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Chapter 1


Emma





People say the pain gets easier as time goes by. But honestly, the pain feels worse every day without Dean. 

I keep thinking to myself, what would happen if Dean didn’t go down that road and went a different way? Would we not have been in the accident? I don’t know, but it’s too hard to think about. Every time a memory of him flashes across my mind, my heart crumbles further and further to dust.

Life didn’t matter to me anymore after Dean had passed away, let alone my future. A drunk driver. And with one who couldn’t have picked a better time than the night of our high school formal, I just didn’t care about my HSC when I had to take them a few weeks later, which I ended up skipping. It wasn’t like the HSC mattered. I wasn’t going to attend university. Even if I was to take it, I couldn’t study. I couldn’t concentrate on anything.

I didn’t go to the courts or find out the name of the man behind the wheel, but he was sent to jail for eighteen months for reckless driving and manslaughter. Eighteen months was way too short. He deserved a longer sentence.

After a couple of months, I moved out of my home. I couldn’t live in Middleton anymore. Too many memories that I doubt would help me to move on. But that’s the thing. I didn’t want to move on. Moving on meant forgetting Dean, and I couldn’t have that. At the same time, I didn’t want to be around Middleton and have everyone pity me because I had lost my boyfriend.

So, I moved to Maisy Grove, a small town in the country, about an hour from Middleton. It was the perfect place for me to make a new start. I got a part-time job at this pie shop. There I help with making both savoury and sweet pies. I also serve the customers. And really, I love the job. Baking helps keep my mind off Dean.

In my spare time, I assist an elderly lady, Annie, on her farm. She lives on her own after her late husband passed away a few years ago. On the weekends I go with her to sell her jams and goat soap at the farmer’s market. She runs riding lessons with her horses a few times a week also. I do what I can around the farm, feeding animals, and what I like the most is helping take care of her horses. Being around them makes me feel calm and puts the thought of that night out of my mind. 

When I arrived in Maisy Grove, I had no idea where I was going to live, nor did I know where I was going to work. I just knew that this was the place I wanted to be to start a new chapter in my life. My parents had given me some money to help me get started. I found an ad in the newspaper from Annie, wanting to rent out her guest house at the back of her property. I told her I really needed a place to stay, though I didn’t have a job yet. She allowed me to move into her furnished guest house, and in two days, I managed to get a job so I could start paying rent.

Being out here in the country is peaceful, and I’m glad to have been able to make this cosy town my home. 

It’s a nice, warm spring afternoon, and I have just finished my shift at the pie shop. I think of maybe going down to the river that runs by the farm for a quick dip. There is still a good few hours of daylight left.

As I pull up to the guest house, however, I see my brother’s black sedan parked up front. What was he doing here? He knows I never like him coming around unannounced. Even if he is just here to check up on me, still I wanted him to let me know he is visiting. Not show up whenever he wanted. As I lock my door, I hear his voice travelling from the direction of the chicken coop, talking to Annie. I see his blond head as I approach them.  Annie is scattering feed while the chickens strut around her feet, pecking at the ground for their food. 

She catches my eye as I stroll over to them. “Oh, here she is. Hello, Emma. How was your day at work?”

I smile at her. “Hi, Annie. It was good.” I turn to my brother. “Hey, Daniel. What are you doing here?”

Daniel walks out of the chicken coop towards me. “I’m sorry to come by. I just needed to talk to you about the wedding.”

I frown. I love that my older brother is getting married to his girlfriend Kristy in a month’s time, but I don’t want to come to the wedding. I haven’t kept in touch much with friends and family since I moved to Maisy Grove, but Daniel still tries to make sure we stay in contact. I don’t even talk much to my parents. Occasionally I would call them up and let them know everything is alright, but then I would completely ghost them. It’s not like I don’t like anyone, it’s just that I don’t want to talk with anyone on what happened. 

Months ago, Daniel invited me to his wedding, and my soon-to-be sister-in-law asked me to be one of her bridesmaids. I didn’t want to at first, but Mum suggested that it would be good for me. So now I’m part of it.

Annie moves out of the chicken coop. “I’ll let you guys talk. I’m going to get dinner ready.”

When Annie is out of earshot, I turn back to my brother. “How is all of the wedding planning coming along?”

“It’s good,” he says. “We pretty much have everything ready to go. Next Monday afternoon we’re doing a food tasting to choose our meals at the wedding.”

I smile. “Nice.”

“Are you able to come to Middleton tomorrow morning? Kristy is taking the bridesmaids to get their dresses fitted. You didn’t come shopping for a dress last time, but Kristy really needs you to be there and try on your dress.”

I nod, knowing that even if I wanted to say no, it was still required that I show up for it. “Sure, I can come. I’m sure my boss will be okay with it.”

Daniel smiles. “Great. I’ll let Kristy know. Also, Mum asked if maybe you would like to stay for dinner?”

When I left Middleton two years ago, I pretty much left everyone I know behind. I barely talk with my friends, Sammy and Katie, anymore. Occasionally I do let them know how I’m going through social media, but we aren’t the close friends we used to be. I often find messages in my inbox, or sometimes they text me to ask how I’m doing or let me know they are thinking about me. It’s mostly all small talk with them now. After Dean died, I just wanted to be left alone. Back then, I hardly told anyone how I was coping, but I feel that since moving away, the space has helped me a little, even though the hole in my heart is still there. 

I especially don’t talk much with my parents. I don’t mean to do it. I just don’t want them to constantly worry about how I’m doing or wonder if I’m coping with life okay. Each day is hard to get by, but I’m doing fine.

“I don’t know,” I answer. “I will see.”

Daniel sighs like he knows it means I wasn’t going to stay. “Come on, Emma. One dinner won’t hurt.”

“I’ll see how I feel after the fitting. If I’m not too tired, I’ll stay.”

Daniel nods. “Alright then. I might see you tomorrow. I’ll get Kristy to text you the location.”

“Thanks, Daniel.”

He gives me a hug before getting back into his car. I watch as he drives down the gravel driveway, the pit in my stomach growing the further he is from sight.

Once he’s gone, I head inside my own place and take a shower before heading over to Annie’s. I always have dinner with her so she doesn’t have to be alone. Just as I enter, her blue cattle dog, comes running from the kitchen, barking when she knows it’s me.

“Hey, girl. How you doing today?” I kneel down to scratch behind her ear.

Jessie licks my face in greeting before moving backwards, barking happily in response. 

“That’s good to hear, Jessie.”

I get up and walk into the kitchen, Jessie following at my feet. 

“Mmm, smells good,” I tell her.

Annie looks up at me. “Oh thanks, dear. It’s chicken and pasta.”

My stomach grumbles at the mention. “Yum.”

While Annie cooks, I set the table, placing down the placemats, along with the cutlery and drinks. 

“How was your day, Emma?” Annie asks.

“It was good, thank you,” I answer. Jessie walks over to her food bowl and stuffs her face. “You?”

“It has been lovely, dear.”

I stand beside Annie at the stove, watching her stir the pasta with the chicken in the pot. Her short grey hair is pulled into a messy ponytail as she slumps over the stove. 

“Do you need any help with cooking?” I ask.

Annie shakes her head, looking over at the set table before turning to me. “The pasta is almost done. How about you put together a garden salad?”

I do what she asks me, and go to the fridge, grab a packet of mixed leaf salad, tomatoes, a cucumber and red onion, then bring them to the island. I place the mixed leaf salad into a bowl and then chop the other ingredients into it. I leave the onion to last, hating the fact that cutting them always made me cry. 

I sniff, wiping my eyes.

“Are you alright, Emma?” Annie asks.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just the onion.”

I put the sliced onion pieces into the salad, then grab a French dressing and drizzle it into the salad before giving the salad a good toss. When I’m done, Annie is serving the food onto our plates. I place the salad in the centre of the table and take my seat.

As Annie sits across from me, Jessie comes bounding over to the table and sits herself next to Annie, watching her with a wagging tail, probably hoping to score some of our meal.

“Your brother was telling me about his wedding next month,” Annie says. “I remember when you first told me about it. I can’t believe it has been six months already! The time surely goes quick.”

I can’t believe how much time has passed either. I was more surprised when Kristy asked me to be one of her bridesmaids. I almost said no, but then Daniel told me to take the opportunity.

“It definitely did go fast,” I agree. “I’m meeting up with Kristy tomorrow to do a fitting for my dress.”

“That is fine,” Annie says, scooping a spoonful of pasta onto her fork. “What time do you need to meet her?”

“I think near noon.”

“Okay. Tomorrow morning I have a new farmhand starting. Maybe you could show him a few things around the stables before you leave?”

I smile at Annie. She has a few farmhands who come in each day to help with taking care of the horses and the other animals, and there are two women who instruct riding lessons and sometimes give a hand around the stables when there are no students. “Sure. I can do that for you.”

“Thank you, dear.”

We eat in silence for a few minutes before Annie speaks again.

“Are you seeing your family tomorrow once you do the dress fitting?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. The dress fitting isn’t in Middleton, but my brother wants me to come to dinner at my parents’ place before I head home…”

“But you don’t want to.”

I nod, staring at my food. Annie knows it all. My darkest thoughts, my deepest grief. She is always there to listen without judgement or overwhelming pity. 

“Emma, dear, can I tell you something?” she asks.

I look up at her. “Of course.”

“You should visit your parents. No matter what memories arise when you’re there, visit them. I understand how hard it is to go back to a place where you have lost someone, but your parents are the most important people in your life, and you never know when it’s your last time with them.”

Annie is right. I shouldn’t stop seeing my parents because of Middleton.

“Annie, was it hard for you when your husband died?” I asked. “Especially living here in this house?”

Annie continues chewing her food for a moment, looking around the room before turning to me. “When Pierce died, it was hard for me to accept. Each day was a struggle to get through, and sometimes, I didn’t know how I was going to get through the day without him. But eventually you tell yourself ‘I don’t want to grieve anymore’, and you do your best to move on. I can relate a lot to how you feel about Dean, and trust me when I say that as time goes by, you will heal and you will be stronger.”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t feel like I will ever heal. Since he died, I have this hole in my heart, and I don’t think it’s ever going to mend. Everyone tells me it will get easier, and the pain will ease, but it doesn’t feel like it has.”

“It may feel like that at first, Emma, but sometimes it takes longer to heal. When the time is right, you will be able to move on.”

I nod slowly, trying to process what Annie is saying. It has been two years, and I still haven’t been able to get over my boyfriend, even if we weren’t together for so long. But at times it feels like we were together for a long time. Each day I tell myself that everything is going to be okay, but then something reminds me of Dean, and my heart breaks all over again. I don’t know how I am going to move on. Maybe returning to Middleton to see my parents will help with moving on – like a final bit of closure.

But if I move on, will I end up forgetting Dean?








  
  

Chapter 2


Beck





What if people in Maisy Grove finds out what I did? What if nobody wanted me to be in this town? 

I push these thoughts out of my head as I stare out the window of Mum’s car as we drive past pastures and vineyards. People in Middleton may not have treated me nicely while I was in jail. The hate letters haven’t stopped since. But I shouldn’t worry because Maisy Grove is far away from Middleton, and no one will know me. I’ll be fine.

“Don’t worry too much about anyone,” Mum assures me, like she was reading my mind. “You just concentrate on your work.”

“I’ll try.” I turn to her. “I’m sorry you have to drive me back and forth to this place.”

“Don’t apologise. It’s all good, Beck.”

“Yeah, but it isn’t fair to you. It won’t be a year until I can drive again. I’ll see if I can get a place near the farm so you don’t have to worry about driving me.”

“Honestly, Beck, it’s fine. I’m just happy you are able to find something. I think this job will help you to fix up your life and start over.”

“You think so?”

She smiles at me before turning her eyes back to the road. “I think so.”

“Have you told Dad about the job?”

Mum doesn’t say anything at first. “Your father doesn’t have to know anything.”

“Has he been treating you right while I was gone?”

Mum doesn’t answer as she pulls into a gravel driveway, welcomed by a sign that says Maisy Grove Stables. 

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” she says. “We’re here.”

Of course she uses our arrival as the excuse to end the conversation, but I got my answer. Hopefully once I start earning enough money, I can get a place and Mum can move in with me. It’s about time she leaves that jerk behind.

I stare out at the modern yellow farmhouse. To its left are fences to a field, surrounding the stables. Two brown horses graze in the field, looking as peaceful as I dream to be. 

“This is a lovely place,” Mum says, shifting the gear into park and switching off the ignition. She then turns to me. “I think you’re going to like it here, Beck.”

I scoff. “I don’t know, Mum. Shovelling horse manure is not something I want to be doing every day.”

“Just look at this place and how they hired you, despite your record. Now, go and start your day. I will be back later to pick you up.”

“Thanks for the lift. I’ll see you later.”

Mum waits until I walk up the stairs before she turns the ignition back on and does a U-turn, heading back down the driveway.

The air definitely smells like horse manure. I’m not sure how I’m going to be able to work here when I have to hold my breath all the time.

No one answers when I knock on the front door, so I decide to walk over to the stables to see if Annie, my new boss, is inside. There are a couple of horses inside, but still no people until I spot a blonde woman in one of the stalls, grooming a golden coated horse with a white mane.

“I have to go out today, Blondie, but I’ll try to come back early so we can spend some time together,” the woman says, a brush in one hand as she combs through the coat, her other hand on the horse’s snout.

The horse neighs in response. 

“Yes, I know we go riding on my day off, but today we can’t. Hopefully we can go out for a ride later today. How does that sound?”

Blondie neighs.

“That’s a good girl.”

I approach the stall. “Excuse me?” She turns to me, her blue eyes narrowing slightly, her gaze holds a hint of curiosity, as if sizing me up without quite meaning to. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, where she wore jeans and a pink plaid shirt. “Hi, are you Annie?”

She shook her head. “Annie should be inside the house.”

“I just came from the house and no one answered.”

The woman thinks for a second. “She could be around the back with the chickens and goats.”

She puts the brush down and then opens the door, locking it behind her. Gesturing me the direction, we started walking alongside each other, exiting the stables and out onto the gravel driveway.

“You must be Beck, right?” The woman asks me. “You’re the new farmhand?”

“That’s me.”

“Nice to meet you, Beck. I’m Emma.”

Emma leads me behind the house towards a chicken coop and goat pen.

“Are you a farmhand too?”

She shakes her head. “No, I rent the guest house.” She points to a small house opposite the chickens and goats that look like a cottage. “Sometimes when I don’t have work, I help Annie out on the farm.”

“Cool.”

We round the corner to see a bunch of goats surrounding an elderly lady scattering food from a bucket on the ground. One goat, a black one, tries to steal the bucket.

“Shadow,” she scolds the goat. “Wait your turn.”

“Annie,” Emma calls out as she leans up on the fence.

Annie looks up and smiles at us before making her way through the goats and over to us.

“This is Beck,” Emma tells her. “The new farmhand.”

Annie holds her hand out to me, and I shake it. “Beck, hello. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Annie.”

I greet her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Annie, I’m just going to finish up with Blondie, and then I’m going to head out,” Emma says. 

“Alright, dear,” Annie says. “You go finish your task. I’m going to give Beck a tour of the place, and then can you show him around the stables before you leave?”

Emma smiles. “Okay.” She strolls back to the stables.

Annie comes through the gate to be at my side. “It’s good to meet you, Beck. I’m happy to have you here.”

“Thank you for hiring me. I know you probably wouldn’t want a criminal for working for you, but I –”

Annie signals for me to stop. “I have read your record, and I’m not here to judge you. I hired you because I believe this place will help you to turn your life around.”

I smile at her. When I spoke to Annie on the phone about the job, she was very understanding after I told her about my trouble past. I needed more people like her in my life.

“Are there any questions you would like to ask?”

I look around at my surroundings before turning back to her. “What will be my role here?”

“Like I mentioned on the phone, you will be helping with feeding the animals and cleaning out their pens. Here on the farm, I have chickens, goats and horses. During the week, I have two ladies – Darcy and Roxanne – who come in to help out with the horses. They may help you with mucking out the stalls, but mostly they will be taking care of the horses. In the afternoon, they instruct riding lessons, as well as on the weekends.”

“Do I need to help out with the riding lessons?”

“No, you don’t need to help out unless Darcy or Roxanne needs an assistant.”

“What about Emma? She told me she helps out around here.”

Annie nods. “Yes, Emma occasionally helps out with the horses. She’s especially fond of Blondie. You’ll often see her hanging around her stall. Sometimes she takes Blondie for rides. Now, let me show you around the farm, and then I’ll let you get started with your work.”

We head towards the stables. 

“You’ll be starting at 6 am seven days a week and you’ll finish around 6 pm,” Annie continues. “On Saturdays, I go to the farmer’s market, where I sell goat’s soap and jams. Emma also helps me, and you’re welcome to tag along. How far away do you live, Beck?”

“I live about an hour from here.”

Annie rubs her chin. “That seems pretty far for you to get here, especially when you can’t drive. How did you get here this morning?”

“My mum drove me. I’m thinking of maybe renting a place in town so I don’t have to drive so far each day.”

“No need for you to rent a place in town. The last farmhand I had rented out one of the bedrooms in my house. It’s a master bedroom that has its own bathroom, as well as a living space. The kitchen, of course, you share with me. I think it’s something you’ll like.” 

It sounds perfect. At least I won’t have to live with my best friend Chandler and his girlfriend anymore. They could have their privacy back. And Mum and I won’t constantly have to take the trip down here. It’ll definitely be easier on both Mum and me. 

I especially don’t have to worry about running into my father around Middleton. I’m safer here in Maisy Grove than I am in my hometown.

“That will be totally great, Annie,” I say. “Thank you very much for that.”

“You’re welcome. But if you feel like the place isn’t so great for you, I understand. I’m not going to make you stay. Maybe you’ll be able to find something around Maisy Grove.”

“That’s one of the plans.”

Just then, a barking blue cattle dog comes running over to us. 

“That’s Jessie,” Annie says. “If you need help gathering up the animals, Jessie is great at making sure the animals all come together.”

I kneel down and scratch the dog behind the ears. “Hello, Jessie.”

Jessie sticks out her tongue as her tail wags.

Standing back up, Annie and I walk through the stables with Jessie at our heels. Annie shows me around, giving me a rundown on what my duties are going to be. There are a lot, and I’m honestly not sure how I’m going to be able to get everything done in a day.

But my mum is right. This is a place I’m going to enjoy, even if it isn’t such a great job.








  
  

Chapter 3


Emma





Kristy was like a sibling to me. After Dean died, when I wasn’t with my friends, she would take me out, try to cheer me up. We would get our hair and nails done, sometimes we would have lunch or even have a spa day. I appreciated all of the things she did to try to get me to feel better, but most of the days when I was with her, I just wanted to be in my room. Alone. 

Since moving to Maisy Grove, I haven’t seen much of her. But she drove out here once and took me out to lunch. It was a week after she and Daniel had gotten engaged. That was when she had asked me to be one of her bridesmaids. I really didn’t want to be a part of the wedding, but at the same time, I couldn’t say no to her. Not after all of the things she has done for me. 

When I pull up at the front of the bridal shop, Kristy is waiting outside, along with her friends, Sandra and Tracey. Sandra is the maid of honour, while Tracey is also a bridesmaid. 

As I’m getting out of the car, my phone rings. I dig it out of my handbag and see Dean’s mother’s name across my screen. My heart sinks when I see her name. Every now and again his mother calls me to see how I am doing. Only I ignore Adeline Myers’ calls, even her text messages. I’m afraid if I answer the phone, I will choke up. I don’t want to talk to either of his parents, because they only remind me of my boyfriend. Especially his dad.

Declining the call, I step out of the car. Kristy smiles at me as I stroll over to them.

“It’s so great to see you, Emma,” she greets me.

I return the smile and hug her. “It’s great to see you too.”

“How have you been? It feels like I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“It has been a while. I haven’t seen you since May, when we went shopping for the dresses. Are you doing a fitting for your dress as well?”

Kristy nods. “Yes, I am. But we’re going to do you girls first before I try on my dress. After the fitting, the three of us are going out to lunch. Would you like to join us?”

I glance over Kristy’s shoulder at Sandra and Tracey. I didn’t know Kristy’s friends all that well, and I didn’t feel comfortable with them around. But since Daniel wants me to stay and see our parents later, I might as well stay for lunch.

I smile. “I’ll be happy to.”

The four of us head inside. Francesca, a middle-aged Italian woman, greets us with a smile.

We follow her upstairs to where the bridesmaid dresses are. She gets us to sit in a corner where there are some seats that surround a change room and a mirror.

Sandra is the first to get up and try on her dress, and just a few moments later, she emerges from the dressing, wowing us with how well the blue compliments her tone. At first, I wasn’t so keen on the sleeveless A-line scoop dress, but seeing it on Sandra, it’s definitely the right choice to wear. I especially love the high-low layered chiffon skirt. And the colour is just spectacular.

Tracey is next. As we wait for her to try it on, I try not to let my thoughts drift. But how could I not? The last time I was excited to get all dressed up was for our formal. If Dean were here, he would be coming with me to the wedding. I can imagine him seeing me in it for the first time; his eyes widening, his lips parting slightly. I shake my head and watch as Tracey makes her way out of the change room, and is just as spectacular in the dress. The colour looks really great against her dark skin.

Then it’s my turn. I put the dress on and as I stare at my reflection, I can definitely picture Dean loving this dress on me. The thought brings the sting of tears to my eyes. Not now. I can’t cry. This dress fitting should be about Kristy.

“Everything okay in there, Emma?” Francesca asks. 

I wipe my eyes, trying to collect myself. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

I move the curtain and emerge, swirling in the dress as I show it off to the others. The dress makes me feel like a princess attending a ball.

“The dresses really look great!” Kristy says. “I’m so happy with how they all came out.”

Francesca claps her hands together. “Perfect.” She turns to me. “Get changed, and I’ll take the dresses. Then we’ll go downstairs, and Kristy can try on her dress.”

I do as she says. As we head downstairs, Kristy walks alongside me.

“Are you okay, Emma?”

I nod, hoping my eyes aren’t showing the sting I’m still feeling. “I’m okay.”

Kristy arches her eyebrow, like she couldn’t believe me a second. “Are you sure? I can’t help but sense that trying on that dress didn’t make you happy. Are you happy with the dress?”

I smile at Kristy. “Of course I am. The dress is lovely.”

Kristy grasps my arm gently. “You’re happy with the dress, but not completely happy?”

I stand there, staring into her hazel eyes. That’s what I like about Kristy. We aren’t blood related, but I consider her my sister. She could always see right through me when something was wrong. Like at one time when Dean and I first started dating, I thought he was already cheating on me after a month of being together. I went out shopping with Mum, and I saw him sitting at the food court with a girl. He claimed she was his cousin. I didn’t believe him. Kristy knew something was wrong as soon as she sat down to join my family for dinner that night. She told me to hear him out, and that maybe I was jumping to conclusions, that maybe Dean was telling the truth. If he wasn’t, then I had the choice to leave. I called Dean later that night, and surprisingly he answered. We talked, and I apologised to him for jumping to conclusions and accusing him for cheating. He forgave me.

“I wish Dean could be here and see me in this dress,” I tell her.

Kristy gives me a small smile. “He would have loved you in that dress.”

“Kristy, Emma, are you guys coming?” Tracey asks us.

Kristy turns to her and nods.

Before we follow Tracey, Kristy turns back to me. “We can talk later, okay?”

I nod. “Okay.”

We join the others in front of a change room and mirror. Francesca comes over with a garment bag.

“Are you ready?” Francesca smiles at Kristy.

“Ready.”

She disappears into the change room with Francesca. A few minutes later, Kristy emerges in the most stunning dress I’ve ever seen, and I can just imagine my brother’s face when he sees her walking down the aisle in it. Her A-line dress is strapless with a sweetheart neckline and floral designs around her torso that flow down to the waistline. She looks absolutely gorgeous in it.

“What do you guys think?” Kristy asks, staring at her reflection in the mirror before swirling around to face us.

“Amazing,” Sandra says. “You look gorgeous in it.”

“The dress is stunning,” Tracey adds. 

Kristy smiles at her friends before turning to me, waiting for my opinion.

“My brother is going to be knocked off his feet when he sees you in it.” I give her a small smile. 

Kristy’s smile widens as she turns back to the mirror, unable to take her eyes off the dress. She runs her hands over the material.

“The dress is beautiful,” she tells Francesca. “It looks even more amazing than when I first tried it on.”

Francesca smiles. “Perfect. Do you have any concerns about the dress? Nothing needs to be altered?” 

Kristy shakes her head, turning to Francesca. “No. Everything is perfect. Thank you very much.”

After Kristy gets changed out of the dress and Francesca takes it and puts it in the garment bag, we then head over to the cashier to settle everything. There’s also a card around the hanger to tell which dress is which. I take mine, and the four of us thank Francesca one last time before heading out to our cars.

“Thank you, girls, for coming along today,” Kristy tells us. “I really appreciate it.”

“I can’t wait for the wedding,” Tracey says. “I can’t believe it’s in a month.”

“I know. I can’t either. It’s all happening so fast!” Kristy turns to me. “Emma, do you still want to come to lunch with us?”

I nod. I might as well, because if I don’t, my brother is probably going to ask me why I didn’t. I’m still not sure about going to see my parents. I really don’t feel like staying here for the rest of the day. This place holds many memories. Ones I just want to forget.

Kristy smiles. “Okay, well let’s get going then.”
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“How are you feeling?” Kristy asks me. “Are you okay from earlier?”

I nod. I’m never going to be okay, but I don’t want to mention this to Kristy. “I’m okay.”

“That’s good. How have you been lately?” She looks at me with concern.

I lean up against my car. “I’ve been alright. I’m getting by.”

She chews her bottom lip, like she was thinking of how she will say her next words. “Daniel was telling me the guy who had hit you guys was released from jail a few weeks ago.”

My heart sinks deeply in my chest from the news. Since Dean’s death, I haven’t kept up with the courts. I have no idea what happened to the other driver, other than what his parents have told me. The driver was sentenced to jail for eighteen months for manslaughter. He was also charged with driving under the influence. 

I probably would have heard about his release from Dean’s parents just like before. Then I think of the call I had from his mother earlier. If I had answered, is this the news she would tell me?

“The driver is out of jail?” I say.

I don’t even know the driver’s name. If anyone had once told me, I probably wasn’t paying any attention. Now, the thought of him being back on the streets sends chills down my spine. I don’t even know what this guy looks like, so I’m sure if I were to bump into him on the street, I wouldn’t know it was him. Even if I were to know who he was, how would I react when I see him? 

Kristy nods. “Yeah, he is.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell me he was out?”

“I thought Daniel told you?”

I shake my head. “No, he didn’t. Not even my parents.”

Kristy turns her gaze from me. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to tell you this. I thought you would have known.” She forces herself to look back at me, but her eyes don’t meet mine. “Maybe they didn’t tell you because they were afraid of how you would react.”

How would I react? How am I reacting? Angry? Sad? I don’t know…

Instead of sticking around long enough to find out, I unlock my car. “I’m going to head home. Thank you for today, Kristy.”

She gives me a small smile. “It’s no problem at all. Daniel and I will let you know if there’s any other wedding stuff coming up. It probably won’t be until the week of the wedding with the bachelorette party and the wedding rehearsal.”

“Okay.” I open the car door.

“Are you coming to dinner tonight?”

I nod. “Yes, I’m coming.”

Just as I close the door, Kristy stops it before it shuts. “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t. I just wish someone had told me sooner instead of waiting to tell me.”

“Right. Of course. See you later, Emma.”

Kristy moves away from the car, and I close the door. I wave goodbye to my soon-to-be sister-in-law and pull out of the parking lot. 
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