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      She brought her head to rest against Grayson’s shoulder and inhaled the salty, sweet smell of the water. Then, she squeezed her eyes shut and listened to the sound of gulls calling out to each other in the distance. It was punctuated by the occasional laugh or the sound of shrieking children, but she didn’t mind.

      Tara Hamilton didn’t mind many things when Grayson was by her side.

      He was reticent as the two of them sat on the sand overlooking Nobska Beach, with the sound of waves crashing against the shore in the background. Now and again, a loud cacophony of voices rose, and Tara knew it was a new wave of tourists coming out of the two-hundred-year-old lighthouse. Once they drifted closer, Tara pried one eye open and studied the tourists with their wide-brimmed hats, lathered in sunscreen, and peering at the bluff with wide, unflinching eyes.

      Next to her, Grayson shifted and brushed the sand off his knees. “So, what do you want to do today?”

      Tara opened her other eye and sat up straighter. “I thought we could sit here and enjoy the weather.”

      Grayson twisted to face her, and his blue-gray eyes regarded her intently. “You sure you don’t want to do anything else?”

      Tara’s lips lifted into a smile. “Yeah, why?”

      Grayson shrugged and glanced back at the water, a shadow falling over his face.

      She wondered where she’d lost him to this time.

      Was he deep in the throes of some harrowing memory, the kind that sometimes left him shaking and unable to speak for hours?

      Or was he thinking of the horrors that lay ahead?

      For a soldier in the Army, Grayson did a pretty good job holding himself upright and functioning like a normal human being. Most days, Tara could almost forget he had been overseas and seen nightmares she couldn’t begin to imagine. Whenever she started to forget, Grayson would press his lips together at the sound of fireworks or tense up when loud voices drifted too close.

      A part of her ached for him and the pain he must carry around. But the other part of her knew it was none of her business—not when they’d been clear about their arrangement from the start.

      Two months ago, when they’d locked eyes across a crowded space at the Falmouth summer festival, something had awakened in her. Something that only came alive when she was with Grayson.

      With him, she knew how to be herself.

      She wasn’t just Tara Hamilton, the twenty-seven-year-old who still hadn’t figured out what she wanted to do with her life, even though she’d graduated six years ago with a communications degree. Since then, Tara had taken on a series of odd jobs here and there, everything from dog walker to local guide to customer service agent. Each time she thought she was closer to figuring out her true calling, restlessness came knocking on her door.

      Inevitably, Tara always answered.

      She’d been like that for as long as she could remember, so Grayson being a part of her life wasn’t a big adjustment.

      On the contrary, he fit in almost like he was meant to be there all along.

      And she relished every motorcycle ride, every moonlight walk on the beach, and each time they were in the water together, when the world felt vast and endless and theirs for the taking.

      Grayson Carter made her feel alive like no one ever had before.

      When he stood to take off his white shirt and throw it onto the ground, she admired the smooth muscles on his back. With a smile, she sat back on her elbows and watched as he waded into the water and resurfaced, flicking his midnight-black hair out of his eyes. Then, he cupped his hands over his mouth and motioned to her, his voice carried over by a warm breeze.

      Smiling, Tara stood and removed her shorts and T-shirt, revealing the red one-piece she had on underneath. As soon as she dove into the water, the insecurity and the voices of doubt in her head went quiet. Grayson was waiting for her when she resurfaced and immediately took her into his arms.

      She wanted the moment to last forever.

      A small part of her regretted agreeing to their little arrangement because she knew what it meant.

      By tomorrow night, Grayson would be miles away and out of her life for good.

      It’s probably for the best. The two of you wouldn’t have been able to make it work anyway. He’s still got a couple of years of enlistment left, and you wouldn’t want to be waiting by the phone and the computer all the time.

      Breathless and with her heart hammering in her throat, she climbed onto Grayson’s back and wrapped her legs around his waist. “The view from up here is great.”

      Grayson pretended to lose his balance. “Wouldn’t want you to fall or anything.”

      She pinched his arm and scowled. “Don’t you dare drop me.”

      Grayson tilted his head back to look at her, revealing a sharp jaw, a pointed nose, and a small scar over his left eyebrow. “That sounds like a challenge.”

      Tara puffed her chest out and scowled. “You wouldn’t.”

      Grayson paused.

      A heartbeat later, he unlocked her legs, and before she had the chance to react, he threw her backward. She fell into the water with a sputter, her vision going blurry as she flailed her arms. Once she resurfaced, she pushed her hair out of her eyes, her eyes darting around, wild and unfocused. They landed on Grayson, who had swum away and was giving her an innocent smile.

      Tara spat out a mouthful of water. “I’m going to get you for that.”

      Grayson threw his head back and laughed, the sound deep and rich and tugging on something deep within her. “I’d like to see you try.”

      Tara lowered herself so only the top of her head was visible above water.

      Abruptly, she swam over to where Grayson floated, his smile stretching from ear to ear. He kept darting out of reach, but she kept trying to get to him. Eventually, when the afternoon sun began to wane, Grayson hoisted her onto his back and took them both back to shore. He handed her the towel first, and she tried not to stare at him as she dried herself off.

      After getting dressed, Grayson draped his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I’m glad I decided to visit my parents in Falmouth this summer.”

      She was happier than he would ever know—the kind of happiness she couldn’t put into words. Not when she knew what kind of arrangement they had.

      Still, his words stirred something inside her, a longing for something different.

      Tara sighed and tucked herself against his side. “Me too, but I don’t think your parents like me too much.”

      Not when she was monopolizing almost every minute of his time.

      When she wasn’t volunteering at the library, signing up for online courses, or attending family events, Tara usually spent every free moment with him.

      It was the summer of freedom and being invincible.

      But she felt the pull of fall, hard and undeniable.

      With the end of August only a week away, dread was beginning to settle in, as did the knowledge that her time with Grayson was almost up.

      In silence, the two of them walked down a now-quiet Church Street. She listened for the sound of his quiet breathing and was overcome with the sudden urge to bottle it up and hide it away.

      She didn’t want to think about how many hours they had left, or the fact that knowing he was going to be gone forever left her with an ache in her stomach.

      You’re letting your feelings get the better of you. Come on, T. You know better than that.

      Once they passed the Church of the Messiah, they took a left down Woods Hole Road and made a beeline for Pie in the Sky Bakery and Café. Even from a distance, Tara could make out the soft strings of country music punctuated by the occasional laugh. She took Grayson’s hand in hers and gave him a firm squeeze. Underneath the moon’s pale light, he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

      Tara was afraid she’d wake up and realize it was all a dream.

      At the café, a few people gathered around a barbecue out front, feet bare and digging into the sand. Some greeted her by name, and she gave them a soft smile. Grayson chose a table outside, a few feet away from the others, and waited for her to sit down. As soon as she did, he pressed a kiss to her forehead and disappeared through the double glass doors. Tara leaned sideways to watch him stride past rows and rows of tables until he walked up to the main counter.

      When he flashed the waitress a smile, she knew it made her day.

      Grayson had a way of putting people at ease, of making them feel like nothing else mattered at the moment.

      It was part of the reason why she’d agreed to keep things casual between them.

      Had she known how she’d feel by the end of summer, she wouldn’t have said yes.

      As she sat there, watching him, the heavy feeling in her chest only grew.

      It felt like an invisible clock was over her head, and the walls would only close in when time ran out.

      Leaving her alone with nothing but her regret and sorrow.

      Grayson returned with a tray lined with a pitcher of iced tea, two glasses, and an assortment of appetizers, such as chips and lobster rolls. She forced a smile to her mouth, rose to her feet, and helped him set out the things. He gave her a quick peck on the lips when they were done.

      The yearning in her chest only grew as they made small talk.

      “You’re quiet today. You worried about that new course you’re enrolling in?”

      Tara blinked and took a long sip of the peach iced tea, letting it trickle down her throat. “No, I think it should be okay.”

      Grayson offered her a smile. “I’m sure you’ll be great.”

      Tara paused with a chip halfway to her mouth. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you to the bus station tomorrow? I don’t have any work to do.”

      Grayson swallowed, and his expression turned serious. “I think it would be better if you didn’t.”

      He was right.

      Tara wanted to kick herself for even asking.

      “I’ll come by and see you in the morning,” Grayson added after a lengthy pause. “Unless you don’t want me to.”

      Tara cleared her throat. “I’d like that.”

      They finished the rest of their food in silence.

      After Grayson carried the tray inside, he came back out and drew her to her feet. Someone had taken out a guitar and was singing. Grayson placed both hands on her waist, and she linked her fingers around his neck. Together, they swayed to the music and looked into each other’s eyes, the world around them melting away.

      I could look into your eyes forever, Grayson Carter. I’m never going to forget you. I wish you didn’t have to leave.

      And she desperately wished summer didn’t have to end.

      He blew out a breath and pressed his forehead to hers. “I didn’t think it was going to be this hard.”

      Tara’s chest tightened. “Me neither.”

      Everything she felt bubbled to the surface, lingering on the tip of her tongue, but she pushed it all back and focused on how it felt to be held by him, to have the smell of his cologne, a mixture of sandalwood and lavender, wash over her. At the end of the night, when he walked her home, Tara lingered during their kiss.

      In the morning, before the sun was high in the sky, she snuck out to give him one last hug.

      As she watched him walk away, a strange and heavy feeling settled in the center of her chest. A few hours later, Tara found herself sitting in her bathroom, the pregnancy test turned upside down. When the timer on her phone went off, she got up on shaky legs and took a deep breath. Once she saw the faint pink lines, she knew her life was never going to be the same.

      And it was all because of a man she was never going to see again.
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      He stuck his head out the window and waved an arm. “Come on, already.”

      The line of cars ahead of him had barely moved, and a light flurry of snow was falling from the sky, casting a shimmer over everything. With a frown, Grayson pulled his head back in, closed the window, and turned up the heat. Then, he rolled his shoulders and relaxed his grip on the steering wheel. When the line in front of him began to move, the car a few feet away jolted and made a loud sputtering sound.

      He tapped his fingers against the steering wheel and tried to enjoy the music, but a headache was already forming in the back of his skull, and he knew why.

      He’d slept through a few of his alarms that morning and woken up to no electricity and an empty pantry. Grayson had been working so hard the past few weeks that he’d stumble home in the dead of night and would fall face-first onto the mattress, without taking his clothes off. Unfortunately, everything was starting to catch up to him, from the pile of dirty laundry growing bigger and bigger by the day to the bare kitchen cupboards and fridge.

      I’ll get to it. It’s not like I haven’t survived worse.

      Except it had been years since he’d survived the cold winds of a desert and a sleeping bag that had survived more harsh terrain than a lot of the men in his unit. A sleeping bag that still resided in the back of his closet even now, worn out and dusty but still sturdy. It had been years since he’d been forced to wake up at the crack of dawn and engage in high-intensity training before a breakfast of cold eggs, hard bread, and unseasoned gruel. Now and again, Grayson still looked back on his days in the Army and felt a mixture of gratitude and relief.

      While he was proud to have served his country, another part of him couldn’t deny the relief he felt at it being over.

      All these years later, he wasn’t even sure how he’d survived—Only that he’d somehow emerged intact, with his marriage on the rocks and hanging on to his sanity by a thread.

      At least you’re in one piece. There’s a lot to be thankful for, Carter. Try and focus on that.

      Outside, the afternoon sun was hidden behind rolling gray clouds. He peered at it then and lowered the visor when it began to make spots dance in his field of vision. Slowly, the cars crawled forward, and when they began to pick up again, he breathed a sigh of relief. Downtown, he found a parking spot across the street from the cluster of medical complexes. After backing up his truck into a tight spot between two fancier sports cars, Grayson switched off the engine.

      He then shoved his keys and wallet into his pockets and snatched his phone off the dashboard. Belinda was already sitting inside, her red hair glistening underneath the bright lights of the café. She pulled up her collar, shivered, and took another sip of her drink. As soon as she spotted him, her face lit up, and she rose to her feet, pausing to adjust the folds of her sweater.

      Grayson hurried over to where she sat. “Sorry, I’m late. Traffic was insane.”

      Belinda pulled him in for a hug and lingered. “It’s okay. I almost took the car, but I’m glad I decided to take the subway.”

      Grayson pulled out a chair across from her. “Smart choice.”

      Belinda took another sip of her drink and eyed him. “You look good, Gray. How’s the new job?”

      “The hours are murder,” Grayson replied, grimacing. He leaned sideways and flagged down a waiter in a black-and-white uniform. “Hi, can I get a double espresso and a half-and-half latte?”

      “Right away, sir. Anything else?”

      “A cream cheese and turkey bagel,” Grayson added, with a quick look at Belinda. “Better make that two. Thanks.”

      “Of course, sir.” The waiter collected their menus and disappeared behind a set of double doors.

      Grayson took a sip of his water and cleared his throat. “How are things at the firm?”

      Belinda’s blood-red lips lifted into a smile. “They’re good. We’ve got a new big client who wants us to represent him, but Yolanda is playing hard to get. You know how she gets.”

      Grayson chuckled. “Some things never change.”

      Belinda’s expression softened. “And some things do. You really do look good, Grayson.”

      Grayson shifted from one side to the other. “So do you. Look at us. We’ve got to be the friendliest divorced couple I’ve ever met.”

      Belinda threw her head back and laughed. “That’s true, and they said it couldn’t be done.”

      Splitting up was one of the best decisions he’d ever made.

      He was thankful to Belinda for being strong enough to see the truth and force him to acknowledge it too. While he’d struggled for a long time to come to terms with it, it had been two years since the divorce, and the two of them got along better than ever.

      During their monthly breakfasts, he even felt closer to her.

      “You really should talk to them about reducing your hours,” Belinda said, her expression turning serious. “You’ve been there long enough, and you’ve got more experience than everyone else combined.”

      “Yeah, but you know how David is. He hates feeling like anyone is challenging him.”

      His boss was a paranoid and nervous little man who often glanced over his shoulder and sweated a lot.

      As far as bosses went, Grayson knew it could’ve been worse, but it didn’t stop him from hoping for more.

      Belinda reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out. You always were resourceful.”

      Grayson smiled and unfolded his napkin. “Same to you.”

      Belinda raised her cup of coffee and touched it to his. “Here’s to new beginnings.”

      “And old friends,” Grayson added with a smile.

      The waiter brought out their bagels a short while later, and Belinda talked a little about her work while she cut up her food. He listened to her intently, only commenting occasionally but thankful to be out of the apartment and not left alone to the mercy of his thoughts. Most days, his apartment was just a place to rest his head and recharge before he went out.

      Lately, it was beginning to feel more and more oppressive—like the walls were closing in around him.

      He was due for a change of scenery, and he hoped his new assignment with the security firm offered him just that. Grayson was itching to be given somewhere exotic, preferably with a beach, even if he knew the weather was below zero, and he’d end up glancing at it longingly. Still, knowing it was nearby would help.

      It had to.

      An hour later, after paying for breakfast, Grayson walked Belinda back to the station. He waited until she disappeared into the subway with a wave over her shoulder. Then, he got into his own dark blue pickup and flicked on the turn signal. A short while later, he pulled up outside a small brick building, nestled in between a law firm and a pizzeria. As soon as he got out, Grayson checked both sides of the street and over his shoulder. Then, he crossed quickly and pressed the code on the screen.

      It buzzed, and the door hissed open, revealing a dark hallway.

      Grayson took the stairs two at a time, only pausing on the landing to glance around. A few of his colleagues were in various stages of rest, scattered throughout the office. He greeted a few of them by name and made a beeline for David’s office, where the short, thinning-haired man sat behind a large mahogany desk, drumming his fingers. He brightened when he saw Grayson and pushed his swivel chair back.

      In the doorway, Grayson paused to knock and clasped his hands behind his back. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      David rushed over to him, pit stains already forming under his button-down shirt. “Yes, come in. There’s no need for formalities. I told you that before, Grayson.”

      Years of military training had taught him otherwise, but he wasn’t about to point that out.

      David loved to brag about Grayson’s background enough for the both of them.

      It was part of the reason why Grayson was able to live comfortably, in spite of his modest pension.

      Grayson cleared his throat and ducked to step into the office.

      David stepped back behind his desk and rummaged through the stacks of papers there, pausing every so often to lick his lips. “Got a new assignment for you. A rich businessman who wants to travel for the winter.”

      Grayson nodded. “Overseas?”

      David’s head disappeared behind a tower of paperwork and emerged, his cheeks flushed with color and a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. “No, local. He’s got a daughter…Sydney Long. Your job is going to be to keep an eye on both of them.”

      “Got it.”

      David’s eyes widened, and he smiled triumphantly. “Here we are. Hope you don’t mind the beach during winter.”

      Grayson’s heart sputtered. “The beach?”

      David flipped the folder open, and his small, dark eyes scanned it. “Yes, he’s going to be in Falmouth, Massachusetts, probably for the entire duration of the winter. I heard the weather there is good. It’s nice and quaint. Ever heard of it?”

      Grayson’s lips lifted into a half-smile. “Yes, sir. My parents used to vacation there.”

      David nodded and held the folder out. “Good, so it should be familiar terrain, then. As usual, make sure you study the file well and pack your bags. You’ll be leaving in a few days.”

      Grayson took the file and didn’t say anything.

      On the drive back home, he kept glancing over at the folder, a strange niggling in the back of his head.

      Of all the places to go back to…

      He hadn’t expected Falmouth to be one of them.

      He hadn’t been there in years, not since the summer he spent with that fiery brunette.

      Tara Hamilton.

      He’d thought about her now and again over the years, but in his mind, she was still the same twenty-seven-year-old with a wild mane of curly hair and bright hazel eyes that seemed to hold all of the secrets of the world. By the time he got back to his apartment, Grayson had relived the entirety of their summer together. Days spent swimming, hiking, and discovering hidden parts of the town.

      And nights spent wrapped up in her arms.

      You waxing poetic at your age? Come on, old man. She’s probably long gone by now and doesn’t even remember your name.

      Not that he could blame her.

      They’d both been clear from the start about the temporary nature of their relationship, how keeping in touch would only make things worse. Although, there had been moments throughout that summer where he’d been tempted to change his mind, he’d stopped himself.

      He’d known it was for the best.

      Now, he could look back on it all with nostalgia and smiles.

      Upstairs, Grayson began to pack up the few things he had, occasionally listening for the sound of his neighbor’s TV through the walls. When he was done, he cracked open a can of beer, sat down on the ratty old gray couch he’d gotten at a yard sale, and flipped the folder open. His client, Isaac Long, seemed normal enough.

      Although he wasn’t thrilled about following him around while the man attended one meeting after the next and droned on during phone calls, at least he got to be somewhere new.

      Even watching his teenage daughter would be a welcome respite from the hustle and bustle of New York City.

      Grayson had dreamed of the sunny seaside town often over the years, but he never thought he’d get the chance to return.

      A part of him was excited at what lay ahead.

      But another, smaller part of him almost dreaded running into Tara again.

      He’d worked hard to put the past behind him, and while his summer with Tara was one of the few things he wanted to remember, he was afraid of what it might trigger.

      Or of what regret might still be waiting for him in Falmouth.
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      Her eyelids fluttered open, and it took a while for her surroundings to swim into view. As soon as they did, she flipped onto her side and rubbed a hand over her face. Then, she stretched her arms over her head and yawned. When she shot a quick glance at the clock on her bedside table, Tara shot up in bed and groaned.

      She tried to throw the covers off and got them tangled around her feet instead. “Ruby! Ruby, wake up. We’re running late.”

      Silence met her statement.

      Growling, Tara managed to untangle her legs from the covers and raced into the bathroom. There, she switched on the water and waited for it to heat up. Then, she darted down the carpeted hallway, pausing at the black-colored door, and listened. A heartbeat later, she banged on the door and shifted from one foot to the other.

      A long moment passed, and then, the door creaked open, revealing a groggy-looking Ruby in sweatpants, a large hoodie, and her dark hair a wild mane around her face. She blinked at her mother, and then, her lips turned down into a frown.

      “We’re going to be late. You have to be downstairs in twenty minutes,” Tara said, pausing to peek over her daughter’s shoulder. “And for heaven’s sake, open those curtains. You don’t live in a mausoleum.”

      Ruby rolled her blue eyes at her. “Whatever.”

      Sighing, Tara hurried back down the hallway and ducked into her room. In the shower, she ran the bar of soap over her skin and mentally reviewed the list of things she had to do for the day. When she came out, steam filled the tile-floored bathroom, and she had to pause to wipe the mirror to be able to brush her teeth. After applying her moisturizer and sunscreen, Tara darted back into the room, relieved she’d picked out her outfit the day before.

      She shoved one leg into the hole and pulled on the other, giving a little wriggle as she did. Then, she pulled her sweater down over her head, and her eyes moved around in search of her brush. Using one hand, she raked it through her hair, and, using the other, she tugged on her socks. Huffing, Tara tossed her hair over her shoulder and ran out of the room.

      Ruby was in the kitchen, wearing her usual dark hoodie and washed-out jeans, with a bowl of cereal in front of her. She was munching loudly as Tara poured herself a cup of coffee and spun around to face her. In silence, Tara studied her daughter, seeing more and more of her father in her every day. Ruby had inherited the expressive blue eyes, the pointed nose, and the small dimple on her right cheek.

      Sometimes, having that memory of Grayson around in every nook and cranny they’d been to together, in the same town she hadn’t left, filled Tara with regret and yearning for the life they could’ve had if she’d just found out sooner.

      All these years later, Tara still wasn’t sure if she would’ve told Grayson the truth if she had known earlier.

      With a slight shake of her head, Tara poured some cereal and milk into her bowl and leaned against the marble counter. “Got anything interesting at school today?”

      Ruby shook her head and sank lower into her seat. “No.”

      Tara shoved a spoonful of frosted flakes into her mouth. “What about the upcoming winter formal? Are you excited about that?”

      Ruby shrugged and kept her gaze focused on the bowl in front of her. “It’s all right.”

      Tara sighed and chewed slowly, thoughtfully. “Honey, I’m really trying here. You could meet me halfway, you know.”

      Ruby’s gaze darted up and tightened around the edges. “I am trying. I just wish you’d stop comparing me to other kids.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Yeah, you are,” Ruby interrupted, pushing her chair back with a screech. “You want to have the same kind of mother-daughter relationship Aunt Lily has with her kids. Or the kind Aunt Emily has with hers.”

      Tara put down her spoon and pressed two fingers to her temples. “Sweetheart, that’s just not true. I just want us to be able to talk; that’s all.”

      Lately, Ruby felt further and further away from her, as if they were standing on opposite sides of a chasm. And the harder Tara tried to bridge the gap, the more it widened.

      She had no idea what else she was supposed to do.

      Ruby had always been a happy and carefree kid, but she had left that all behind as soon as she hit fifteen and began to look at the world differently.

      Tara wished she could go back and figure out what went wrong.

      But she could no more do that than change the permanent scowl etched onto her daughter’s features now.

      With one last sigh, Tara began to wash the cereal bowls and set them out to dry. In the doorway, she paused to stuff her feet into a pair of boots and grab her bag. Ruby kept pressing the buttons on the screen of the car until she settled on a rock station.

      Then, she pressed her face against the glass and gazed at the world outside.

      Everything was covered in a thin layer of white snow.

      Tara drove slowly and crept to a halt outside of Falmouth Academy, a cluster of old buildings pressed together. Without saying anything, Ruby pushed the car door open, pausing only to swing her backpack over her shoulder. When she paused to glance back, Tara smiled and waved at her through the windshield.

      Ruby gave her a blank look and stalked off, disappearing behind a set of double doors.

      Frowning, Tara threw the car into reverse and merged back onto the main road.

      She tried to listen to music on her way down West Main Street, which only had a few other cars out. Then, she turned up the heat and pulled onto Brick Kiln Road, a faint smile hovering on the edge of her lips at the sight of Big Guy Landscape looming in the distance. When she pulled into the parking lot next to the landscape business, she was outside operation headquarters. Tara stayed in her car for a while longer.

      Outside, it was snowing again.

      She zipped up her parka, pulled on her gloves, and peered out the windshield.

      With one final deep breath, she pulled up her hood and dashed out of the car and up the stairs. Inside, the lighting was dim, and the carpeted gray hallway was quiet. She nodded to the security guard sitting behind the reception desk and pushed the door open. A loud cacophony of voices hit her all at once, followed quickly by the smell of coffee and sickly-sweet perfume.

      Cubicles were scattered throughout the dimly lit floor, with high, arched ceilings and wires running through every surface. Tara lowered her head and made a beeline for the cubicle on the far side of the floor. There, she set her purse down, shrugged out of her parka, and paused to gather her hair into a bun on top of her head.

      A few wisps of hair escaped, framing her face as she sat down and pulled the chair closer.

      As soon as she put on her headphones and placed her phone face down on the desk, the laptop on her desk pinged. She reached for the mouse, hovered over the cursor, and rolled her shoulders.

      Tara sat up straighter and cleared her throat. “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

      “Hello, yes. There’s a group of teenagers who are defacing the walls on that tennis court.”

      Tara immediately began to type on her keyboard. “I hear you, sir. Can you please specify which tennis court?”

      “Baba’s Tennis Place,” the man replied after a brief pause. He yelled something into the background, and his voice came back on, sounding even more disgruntled. “The one off Gifford Street exit.”

      Tara nodded. “Yes, sir. I know the one. I’ll send a unit over to check the situation out right now.”

      “I could try and stop them for you. I think I have some rope or something in my trunk.”

      Tara frowned. “Sir, please be advised that you should not be involved. We don’t want to agitate the teenagers, and we don’t want them focusing their anger on you.”

      As appreciative as she was for the heads-up, the last thing she wanted was for an old man to end up in a hospital on her watch.

      He didn’t need to play superhero.

      That’s what the cops were for.

      That’s what she was there to help with.

      The man said something else, and the line went dead. Tara pressed a button on her headset and cleared her throat. “Calling available units. Are there any available units near the Gifford Street exit?”

      Tara tapped her fingers against the desk and waited.

      “Dispatch, show us responding.”

      “Roger that,” Tara replied with a slight shake of her head.

      Tara kept the wireless headset on as she walked over to the coffee table in the back and poured herself another generous amount. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a flash of movement and saw her boss standing behind the glass door of her office in her usual navy suit and tight bun, both hands on her hips. When Sasha looked directly at her, Tara lowered her head and kept walking.

      She didn’t feel like getting chewed out today, or any other day, for that matter.

      Not when it wasn’t her fault she’d slept through the alarm.

      Most nights, Tara was in bed by eleven and up by six thirty to make some breakfast and get the coffee going. On the rare occasions when she was late, Tara liked to think her track record more than made up for it. She knew how to respond to calls in a low and calming voice, managed to get help for them in record time, and even volunteered for holiday shifts.

      It was better than curling up to the pillow on the couch while Ruby sat in her room, blasting music and ignoring her.

      Tara had no idea what was going on in her daughter’s head anymore, and she had no idea if it was because of something she did or if it was something Ruby was going through. All she knew was that the older Ruby got, the fewer answers Tara had for her.
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