparently, she’d hoped for too much. 

Grabbing a pair of leggings and a sea green maxi dress that Luke had always said brought out her green eyes, she entered the bathroom. After changing out of her yoga pants and sweatshirt, she took her hair out of its bun and used her flat iron to add some loose waves to her straight hair before putting on some light makeup. 

Her efforts were at least rewarded by Luke’s gaze lingering on her when she stepped back into the bedroom. He too had changed into a nicer pair of jeans along with a button-up shirt. It was cold enough out that she pulled on a pair of knee-high boots. When she straightened after zipping them, Luke came over and rested his hands on her upper arms. His gentle touch was enough to remind her why she’d married him in the first place, but she couldn’t meet his gaze because of the lump that had settled in the back of her throat. 

“Hey,” he softly said. “I’ll be home for Christmas.” 

She nodded, her throat too tight to answer. As if not being home for Christmas made up for the fifteen-some odd weeks he’d been gone over the last year. Sometimes she wished she could be the woman he needed, the one his family expected. The sort of woman who was fine with her husband being married to his work so long as she was given a nice house and whatever other material things her heart desired. But that wasn’t what she cared about. She had married Luke because she wanted them to live their lives together, not to stand aside while they each lived two separate ones. 

“You sure you want to go out?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts. 

She risked glancing up at him, noticing that he was looking down at her with a slight frown. 

Giving a quick nod, she stepped back from him, causing his hands to drop away. “Yeah.” 

He pursed his lips, not looking completely convinced, but he walked over and grabbed his wallet and keys off his dresser. She was tempted to remind him of how much she didn’t want him to leave, but she was tired of those arguments. They all ended the same way: Luke reminding her of his goals and making not-so-subtle comments about how she should be happy with how well he was providing for them. It made him sound just like his dad and she hated it. 

Soon they were out the door, opting to take her four-door sedan instead of his new-to-him pickup truck. The ride to the diner was quiet, Luke fiddling with the radio while Tori stared out the window into the darkness that had settled over the stretches of woods and farmers’ fields they passed on their way into town. She still wasn’t familiar with the drive into town and in a lot of ways, she still felt somewhat out of place in Smithfield. They’d had a tight-knit little community in the apartment complex they’d lived in in Norfolk. It had still been hard when Luke had traveled, but having neighbors and friends close by had helped. She hadn’t anticipated their new life in Smithfield feeling quite so lonely. 

“Do you want me to bring you back anything from Charleston?” he asked as he eased off the state highway and into the heart of downtown Smithfield. 

I want you not to go. The words were on the tip of her tongue, but she held them back. She didn’t want to get into a fight with him right before he left. Instead, she just shook her head. He found a place to park, not an easy task on the crowded stretch of Main Street, and when he got out of the car, he came over and opened her door.

As he helped her out, he flashed her a smile that left her with a flutter of warmth in her chest. Things had been good between them once, their time together full of smiles and plenty of laughter. She just didn’t know how to get that back. 

They walked down the sidewalk on Main Street together, Luke taking her hand. The night air was cold, but the street lamps and shops were all decorated for the holidays with glimmering lights and bright shades of red and green. The festive spirit was enough to bring a smile to her face and when Luke squeezed her hand as they neared the diner, she was left hoping that maybe there was still a way to fix things between them. 

The Ham and the Hog was part shop, part diner, and they were greeted by all sorts of whimsical wreaths garnered with multicolored lights when they stepped inside. The diner portion of the building was busy, but they didn’t have to wait too long for a seat. 

Their server took them over to a table by the window, one that gave Tori a peek of Esme’s Corner. As always since she had opened the shop fifteen years ago, Esme’s shop was closed on Sundays. Their server soon brought Luke and Tori drinks and Tori perused the menu. She finally settled on a black bean burger while Luke went for the pulled pork sandwich. 

“Are you still planning on leaving at noon tomorrow?” she asked Luke, sipping on her sweet tea while they waited for their food. 

“Yes,” he answered. “Unless they need me to go earlier for some reason. They shouldn’t, though.” 

An uncomfortable silence fell between them and she fidgeted with her hands in her lap. 

“Darrien said you told Jonas something about a new commission when he was in the shop last week,” Luke said, shifting some in his seat. 

The mention of his work buddy, Darrien, and his partner, Jonas, lightened the mood. Darrien worked with Luke at NAVFAC, though unlike Luke, Darrien’s position didn’t require nearly as much travel. The two of them had offices right across from one another and had started their jobs around the same time. Darrien’s partner, Jonas, was a regular customer at Esme’s Corner. If it wasn’t for him, Luke and Tori might have never met, as Jonas was the one who had suggested Luke come to Esme’s when he was looking for a Mother’s Day gift for his mom three years ago. 

“Anna’s husband contacted me last week,” she said, feeling some of her tension ease at the shift in conversation. Anna, the wife of the local large animal vet, was one of her only friends in Smithfield, outside of Esme. Tori had met the other woman through helping Esme with a fundraiser for the local humane society. “He wants me to come get some shots of their horses and dogs to gift Anna for their anniversary. I’ll start after New Year’s.” 

A smile tugged at Luke’s lips. He knew how much she loved animals of all kinds, even if he didn’t share the sentiment. 

“I bet you’ll—”

Before he could finish, his work phone buzzed loudly from his pocket and she fought the urge to groan. Why had he even brought the thing?

He held up a finger as he fished it out, at least having the decency to look apologetic. “Just a minute.” 

She slouched back in her seat as he answered it, once again staring out the window. She hoped it would be a short call, but when their server returned with their food, she came to the realization that she should settle in for a lonely dinner. Luke kept up his phone conversation the entire meal, something about a fuel spill, from the bits and pieces she heard. 

The longer Luke was on the phone, the more the tightness in her stomach grew. She knew any sort of spill was a big deal for an environmental overseer like Luke, but the whole ordeal still grated on her. Did he have to take the call right now? Couldn’t he have waited until after they were done eating? She soon lost her taste for the food on her plate and with his phone call, Luke hardly touched his meal. Eventually, she ended up having to ask for takeaway containers for the both of them. 

By the time they left the diner, Tori was tense, annoyed, and ready to grab Luke’s phone and chuck it into the river. When they got back to the car, he finally got off the call, shoving his work phone back in his pocket as he went to open the passenger’s side door for her. 

“Sorry,” he said. “It was urgent.” 

She muttered an acknowledgement, grabbing the door handle before he could. He gave a slight wince before backing away and walking around to the driver’s side. Even when he wasn’t at the office these days, Luke was at the office. His work was like a dark cloud hovering over them, constantly raining on her parade. The awkward silence was back when he started up the car, but she had no desire to try and fix it. He would say he was sorry and then do the exact same thing again in a few days. 

Blinking rapidly, she stared out the window, studying the lights and decorations as they drove out of town. She didn’t have much in the way of holiday spirit this year. Between moving and the tension between her and Luke, the whole holiday season felt off. She glanced down at her wedding ring and sparkling diamond engagement ring, cursing the lump that returned to her throat. She was tired of feeling like she always came second as far as Luke was concerned, but she didn’t know how to make him understand that. 
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