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      Emmett

      Dropping his head to his desk, Emmett groaned. He had things to do, important things, but his inability to sleep the last three weeks had made those things impossible.

      He was the money guy at Maple Ridge Resort. It was his job to pay the bills, the staff, and the vendors. A job he was currently not doing very well.

      His family had owned and run Maple Ridge for four generations and it would be just his luck that he’d be the one to fuck everything up.

      If only he could sleep.

      If only he could stop having horrible nightmares about fires.

      This was all his sister’s fault.

      Three weeks ago, she’d been in a fire that had started in the new addition they were adding to the resort. The spa had been Nina’s idea and it was her baby. She checked on the construction several times a day and the day of the fire had been no different.

      The crew had been gone for the day and the only person remaining had been the new electrician, Morgan.

      Morgan, who’d also been in the fire.

      Morgan, who Emmett had carried out of the burning room to safety.

      Morgan, who Emmett couldn’t seem to stop thinking about.

      His fire nightmares weren’t about Nina; they were about a woman he knew virtually nothing about. A woman he couldn’t get out of his mind.

      When he’d finally reached the resort after being told about the fire, his brothers Decker and Barrett were standing on the edge watching Donovan, a trained firefighter and his sister’s boyfriend, rushing into the fire. The instant he heard she was in there with Morgan, a woman he’d met once during her interview but hadn’t been able to stop thinking about, he didn’t hesitate to run into the burning room.

      Not for his sister, he knew Donovan would take care of her. But for a woman he barely knew.

      A woman he believed to be lying.

      She’d shown up to the interview with a story that didn’t make sense. Bob Perry, a local electrician and someone he called a friend, had a stroke, prompting his company to send a replacement. Bob had worked for the Beckmeyer family for years and almost always did the jobs himself rather than sending one of his employees. After the stroke, they’d assumed his company would send over a replacement, not Bob’s long lost daughter.

      A daughter who’d made it seem like it was no big deal that she’d just popped up in town and that she and Bob had a good relationship.

      Emmett hadn’t been fooled. He’d known her story didn’t add up.

      Years ago, he’d run into Bob at a bar outside of town. Drunk and sad, Bob had told Emmett the whole story.

      Before moving to Lyden many years ago, he'd been married to another woman and they’d had a child. But they’d divorced and she’d taken the child, Morgan, and left the state of Wisconsin after receiving full custody from the state. At the time, Bob had been a raging alcoholic and refused to change his ways. After a few years, he’d gotten clean and tried to contact his daughter. He sent gifts, cards, money, anything he could think of, only he never heard from her. That day would have been her twenty-first birthday and Bob, the recovering alcoholic, had fallen off the wagon.

      Emmett got him home to his wife, Laura, who was shocked to find that her sober for fifteen years husband had been drinking.

      The next time Emmett saw Bob, he’d apologized profusely, saying that he was ashamed of how he’d acted and hoped Emmett didn’t think less of him.

      And that was the end of it.

      Until Morgan walked into the resort claiming to be Bob’s daughter. It just didn’t make sense.

      He said as much after the fire when he’d corned her in her hospital room.

      Something he wasn’t proud of.

      There she was, hooked up to machines, barely able to breathe, and he was standing at the foot of her bed yelling at her.

      Thank God, Nina had chosen that moment to walk in.

      He calmed down enough to listen to Morgan’s side of the story which, he had to admit, seemed to make sense. She swore she’d had no idea and that her mom and dad—or stepdad as it would seem—never told her anything. She only found out about Bob when she’d helped her parents move and found years’ worth of cards and gifts hidden away.

      She’d contacted Bob immediately and embraced him as her father, angry that her mom had kept him from her life.

      Especially when she found out after meeting him that he was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s.

      Emmett wanted to talk to Bob, to find out if Morgan’s story was true, even though he suspected it was. But since his stroke, his Alzheimer’s had gotten worse and his wife, Laura, didn’t want to upset him with questions.

      All Emmett wanted was to know if Morgan was telling the truth. And to get some sleep. If he got the first one, maybe the second one would happen.

      “Sleeping on the job again?” He heard his brother Decker’s voice and then felt him slap his head.

      “That hurt.” He lifted his head, rubbing it with his hand.

      “What the hell is with you lately?” Decker asked as he rummaged around on his own desk obviously looking for something.

      “I’m just not sleeping well.”

      Decker grabbed a folder, holding it up like he’d found the holy grail. “It’s been weeks of you not sleeping well or socializing with us. You grew a fucking beard, for God’s sake.” He sat down on the edge of Emmett's desk. “Seriously, what’s up?”

      Emmett sighed, rubbing his fingers across the beard he’d grown because he’d needed some kind of change. “Every time I close my eyes, I remember the fire.” He’d felt stupid for saying anything, especially because Nina, who’d been in the fire, was seemingly doing fine.

      “I think that’s probably pretty normal. Maybe you should talk to someone.”

      “How is it that Nina seems fine?” And Morgan, but he didn’t say that. Saying her name was too close to admitting he was obsessed with her.

      Which he was.

      “Why not ask her? She’s aware that you’re avoiding her, but Donovan told her to wait you out and that when you were ready, you’d talk.”

      Damn Donovan and his emotional stability and insight.

      He pushed back from the desk, standing. He needed to get up and move, maybe get some coffee. Maybe walk by the construction of the spa, see what was going on.

      Not to see Morgan. That wasn’t the reason.

      “You might be right,” Emmett said. “I just don’t want to bring her down if she’s really doing so well.”

      “If you talked to her, you might know that she also still has dreams, and not to mention, she now refuses to go anywhere without her phone. It’s gotten a little out of control.”

      Emmett stopped walking, hanging his head in shame. He and Nina had always talked but ever since the fire, he had been avoiding her. It was time to rectify that. “Is she around today?”

      “The fact that you don’t know, when only three weeks ago, you used to know where each of us was at all times, is proof that you are off your game.” Decker stood from the edge of the desk. “She is in the event center working on this weekend's events.” Decker tapped the desk with the folder he’d picked up. “Go talk to her.” He walked out of the office leaving Emmett to ponder everything he’d said.

      He wasn’t sure what was happening to him. From the second he’d laid eyes on Morgan in the first interview he’d had with her, he’d been a mess. Part of it was because when she’d spoken about herself, he’d thought she was lying. The other part was that she tied him up in knots.

      Something about her messed with his mind.

      And his dick.

      He wanted her. Badly. There was no other way to explain it. But why her? Why now? He’d never had this sort of reaction to a woman before. And there had been a lot of women in his past. None that he’d had this strong of a reaction to, though.

      At first, he thought it was because he’d saved her from the fire but soon after, he realized that was not the case. He’d had the feelings since that first meeting. Part of the reason he couldn’t sleep at night was that she filled up all corners of his brain. The parts where she was caught in the fire and the parts where she was setting him on fire with her naked body.

      What he dreamed her body would look like naked, at least.

      He avoided her as much as he avoided his family. It was time to change that.

      Leaving his office, he walked through the lobby toward the event center. The door was open and he could see Nina sitting at a table, lots of binders open in front of her as she worked. He stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

      “Whoever just came in here, leave unless there is an emergency.” From experience, her voice told him she was in no mood to be messed with.

      She was going to have to deal.

      “Even me?”

      At his words, her head spun around, her eyes locking with his. For a second, he thought she was going to yell. Nina loved to yell. But her body relaxed as she turned back to her work.

      “Are you finally ready to talk to me?” Her voice was clipped but there was also a small amount of happiness coming through.

      He walked closer. “I know I’ve been M.I.A. the last couple of weeks but I was trying not to put my stuff on your shoulders.”

      She dropped the iPad she was holding. “What the fuck, Emmett? I needed you and you left me high and dry.”

      He pulled out a chair, sitting down next to her. She looked tired with black circles under her eyes and her face skinnier than it had been.

      She wasn’t doing good and instead of paying attention to her, he’d been in his own world.

      “Hey.” He touched her arm gently. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were having a hard time.”

      He saw her swallow before she turned to face him. “You would have if you didn’t ghost me. I’m not some woman you picked up in the bar, I’m your sister and I needed you.”

      She was on the verge of tears, moisture pooling in her eyes. Leaning forward, he wrapped his arms around her back for a hug and she came easily, her body relaxing in his arms. “I was such a jerk. I wasn’t thinking of anyone but myself.”

      “You were,” she murmured against his chest.

      “I’m here now and anything you need or want from me, I’ll do.”

      She lifted her head, sitting back with a small smile. “I just want you to talk to me. Or someone. Something’s going on with you and we all hate that you have shut yourself off. Like the fact that you hate facial hair and yet, here you sit with your face covered in what can only be called a beard.”

      He sighed. “Ever since the fire, I just—” He shook his head. “I can’t sleep. When I close my eyes, all I see is the fire.”

      “Oh, Emmett.” She placed her hand on his arm. “I’m right here and I’m okay.”

      He cringed. “What if I told you it wasn’t because of you? I know you're fine and alive and each day, I’m thankful for that. But you aren’t who I see when I close my eyes.”

      She was looking at him, with her mouth gaping. “What do you mean?” She paused. “Are you talking about Morgan?” Her voice went up an octave.

      He nodded, not sure what else he could say.

      Nina started to speak, her lips opening but then closing just as quickly. After a long beat of silence, she finally said, “This actually all makes sense now.” She pursed her lips, smiling. “You have a thing for Morgan.”

      “I don’t know that it’s a thing.” It was definitely a thing.

      “Emmett Joseph Beckmeyer, don’t you dare lie to me.”

      Damn, she’d middle named him. “Fine, maybe I have a thing.” He ran a hand through his hair, trying to calm his nerves. “I don’t really know what it is.”

      “If I remember correctly, you were weird the first time we met her. Has it been since then?”

      She was smarter than he gave her credit for. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t fucking know.” He dropped his head into his hands which were propped up on the table. “All I know is that since the moment she walked into the conference room that day, I can’t get her off my mind.”

      “Does this have something to do with why you were screaming at her in the hospital?”

      Not his finest moment. It was time he told Nina the truth. “Years ago, I ran into Bob at a bar in Wilder. That was strange enough since I’d never before seen him in a bar, but it got stranger when I realized he was drunk. When I approached him, the floodgates opened and soon, I was knee-deep in the story of his past. His alcoholism, his marriage, and baby, the divorce, and him reaching out to his estranged daughter who never answered. He told me everything. So when I met Morgan and she was so nonchalant about Bob being her dad, I was confused.”

      “That’s why you were so rude to her that day?”

      “Partly. I also had a strong reaction to her that I’ve never had with another woman. I couldn't understand it. She was lying straight to my face,” he held up a hand when Nina tried to interrupt, “or so I thought and yet, I still wanted her. Everything about the situation made me feel crazy.”

      “She told you the whole story in the hospital, right? About Bob?”

      “Yeah, and while I believe her, I still haven’t been able to verify it with Bob. Although now that I think about it, the reason I can’t verify it is because Laura admitted to the Alzheimer’s and said he’s too confused.” He shook his head, wondering why this hadn’t occurred to him earlier. “I guess that part of her story checks out so the rest is probably true too.”

      Nina punched him in the upper arm. “You are a complete idiot. After everything that happened, you still didn’t believe Morgan’s story? I’ve never known you to be such a cynic.”

      Normally he wasn’t or at least, he never had been. “My conversation with Bob that day, contradicted everything that she said. Why wouldn’t I believe someone I’ve known forever over someone I’d just met?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because he was drunk and obviously upset.” She rolled her eyes. “Think about it, Em, she has no reason to lie. That story Bob told you was all true except the part where he hadn’t seen her. That was years ago and Bob was telling the truth. But so was Morgan. She only found the stuff he sent her recently. Both of them told you true stories, they were just on different timelines.”

      Huh. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

      “All that lust must have confused your brain. It’s been known to do that.”

      “There’s no lust.” There was a lot of lust.

      “Lying to yourself won’t do anything but prolong the inevitable.”

      He pushed back in his chair, standing. He needed to think and walking helped him do that. “What are you considering the inevitable here?”

      “You acting on whatever it is you are feeling for Morgan.”

      He scoffed. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “What? Why not?”

      He turned to face his sister. “Nina, I’m not the guy who meets someone and immediately falls in love. I’m the guy who sees a woman in a bar, sleeps with her, and then never calls.” More like they never called him.

      “That’s such bullshit.” She stood, coming to stand directly in front of him. “Everyone is that person until they meet someone who makes them want to change. Someone who makes them want more. Look at Barrett and Eden. Barrett was just like you and now he’s so deliriously happy with Eden. Why do you think that can’t be you?”

      Barrett was crazy happy since he’d met Eden and even Nina and his friend Donovan were happy as a couple. Emmett wanted that. Craved it, really, but no one had ever wanted more from him than sex. He was good for a night but when he’d tried to prolong things with women, asking them out a second time, they’d always said no.

      Obviously, there was something wrong with him.

      “Because no one’s ever wanted me for more than one night.” There. He’d told her his deepest, darkest secret.

      “That’s your issue? That some girl you picked up in a bar doesn’t want you to call her the next day? Jesus Christ, Emmett, something is wrong with you.”

      “That’s what I’m saying!” He threw his hands up in the air.

      “Emmett,” she said, her voice calm now. “Let me tell you something from the perspective of the woman in the bar. Just like you, we are there looking for fun or a release. We aren’t there looking for our soulmate. Yes, it can happen. Barrett and Eden prove that, but it’s rare. Contrary to popular belief, sex isn’t the only thing that a good relationship thrives on. It needs more. Were you out there sleeping around hoping to find the love of your life all these years?”

      He hung his head. “What’s so wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, but Em, you have to know that finding love doesn’t work like that. It happens when you least expect it.”

      That sure as shit was true. He’d half hated Morgan after that first meeting but it hadn’t stopped him from picturing her naked.

      The fear that had gone through his body finding out she was the one stuck in the fire with Nina had been something he never wanted to feel again. Dread pooled in his stomach still at just remembering her slumped over on the ground, unable to stand or walk. In the ambulance when she’d taken a turn for the worse, panic set in, and for those long minutes with the machines beeping around him and the medics working to find out what was wrong, a life he could have had flashed before his eyes.

      Morgan was front and center in each one.

      It didn’t make any sense. He’d barely talked to her, barely knew anything about her.

      He swallowed the fear that had once again built up in his chest. “I think I might need to talk to Morgan.” It was hard to admit when his heart was telling him to run.

      “That’s probably a good idea. You know what’s also a good idea? Talking to a professional. I’ve been seeing someone since the fire and even though I didn’t think I needed it, it’s helped. Especially when I started having nightmares about Donovan doing his job.”

      He held her gaze. “Deck said you’re having problems sleeping. Is that why?”

      She nodded. “I’m having a hard time turning it off. But my therapist is helping.”

      Emmett wasn’t that kind of person who squashed an idea before trying it out, even if it was scary. Or at least he hadn’t been before Morgan walked into this life turning it upside down.

      “Will you send me the name and number of who you see?” The words were hard to say but he knew Nina was right. He needed more help than he could give himself.

      A small smile appeared on her face as she pulled out her phone. “I’m glad you’re willing to try. I mean, I hate to kick you when you’re already down but you look like shit.”

      He laughed, maybe for the first time in weeks. “Lack of sleep will do that to a person. What about you, are you eating? Do I need to come kick Donovan’s ass for not taking better care of you?”

      “The bad comes and goes but I’m working on it. And Donovan has been incredibly patient. He’s even told me that he would quit the fire station if that’s what I needed. That was the moment that I knew something was wrong and that I needed more help than I was getting. Now I see Christina twice a week and we’re working on some meditation to help me cope.”

      “If you need me, call. Contrary to the last few weeks, I am always here for you.”

      “Will you come to dinner next week? I know Donovan misses you too and would like a chance to talk to you.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be there.” He started to walk away but turned abruptly. “Hey Neen, how’s Morgan doing?” He’d gone out of his way not to see her if possible the last few weeks even if his body craved seeing her. He hadn’t wanted to make a fool of himself.

      “She’s better. There’s a lot going on in her life right now and I know she could really use a friend. Maybe that could be you.”

      Friend. Was that something he could do? Would he be able to be around her and not lust after her? Did he even want to?

      The answer was yes. He wanted to be around her to see if what he was feeling could turn into something or if it was just his mind—and dick—overreacting.

      It wouldn’t be easy, though. Not when all he seemed to think about was having her under him naked. Or over him.

      He wasn’t that picky.
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      Morgan

      Six months ago, she’d thought coming to Wisconsin to meet her birth father was the right move.

      Every day for the last three weeks, she wondered if she’d been wrong.

      The day of the fire, when she and Nina had been stuck inside a small closet while a fire burned directly outside the door, had been the worst day of her life.

      Until now.

      Her dad, who she’d only known a short time, was probably going to die.

      A year ago, she’d found out that her mom and dad had been lying to her for her whole life. He wasn’t her real dad at all. Her real dad lived in Wisconsin and he and her mom had divorced right after she’d been born.

      She understood why her mom had left. Bob had been an alcoholic and not a real nice person. What she didn’t understand was why she’d kept it from her. Especially when Bob sent her letters and gifts each year. Her mom had kept something from her and that was hard to forgive.

      Forgiving Bob had been easier. Alcoholism was a disease, one he’d managed and controlled for years. During those years, he’d tried to contact her, tried to be better. She didn’t fault him for that.

      When she found out about him, she had no problem accepting him as her birth father. He’d paid for his sins for too many years for Morgan to keep piling on. Then things got bad. He was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s. His memory loss happened quickly and just when Morgan had been getting to know him, he’d had a stroke.

      It had been like a blow to her already cracked heart.

      She wasn’t sure she could take much more.

      Then the fire happened.

      The universe was definitely trying to tell her something. Only she had no clue what it was.

      The one good thing to come out of the whole mess was the town of Lyden, Wisconsin. The people were incredibly nice, helpful, and endearing. She liked everything about the place, especially the Maple Ridge Resort.

      When she’d first walked into the place, she’d thought she’d been dreaming. Actually, it was when she’d driven up. The place was huge and surrounded by trees and a large lake that made it seem that much homier. When she’d actually walked inside, she’d had a hard time focusing due to the quaint atmosphere.

      The whole place felt comfortable in a way that the home she’d known in Seattle her whole life never had.

      Then she’d met Emmett.

      Emmett Beckmeyer was an enigma if there ever was one.

      Her first impression of him was not good. He’d been rude and impolite during their meeting. If not for Nina and Eden, she’d have walked out of the conference room, leaving the resort high and dry to deal with whatever problems her dad had caused.

      But shockingly, he’d apologized almost immediately, giving no reason for his obvious dislike of her but saying that there was no excuse for how he’d acted and it wouldn’t happen again.

      It had been enough to make her stay. Well, that and the fact that even though he might be an ass, he was a good-looking one.

      She’d seen and dated some nice-looking guys in her life but none of them compared to Emmett. There was just something about him that made her feel off-kilter.

      And that was before he’d played hero, saving her from the fire.

      Now her mind was consumed with him even after he’d shouted at her in the hospital. She understood why he’d done it. Her story hadn’t made sense to him. Hell, it didn’t make sense to her most days either. He’d been upset after his sister had almost been killed and he’d reacted on instinct.

      She’d felt the same when she’d found out about Bob. Angry at her mom and dad for keeping it from her.

      Her relationship with them had been strained since the day she’d found the letters and in her mind, her mom wasn’t sorry enough. She’d never really apologized, just continued to make excuses.

      Morgan needed more from her.

      Which is probably how Emmett felt.

      She’d told him the whole story that day in the hospital but when he’d left, she’d had a distinct feeling that he didn’t actually believe her. Since that day, her dad had taken a turn for the worse and his Alzheimer’s had gotten progressively worse. There were very few moments where he was living in the here and now. Mostly he was stuck in the past. One where he didn’t know Morgan.

      It was painful when she’d only just gotten to know him.

      The doctors said the stroke was worse than they’d originally thought and that it looked as if he’d had several mini-strokes before his big one. They weren’t optimistic about his recovery.

      That gave her a decision to make. Go back to her old life with a mom and dad who had lied to her for years or stay in Lyden with a dad who didn’t know her. She wasn’t sure either one was a great idea. She did miss her siblings, who were all equally upset at their parents, but who also forgave them quickly.

      Morgan understood why. It wasn’t happening to them so their emotions weren’t all over the place. She just couldn't forgive so easily.

      What she needed was a kick in the ass from her sister. Ivy could always bring her back to reality or make her see things in a different light. After the fire, Ivy had wanted to fly out to see her but Morgan had told her no. She hadn’t wanted anyone around and just wanted to deal with everything that had been going on by herself. Now she was thinking she’d made a bad decision.

      She needed her sister or, at least, someone who knew her.

      The people of Lyden were great but no one in town knew who she was. Not the way her sister did.

      After the fire, Karl and Ada Beckmeyer, the owners of Maple Ridge Resort, forced her to take two weeks off. They’d also tried to visit her dad in the hospital but Laura had kept putting them off, saying that it just wasn’t a good time. As far as Morgan knew, no one other than Nina and Emmett knew the true story of her relationship with Bob. Before his stroke, he’d talked non-stop about wanting to tell people and having everyone know she was his daughter.

      She’d even changed her last name to Perry because it somehow made her feel closer to him.

      Not to mention it pissed off her mom, and at the time, Morgan had been looking for a way to punish her for her past mistakes.

      It was wrong and stupid of her to do but it felt right having her dad’s last name. Especially now that he might not ever remember who she was.

      Figuring it was time to take a break, she went out to her truck to eat her lunch. The crew usually ate together on tables set up outside the construction site. She’d only worked one day before the fire so there hadn’t been time to get to know everyone and since then, she hadn’t felt comfortable joining them. As far as she knew, nobody blamed her for the fire, other than Emmett, but that didn’t stop her from feeling like it had been her fault.

      Inside her truck, she pulled her salad from the small cooler she’d packed. She was just opening the lid when there was a knock on her window. Looking up, she found Eden, smiling and waving.

      Since her truck was off, she opened the door.

      “Hey,” Eden said, her voice happy and friendly. “I wanted to see if you’d like to have lunch with me.”

      Morgan held up her bowl. “I just started.”

      “Put that away and come inside with me. Nina is waiting on us.”

      “I don’t think I should eat inside.”

      “Stop thinking—especially stupid thoughts—and come on.” She stood back, as if it were a given that Morgan was getting out of the truck.

      Shaking her head, Morgan placed her bowl back in the cooler, grabbed her phone, and stepped out of the truck.

      “You’ve been hiding this last week,” Eden said as they walked toward the resort. “Nina and I gave you a little time to wallow or do whatever it is you needed to do, but now, time’s up and you need to stop hiding.”

      “I’m not hiding. I’ve been here every day this week.”

      “And yet, whenever I want to talk to you or pull you aside, you are nowhere to be found.” They took the steps into the resort, turned left and headed for the restaurant.

      “I’m here to do a job, not socialize.” Her voice was clipped since she was slightly annoyed.

      “That’s fucking stupid,” she heard Nina’s voice and looked down to where she was already sitting at a table.

      Eden gave her a playful shove, forcing her into the booth and then sat on the end making it so that she couldn’t get out.

      Trapped.

      Just like in the fire.

      Panic rose in her chest, her breathing becoming ragged. “Let me out.” She pushed against Eden.

      “Get up,” Nina said, with urgency in her voice. “She’s panicking.”

      When Eden moved, Morgan slipped out of the booth, clutching her chest. The panic drifted away once she felt like she wasn’t trapped anymore but her breathing continued to be labored.

      “Jesus, Morgan,” Nina was standing beside her, rubbing her back.

      “I’m sorry, I just—” She searched for words. “I just felt trapped in the booth.”

      “I should have known better,” Eden said. “I’m such an idiot.”

      “How could you have known? I didn’t even know until it happened.”

      “Let’s sit at this table,” Nina said, pulling out a chair for Morgan. “And I’ll get you some water.”

      “I’d prefer gin but since I’m working, water will do.”

      “You and me both,” Nina said with a small laugh. She placed a glass of water in front of her on the table and Morgan picked it up, taking several sips. When she set her glass down, both women were looking at her.

      “I’m fine now. I promise.” That wasn’t really a lie but they didn’t need to know that she had several panic attacks a day, mostly when she was alone at night in the dark. Which was why she now slept with the light on. It didn’t stop them but it gave her a little peace of mind.

      A very little peace of mind.

      “You’re not fine,” Eden said. “You avoid people all day, barely speak or hell, barely smile. And if I had to guess, you’re probably drinking too much.”

      She couldn't deny any of those things so she just stayed quiet.

      “Talk to us,” Nina asked. “We want to help you.”

      She swallowed, looking at Nina. “How are you okay?” Her voice cracked and she had to hold back tears.

      “I’m not fucking okay. Not totally, but I am getting better every day thanks to therapy.”

      “And she talks to me or Donovan or her family,” Eden added. “Who do you talk to?”

      “I don’t have anyone. My mom is pissed at me, same as my stepdad. I don’t want to worry my siblings and Bob,” she sighed, shaking her head, “well, Bob doesn’t even remember my name.”

      “What do you mean Bob doesn’t remember your name?” Eden asked. “Is it because of the stroke?”

      Morgan looked at Nina in confusion. “She doesn’t know,” Nina said. “Only me, Donovan, and Emmett.”

      “What don’t I know?” Eden asked.

      “She’s your friend, Morgan,” Nina reached out, placing her hand on top of hers. “You should stop holding this secret in. I love Bob but Laura isn’t doing him a favor by hiding this.”

      Morgan had thought the same thing many times and yet, she’d still kept the secret. It was time to stop. She didn’t know her dad that well but what she did know was that he was sick of keeping secrets. He’d told her as much the first time they’d met. He’d wanted the world to know she was his and that he’d been the one to mess things up. He was willing to own up to all his previous mistakes. That is not a guy who would want to hide his diagnosis.

      “Bob has early-onset Alzheimer’s. Since the stroke, it’s only gotten worse. He doesn't know who I am or, most of the time, who his wife is.” As soon as the words were out, she felt relief.

      “Oh wow,” Eden said. “I don’t know him well since I only moved here in November but I know that everyone in town seems to love him and he does great work.”

      “Did great work,” Morgan said. “He shouldn’t have been working at all these last few months but his wife felt like telling him not to would only make it worse. That’s why I came here after his stroke. And sure enough, I was right. He was the reason for the fire. The reason I was stuck in that room and almost died.” Again, her voice cracked but this time it was anger. Not at her dad but at his wife for making an already bad situation worse. For almost killing her and Nina.

      For almost burning down Maple Ridge Resort.

      “We didn’t die,” Nina said firmly. “We are alive and we can’t keep dwelling on the past. We have to move on, live the life we are so happy to have.”

      “I want to,” she said quietly, “but my life is a mess. I have no one to talk to. There’s no one who understands.”

      “I understand. I was in that room with you and I know how strong you are. You just have to talk to me, let me,” she looked at Eden,” let us help you.”

      A tear slid down her cheek and Morgan brushed it away with the back of her hand. “I don’t want pity friendships.”

      Eden laughed. “Nina Beckmeyer doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to do. I learned that early on. There is no pity. Not from us. I liked you immediately the first time we met and since I’m also new in town, it was nice to meet someone else who knew what I was going through.”

      “I’m not new in town,” Nina chuckled lightly, “but I don’t have a lot of friends and really, since we lived through a traumatic experience together, you have no choice but to be my friend.”

      Morgan couldn’t help but smile. And it felt good to do so after weeks, maybe even months of nothing but bad. “You guys are so nice when I’ve done nothing but cause problems.”

      “You need to get it out of your head that you are the one who caused problems,” Eden said. “I know that I don’t know, and hopefully never will know, what it was like to be stuck in a small room with a fire raging right outside, but you didn’t cause that fire. In fact, it seems like you were trying to make sure the fire didn’t happen in the first place.”

      “I did try but as you can tell, I was unsuccessful.”

      “Enough wallowing,” Nina said. “Let’s have some lunch and get to know each other.” She handed Morgan a menu. “Maybe soon, we can do this at night when we can add alcohol to the mix.”

      “With the official start of the summer season starting in just over a week, I’m not sure when any of us will have time.” Eden stole a piece of bread from the basket in the middle of the table. “I’m really looking forward to my first summer in Lyden.”

      “Before Dad had his stroke and his memory was still mostly there, he told me how much fun and how beautiful this town is in the summer.”

      “You guys are going to love it. We are super busy here at the resort with weddings, camps, and vacationers, but there is always time for fun. Plus, the town has some cool festivals, not to mention, we do some cookouts and lake parties right here.”

      “Oh,” Eden said as if just remembering something. “You should come to the summer kickoff party Sunday at Ada and Karl’s.” Her eyes were bright with excitement.

      “Oh my God, yes,” Nina added. “You have to come. We do it every year and it’s a blast. Lots of people from town will be there including my whole family. There’s food and alcohol, games and fun.”

      “I don’t know.” It did sound fun but could she be in a room with Emmett and ignore him? He wasn’t really the kind of guy who was easily ignored. Not to mention, he hated her and definitely wouldn’t want her around. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      “You wouldn’t be intruding,” Nina told her. “Please come and I promise if you aren’t having fun, you can leave.”

      Grabbing a piece of bread for herself, she broke off a piece. “I guess I can come for a little bit.”

      “Yay!” Eden said. “You won’t be sorry. Barrett and I have some news we plan to share that day.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Nina asked, slamming her hands on the table.

      “We shared a bottle of wine two nights ago.” Eden rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’d do that if I was pregnant?”

      Nina frowned. “Oh, right. I forgot.”

      “I’ll tell you guys now since I’m dying to tell someone.” She leaned in, whispering, “We’re getting married in just over a month.”

      “WHAT?” Nina shouted before lowering her voice. “A month? How is that possible?”

      “We’ve been thinking about it for a while and neither one of us wants to wait. When we looked at the fishing calendar, Barrett blocked off the only free weekend he had in June.”

      “Haven’t you only been together a short time?” Morgan was shocked that Eden would choose to get married so soon into a relationship. It was even more shocking to her that a man would be willing to do so.

      “I know it seems fast but we love each other and don’t want to wait.”

      “I think it’s great and maybe now I will be able to get Donovan to stop being weird and actually propose,” Nina said.

      “Why is he being weird?” Eden asked.

      “He thinks it’s too soon and that I don’t know what I want and a bunch of other bullshit that I swear he pulls out of his ass for no reason. Since the fire, I’ve sort of been a disaster. I have good days and bad and I think the bad ones are starting to get to him. Although now that Emmett has finally come around, it’s almost like my emotions have decided to heal themselves.”

      At the mention of Emmett, Morgan stiffened. “What do you mean now that Emmett came around?”

      Nina waved a hand in the air. “He wouldn’t talk to me—or anyone really—and it was weighing on me that something was wrong.”

      “Barrett has been worried about him too. He refused to talk to anyone and other than work, never comes to family functions. Barrett and Decker were days away from taking him into the woods to beat it out of him.” Eden laughed. “I’m glad he figured it out on his own.”

      “Not on his own,” Nina said. “With my help.”

      Morgan hadn’t known that Emmett was having a hard time. Was it because of her? Had she caused him some sort of trauma? Her body itched to go to him. Just to see him, but also to talk to him. Would he even want to talk to her?

      Probably not.

      Especially if what he was going through was because of her.

      “Why not propose to him?” Eden asked.

      Nina chuckled. “I already told him that we are getting married and that he has three months at most to propose and that if he hasn’t by then, that I will just start planning the wedding.”

      Morgan was dumbfounded at how easily Nina talked about forcing her boyfriend to propose. From what she understood, men didn’t like ultimatums. She’d given one to a guy she’d dated a few years back and it had backfired. She’d told him that he could either keep dating lots of women or he could be in a relationship with just her. She’d for sure thought he’d pick her but she’d been wrong. The funny part is that a year later, he’d gotten married and now had two kids.

      Apparently, it was just her he didn’t want to commit to.

      “Is that a good idea? Issuing an ultimatum?” she asked.

      “It’s not really an ultimatum,” Nina said. “Donovan wants to marry me, he says it every day. We’ve loved each other for years but only just got together. Then the fire happened and he’s worried that I’m putting too much on my plate.”

      “When you see them together more, you’ll understand,” Eden said. “That man loves her beyond reason. Honestly, I’m surprised he’s not lurking around a corner, making sure she doesn’t need him.”

      That kind of love was not something Morgan was used to. Her parents—her mom and stepdad—rarely showed any affection. They were cordial and friendly with each other, and for the most part, had always seemed happy, but there was no need. No desire. Nothing that seemed like love.

      Maybe that was why she didn’t understand love or the all-consuming feeling that people talked about when they were in love. She’d never wanted to spend every second with anyone, let alone a guy. She didn’t need anyone to hold her when she was hurt or sad.

      Everything she did or saw had never made her think of a guy.

      At least it never had before.

      Enter Emmett Beckmeyer, a fire, and a fucked up situation.






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/shockedebook.jpg
/‘W

BREE KBAE







