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      September 1865

      Tonight was her first wedding anniversary. Cecilia’s heart broke as she reflected on the past year. Brandon Stafford had been her true love, and she had been ecstatic at the thought of her parents arranging their marriage. Although he was a decade older than her, at her tender age of nineteen, she was excited to start her married life and be the mistress of Holden House, her dowry. It was a home she had always loved and couldn’t wait to raise their children there.

      Brandon had been attentive in the first few weeks of their marriage and then suddenly he was gone all the time. Cecilia was not naïve enough to think he was actually out with his friends. She could smell the stale perfume on him when he arrived home each night, or sometimes in the morning after being gone all night. She tried to bridge the gap that increased between her and her husband, and yet nothing worked. Why didn’t he love her the way she loved him? She would swear he was her soulmate–her kindred soul, the one that she had been bound with by the universe since the day she was born. It had become such a contrast to their wedding day and the ache that she felt filled her soul. Her mind drifted back.

      The fragrance of the spring air filled the day. The lilacs were in full bloom as Cecilia walked down the aisle towards the gazebo where Brandon stood waiting for her. His smile widened when he saw her and he placed his hand over his heart. Her heartbeat reverberated within her as she walked toward him, her eyes never leaving his. Obvious chemistry grew between them while they courted.

      She downed her glass of Scotch. It would infuriate Brandon that she drank his private stash, but she was no longer in a mindset that she cared or that she wanted to please him. He had long given up on keeping his mistress a secret from her. She arrived in town to do some shopping, only to be hit with the fact that his mistress was pregnant. And the hit came as a punch to the gut when she came face to face with her. The shopkeeper had gawked at them as Cecilia tried to stand tall and not shrink back at the sight of her. But the mistress approached Cecilia and demanded that she see what she was up against. The laughter that erupted behind them tore away Cecilia’s defenses and she fled with tears racing down her cheeks. She was the talk of the town, her foolish love for her husband who didn’t love her and made no qualms about letting everyone know he married her to get the Holden House.

      Dragging a chair over to the balcony, she sat for a moment looking down into the foyer. Would he even notice when he walked in the door? How long would it take him to erase every trace of her from the house–the house that should have been their children’s home, a home filled with love and laughter?

      She grabbed the glass and headed back to the study for another glass of Scotch. She wasn’t brave enough to end it all without the liquid courage burning through her. As she made her way down the hall, it hit her how quiet the house was. The servants disappeared shortly after she arrived back home. They could tell she heard the news, and they showed no loyalty to her. They knew who their master was, and she was a nobody. Brandon made that clear to the servants by the way he undermined anything she tried to take control over in the house. He changed the menus she prepared, and it soon became clear that the cook wouldn’t even meet with her, as she understood Cecilia had no authority.

      She entered the study and glanced around. Everything was in its place. She laughed out loud as the urge to turn everything upside overtook her. She could see his face when he saw it, his fist clenched by his side as rage overtook him. Her laughter slowed to a giggle as the thought of him no longer being able to direct his rage at her made her aware of how bad things really were in their marriage. She loved him, and he resented her. She hated the fact that she was only part of his life so that he could have what he wanted. The grandiose estate was the talk of the town. No expense was spared on the house during construction. It represented an almost majestic quality of the family in residence — well, except for Cecilia. They viewed her as nothing more than a means to the end for the man who held her heart.

      She filled her glass again, leaving only a small dreg left in the bottle that she purposefully placed in the middle of his desk. She sipped it as she sank into his desk chair and looked around. Her eyes blurred with unshed tears. She blinked furiously to stop them from flowing. Downing half the glass, she choked at the burn in the back of her throat.

      She rose and grabbed the rope she left on the edge of the desk earlier. This was it. How significant to start their marriage a year ago and end it on their anniversary. He would be so relieved, she was sure, but a small hope rose in her that he would come running through the door, pledging his love, and begging her forgiveness. Would she forgive him? Her heart raced with the hope and she knew that this was a man she would do anything for—anything except continue living in the radiant hate that came from him.

      She made her way back up the marble staircase from the foyer to the second floor. The chair sat like a beacon next to the balcony and she walked as if propelled by something greater than herself. Her mind was fuzzy from the Scotch and she took another sip, praying this would be less painful than the past year of living with Brandon.

      She tied off the end of the rope to the railing baluster, securing the knot and tugging on it to be sure it would hold. It would do no good if it let go when she went over the edge. She sat in the chair and sipped the Scotch once more. The clock from the study chimed. She counted the chimes. Eleven. It was almost time. She prayed Brandon came through that door soon and found her. Would he feel any sort of remorse or shame for his actions? She doubted it. A man with a heart of stone would feel nothing but relief to be rid of a wife he hated.

      Draining the last of the amber liquid, she rose and slid the noose she made around her neck. Pulling her skirt high, she stepped up on the chair and looked down over the balcony. Dizziness washed over her at the height of it. She grabbed the back of the chair for support and glanced down as the door opened and in stepped Brandon.

      She gasped as she realized he was home sooner than she expected. She met his eyes as he glanced up at her. She straightened her shoulders and stared straight into his cold brown eyes. She felt a twinge of hope as he raised his eyebrow at her. That twinge dissipated as she watched him bow to her and smile as he turned, walking back out the door.

      The tears coursed unstoppable down her cheeks at that moment. She cried out her love for him as she stepped over the balcony, dropping until the rope broke her neck.
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      Present Day

      Tara laid still, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. What had woken her up? Was it the recurrent dreams—nightmares—that had her heart racing? The dream was always the same woman talking to her, calling to her, giving her incomprehensible instructions.

      She heard the thump again. Slowly, she got out of bed and pulled her robe on, belting it tightly around her waist. She crept to the door and cracked it, listening for some clue to let her know it wasn’t her imagination. A creak of the stairway increased the pounding of her heart as she took a step out of the bedroom. She ran her hand along the wall of the hallway, reaching for the light switch at the top of the stairs.

      She flipped the switch. Three steps up from the bottom stood a man inside her house.

      He looked up at her and shock ran across his face. “Who are you?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” She wrapped her arms around her waist to stop the shaking that was starting. Her mind raced to what she could use as a weapon.

      “I’m Ryan Stafford. This is my house.” He leaned against the railing and waited.

      “I rent this place. The owner is off traveling.”

      Ryan pulled a cell phone from his pocket. “Would you like me to call the police to verify who I am?”

      Tara nodded, curious by his calm demeanor. She wanted nothing more than to push him out the door. Yet there was something familiar about his eyes; she couldn’t tear herself away from his gaze. The steel blue mesmerized her, but she couldn’t think of where she had seen them before. Although startled by his presence, something about him was comforting. She sensed no real danger here with him. How did she know that? Her mind tried to grasp for those memories just out of reach. She shook her head with frustration, keeping an eye on him.

      Ryan snapped the cell phone shut. His words had registered with her: he was speaking and asking for an officer to come to Stafford House. Stafford House? He never stated an address.

      “And you think they will know where you are without giving them an address?”

      Ryan nodded. “My grandparents were well known in this town. Stafford House is what this homestead has been called since before I was born.” He turned and walked down the few stairs he had climbed.

      Tara started down the stairs slowly. She hesitated when Ryan glanced up at her.

      “They will be here shortly,” he said. “Want some coffee?”

      Anger hit Tara hard. “Stop. I don’t know who you are. I have paid to be here, and I’d prefer you stayed put until the police get here.”

      Ryan turned to face her. “This is a bit awkward since it’s my house, but as you wish.” He gave her a mocking bow.

      “If this is your house, why didn’t you notify me you were coming back?”

      Ryan shrugged. “Honestly, I forgot I rented it. I’ve been traveling for work and had come down quite sick. Once I was okay to travel again, I wanted to return home for a rest.”

      The story made sense to Tara, but she couldn’t shake something was slightly off about everything. His eyes were so familiar, but she didn’t know him at all. And that damn nightmare again with the woman telling her to find the boy. What boy?

      Tara rubbed her temples. A dull headache was starting, and she wanted to curl up in bed and sleep, with no dreams, for a straight eight hours.

      A knock at the door startled Tara. She watched as Ryan opened the door. Officer Kelley stepped through the door. “Hi Tara. Heard you had an intruder here tonight?” He flashed a smile at her and she relaxed. Tara relaxed as Officer Kelley spoke. It was a small town and Tara had met him when she arrived, as he had been the one who handled her renting the place. It was one thing she loved about this place: everyone knew everyone. It was the place where people helped other people and Tara had felt that immediately when she came to town and asked about a rental. She had been directed to Bobby, whose friend was out of town and had told Bobby to rent out the place. With payment made for the rental, and a handshake, keys were handed over to her. Tara knew Bobby had run a background check on her and had felt very comfortable with the arrangement. She wasn’t locked into a time frame. She was paying monthly as she stayed.

      “Do you know this man?”

      Officer Kelley turned and stuck out his hand.

      Ryan grasped his, and they shook hands. “Good to see you, Bobby.”

      “Dude, you can’t just wander into your house when it’s rented out.”

      The police officer turned towards Tara. “This is the owner of the house. Ryan Stafford. I understand the confusion, but he’s actually who he says he is.”

      Tara nodded. “So what now?”

      Officer Kelley turned to Ryan. “You need a place to stay?”

      Ryan glanced at Tara. “I’ve recouped from being quite sick. If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay in the carriage house?”

      “The rental was for the house only, so it’s not a problem.” Bobby looked up at Tara. “Is that okay with you?”

      Tara sighed. She was exhausted and her head was pounding. “Whatever. We’ll sort it out in the morning. But just so you know, I have the police department on speed dial in case I need it.”

      Ryan smiled at her. “Understood.”

      Tara watched the two men exchange numbers and talk about catching up soon. Tara watched as they both headed towards the door before she turned and started up the stairs. She was about halfway up when she heard the door open.

      “Thank you. Good night,” Ryan’s voice came up the stairs, and she simply nodded before she heard the door close behind them.

      After closing her bedroom door, Tara leaned against it. A niggling in the back of her mind teased her, yet she didn’t know him from a hole in the ground. She stood for what seemed like an eternity, letting her mind wander, trying to remember what was out of reach. She finally shook her head and crawled back into bed. The thought of the recurrent nightmares forced her to keep her eyes open.

      She allowed Ryan’s steel-blue eyes to penetrate her thoughts. The Stafford House. She felt she knew that name, yet in the past three months that she had been renting this place, no one had ever called it that. It had always been just the address written. She shivered as she felt herself being pulled into a fitful slumber once again.

      Tara ran through the woods. She couldn’t see anyone behind her, yet there was an urgency to get away from whatever it was. Her mouth opened to scream, but no sound came out, so she tried to scream louder. Still nothing. She continued running until she suddenly tripped, falling into a deep hole. The dirt gave way beneath her as she tried to climb out of the deep, cavernous gap.

      She frantically searched for something to give her a foothold to climb out. A man’s voice brought her eyes upward. A hand reached for her, but it was too far out of reach. She tried jumping, and it appeared to get further and further away.

      Tara sat upright in bed. Drenched in sweat, her heart raced. The dream she had replayed over and over again every night. Some nights it was her in the hole, but other nights it was her grandmother, who she only knew by voice; but the dream was always the same. She glanced at the clock. Four a.m. She would never go back to sleep now. She got up, pulling on yoga pants and a t-shirt. Coffee was the only thing that would clear her mind at the moment.

      She cautiously made her way downstairs. The house was quiet and dark. She wondered if Ryan was sleeping peacefully and immediately shook her head to clear her mind of such thoughts. Those blue eyes had looked at her like they could see into her soul, and it made her uneasy—not that she felt unsafe, but in a way, she craved to get to know him better and allow him to see the depths of her, including the insecurities, the fear, and the hope for what she believed could be.

      She started the coffeemaker and pulled herself up on the counter to sit and wait while it brewed. The aroma assaulted her senses and gave her a feeling of peace as she closed her eyes and inhaled the sweet aroma that had become her lifeline in the long course of sleepless nights and fitful dreams. It was the same routine for her—up early, brew coffee, and then sit and analyze the dreams of the night before while enjoying the morning addiction. She never came up with answers, but she felt a sense of purpose surrounding her dreams.

      Tara vaguely remembered her grandmother, her voice anyway. They had talked on the phone, but Tara had no memories of actually seeing her and there had been no pictures in the house of any family members. Tara had no memories before age ten. Everything was a dream, something that could have been, but so far out of reach, it was surreal. The only actual memories she had of her grandmother came from her dreams, and Tara couldn’t trust that they were accurate. Her grandmother was always running from something, telling Tara to run or being obscure, telling Tara she needed to “find him.” Tara did not know who he was or why she needed to find him.

      The coffeemaker beeped, signaling the end of the brewing cycle, and Tara opened her eyes, hearing a slight knock on the back door. She jumped off the counter and opened the door. She looked straight into the steel-blue eyes she had met last night.

      “You’re awake.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What do you want?”

      “I saw the light on and realized I didn’t have any food yet. Can you spare a cup of coffee?”

      Tara stepped back and let him in. She went to the cupboard and reached in for two mugs. Ryan nodded and turned towards the fridge. He reached in and grabbed the cream. Tara felt his eyes on her as she poured two mugs full. She doctored hers up with sugar and waited for him to bring the cream over. She glanced over her shoulder as he reached from behind her with the cream. Her eyes met his and held. She caught her breath and held it, not wanting to let the sigh escape her.

      “Waiting for this?”

      She nodded and willed herself to look away. She let her breath out slowly as he took a step back. She finished fixing her coffee and stepped out of the way for Ryan. She moved backwards, trying not to stare, but the sense of familiarity came over her again and disconcerted her.

      “How long have you been gone?” Tara moved to a barstool and slid onto it.

      “Ten years, I guess. Give or take. Time all runs together after a while.” Ryan turned and leaned against the counter, crossing his ankles.

      “What do you do?” Tara sipped her coffee.

      “Photography. Travel around, taking pictures and selling them to magazines.”

      Tara set her mug down. “Doesn’t that get old? I mean, it sounds exciting and all, but ten years is a long time to be gone from home.”

      Ryan shrugged. “I don’t have any family left and too many demons here for me.”

      Tara’s curiosity piqued, but she held her tongue.

      “What about you?” Ryan asked. “Why are you hiding out here at Stafford House?”

      “Hiding out? Who said I was hiding?” Tara felt a chill grip her.

      “Just a figure of speech. Where’s your family?”

      Tara finished her coffee and spun the mug around and around. “All my family’s gone as well.” Her voice was small. She hated talking about her family and especially now with all the dreams that kept recurring.

      Tara stood abruptly and put her mug in the sink. “I’ve got things to do. We can talk later about how long you think you are staying and what arrangements I am going to have to make to get out of here.”

      “It’s only five a.m. What could you possibly have to do so urgently at this time of day?” Ryan smirked at her.

      “I’m going for a walk.” She turned to leave the kitchen.

      “Want some company?”

      She looked back at him. “I don’t know why you would want to go for a walk with me.”

      “Well, it would give us a chance to get to know each other. I don’t think you need to leave. And I think I’d rather take a walk with you than sit here by myself.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll be leaving in five minutes, whether or not you’re ready.”

      Tara escaped to her room under the guise of getting sneakers, yet she was trembling inside. Her grandmother’s voice echoed through her mind. Find him. Why now? Why would her grandmother push her now? Did Ryan have something to do with all this? With what, though? All she knew was she was having nightmares that could be interpreted as her grandmother sending her a message—or she was losing her mind.
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      Ryan was standing on the front porch waiting as Tara came through the door. She had a brief thought that he had changed his mind before seeing him lounging against the railing. She scowled, although inside her stomach clenched in anticipation of spending time with him.

      “Thought you might have changed your mind.” Tara started down the steps without a glance towards him.

      “Not a chance.” Ryan fell into step beside her. “So, where’re we going?”

      Tara glanced up and hesitated a brief second. “I wanted to walk past the old house people claim is haunted.”

      “Why?” Ryan reached out and grabbed her hand.

      Tara stopped. The heat from his hand coursed up her arm, and she instinctively wrapped her fingers around his. “Just morbid curiosity, I guess.”

      “How long have you been renting the Stafford House?” Ryan started walking again, but continued to hold her hand.

      Tara glanced down at their hands. There was a warmth and sense of safety with their hands together, fingers entwined. “About six months. Why?”

      “Curiosity. Why this town?”

      Tara shook her head. “Are you sure you are a photographer and not an investigative reporter? What’s with the interrogation?”

      Ryan snickered. “I love a good mystery. Call me an amateur sleuth wannabe.”

      Tara withdrew her hand, heat flooding her face. “I’m not a mystery. I’m here because I wanted a fresh start. Here seemed just as good as anywhere else.” She felt a chill run through her. She was led, she knew, by her grandmother. She wasn’t sure why, but there was a reason she was here in this town. But to say that to a stranger would put her fears of being crazy visible for someone else to see.

      Ryan wasn't fazed by her response and instead steered her across the street. “Shortcut to the infamous haunted house.” He grabbed her hand again to help her through a hole in a fence, but let go before she pulled away.

      “What do you know about the house?”

      “Old crazy lady used to live here. There’s rumors that the family was cursed and everyone died.”

      Tara stopped short. “How did they die? What curse?” Curiosity coursed through her body and she wondered if it was related to her grandmother’s messages.

      Ryan turned to look at her. He grinned. “Don’t know exactly. Does this stuff freak you out?”

      “Kind of, but I’m also fascinated by it.”

      He chuckled. “Be prepared. I will outrun you if anything comes after us.”

      “Wow, quite the gentleman.” They fell into a comfortable silence and Tara’s mind wandered to Ryan’s family and childhood. Not sure where the thoughts came from, she allowed herself to enjoy the thought process.

      They stumbled over logs and fallen tree branches as they continued down the overgrown path to the house. Tara looked around her and tried to see herself as a child playing in these woods. Familiarity screamed at her, but there were no memories. “Did you come into these woods a lot as a child?”

      Ryan glanced back at her. “Yeah. A friend of mine and I used to spend a lot of time running through these parts.”

      “Still friends?”

      Ryan shook his head. “No. I haven’t seen her since she was little and moved away. I’ve been trying to find her, but it’s like she fell off the face of the earth.”

      Tara watched the emotions on Ryan’s face. As quickly as they were there, they were gone, and he was back to his joking manner.

      “Watch your step. There’s a hole up here that’s quite deep.” Ryan reached out a hand to pull Tara to the left of what looked to be a pile of leaves, but as they moved around it, she saw a gaping hole in the ground. She had a flash before her eyes of a young girl crying for help.

      She gasped out loud and shuddered. It took her a minute to realize Ryan had been talking to her. “What?”

      “Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Ryan pulled her closer but kept a small distance between them.

      Tara nodded her head. “Of course. I wasn’t expecting such a big hole.” Truth be told it was the hole from her dream, and she couldn’t shake the feeling she had been here before.

      “We can go back,” Ryan’s voice broke through her thoughts. Concern shadowed his face as she glanced up at him.

      She shook her head no and gestured for him to continue. A short distance ahead, they broke through a clearing and in front of them stood an abandoned house, looking eerily back at them. Tara shivered and took a step forward. A calmness passed over her, and she closed her eyes. She jumped when a hand rested on her shoulder and she quickly launched herself forward.

      Laughter greeted her as she turned to see Ryan bent over in hysterics. Tara shook her head. “Hilarious.”

      “I couldn’t resist. I didn’t think you would jump like that.” Ryan wrapped his arm around his waist, trying to look sober.

      Tara mumbled under her breath, “Happy I can amuse you.” She turned back towards the house. “Think we can get in?”

      “You don’t really want to go in, do you? It probably has rotted floors and isn’t safe.”

      Tara turned to him. “Where’s your sense of adventure? Does it stop at scaring me?”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      Tara laughed. “If it means we go in the house, yeah.” She started for the porch, only to have Ryan stop her.

      “I think we should come back with a flashlight. It will be dark inside and I would like to see where I’m going.”

      “The sun’s up. There will be light through the windows.” Tara tried to take another step, but Ryan stopped her.

      “The dirt on the windows won’t let the light in. Be reasonable.”

      Tara sighed. “Fine. Killjoy.” She turned to face him. “I think you’re scared.”

      Ryan tucked her hand around his elbow. “My dear, I just want to protect you.”

      The laughter that erupted from Tara took her by surprise. It had been years since she had laughed like that. The ease and comfort sensation brought out a small part of her that hoped Ryan wouldn’t move out of the house so she could get to know him better. They walked in comfortable silence down the street back to the Stafford House. Tara was lost in her thoughts and didn’t mind the silence, and could only hope that Ryan felt the same.
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      Ryan excused himself to make a few phone calls once they arrived back at the Stafford House. Tara felt a bit relieved, needing to gather her thoughts. She sank down into the glider on the front porch. She smiled to herself thinking of the easy banter between Ryan and herself that morning. Here it was still mid-morning, and she had been up for hours, yet felt so energized. Usually after a sleepless night, she was falling asleep by this time of the day.

      In usual fashion, she tried to psychoanalyze her dream. Once again, her mind remained blank as to why she was having recurrent dreams with her grandmother. Her grandmother had been gone for years and she only remembered her from telephone calls and pictures. Tara had never met her personally, that she remembered at least. Her mind wandered from the dreams to her walk in the woods with Ryan. The hole in the ground triggered a vision or a memory of some sort, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. It resembled the nightmares she had been having about being trapped in a hole in the ground.

      Find him were the words her grandmother kept repeating in the dream and Tara was at a loss as to who him was. Why were these dreams happening to her? She had been plagued now for years, almost obsessed, with haunted houses and her research led her to Winchester. On a whim, she rented a house, determined to figure out her fascination with this house. History was scarce as far as who used to live there, but as she got to know people in the town and as they started to trust her, she was finding them opening up a bit.

      Maybe it would be a plus to have Ryan here. He may know even more of the history. A small part of her balked at the thought of his staying in a house she was renting, yet she enjoyed his company so much today that her past loneliness was winning out in favor of having him around. She sighed and wished she had more of a family connection. She longed for years for a sister—someone that she could talk things over with. But she had no siblings. And her parents were distraught every time she stated she wished for a sibling.

      Tara sighed. Time to put the past behind her and look forward. Maybe focusing on this house wasn’t a good idea. It triggered so many childhood memories and things that seemed familiar to her, yet she couldn’t quite place it. Like her grandmother. Her mind, having circled back to her grandmother again brought Tara to her feet. It was time to throw herself into something to distract her.

      She entered the house to meet Ryan in the foyer as he came downstairs.

      “Phone calls all made?”

      “For now. I’ve taken time off from work for the next month.” He paused. “We should probably talk about the house. Do you want me to go?”

      Tara searched his face. He looked tired, and his story of being ill and needing to recoup seemed plausible. How could she turn him from his own house? “No. You can stay.”

      Ryan smiled. “I’ll talk to the property management team and they will adjust your rent. No rent while I’m here, and we’ll consider you my guest.”

      “There’s no need for that. I can pay my own rent.” Tara took a step back. She didn’t want to take a handout, although not paying rent would certainly save her some cash.

      “I insist. It’s the least I can do for allowing me to stay.” Ryan shrugged. “Hungry?”

      She nodded slowly. “I honestly need more coffee. These sleepless nights are catching up with me.”

      Ryan watched her quizzically. “You make the coffee. I’ll whip up some eggs and toast.”

      They headed to the kitchen, both silent, their thoughts elsewhere. Tara struggled to maintain a distance and yet there was a pull to Ryan she didn’t understand. They busied themselves in the kitchen, keeping silent. Tara was startled when Ryan flipped on the radio. She smiled as she watched him cook, moving in time to the soft country music coming through the speakers.

      “If you find this amusing you, wait until you hear me sing.”

      Tara laughed out loud. “Not a singer, huh?”

      “Oh, I could be…I like to save that for the shower.” He winked at her as he plated the eggs and toast. “Coffee ready?”

      “Yup.” She poured two mugs and brought them to the small table in the kitchen's corner. As they sat down to eat, Tara glanced at Ryan and caught him watching her. “Did you poison the eggs?”

      “Of course not, just want to make sure you think they are okay before I try them. I’m not much of a cook.”

      She shook her head and took a bite. “Delish.” She got the one word out as she continued to shovel food into her mouth, not realizing how hungry she had been until she tasted the eggs. She took a breather when she finished her eggs to reach for her toast and realized Ryan sat there watching her.

      “Have you never seen a girl eat before?”

      “Of course I have, but usually they nibble daintily, not eat like a football player.” He ate his eggs one small bite at a time as how he imagined she should have been eating.

      Tara scoffed. “Food gets cold that way.”

      Ryan grinned as he inhaled the rest of his food. “You must have had brothers the way you eat.”

      Tara sat back in her chair, picking up her coffee. She took a sip. “Nope, no siblings.” She stood suddenly and took her plate to the sink. “Just leave the dishes and I will wash them later. I’m going to finish my coffee on the porch. Thanks for breakfast.”

      She escaped the room. Anxiety filled her chest when he mentioned siblings. Anxiety was something she had dealt with for years. It was always unknown, yet centered on her family or the thought of a bigger family that she never had. Over the years, she became accustomed to walking away from any situation that made her chest ache to the point of being painful. She shook her head and tried to clear the thoughts from her mind. As she eased into a chair on the porch, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, and exhaled, trying to push the pain from her chest.
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