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      Damn, do I need this drive.

      Why Megan Blake decided to have her wedding way out in the boonies of Birchfield, Massachusetts is beyond me, but I’m sure glad she did. I saw a flash in my mind this morning that the radio stations out here would be a staticky mess, and so far that’s held true. But being alone in my car for an hour and a half, crooning along to Adele’s new album while the birch trees flit past, has been a fucking godsend.

      I’m even hoping I might be able to get my youngest sister and her breakdowns—which we all thought were past us—out of my mind for the evening once the event starts. Imagine that.

      My parents’ house has been chaos the past two days, and the open bar this wedding’s sure to have is calling my name. A few glasses of wine while I dance the Macarena with old Hawthorne Bay High friends might help me forget for a while.

      Fingers crossed.

      I mean, as long as Ethan’s not there. Which he probably will be.

      But then again, he probably figures I’ll be there—so maybe he’ll be the gentleman I’m sure he still is and sit this one out for my sake. I was always better friends with Megan, anyway. If one of us is going to be there, it should be me.

      God.

      The thought of seeing Ethan again makes my stomach jump—which, honestly, is so dumb. We’re adults, for god’s sake. We dated in high school. It’s not that big of a deal.

      But… whether it was guilt that made me keep my distance—I’m the one who broke up with him, after all—or the fear that I’d run into him and the feelings would start rushing back, I’ve stayed carefully away from Hawthorne Bay. And when Ethan added me on Facebook a couple years ago, I deleted the request. I just didn’t see the sense in opening that door.

      My car thumps, and I clutch the wheel. Goddamn, this gravel road is fucking brutal. Now that I think about it, maybe it’s just the potholes that are making my stomach ju⁠—

      BOOM.

      I’m jolted so hard my teeth rattle. Before I even know what’s happening, my car jerks wildly to the right, the steering wheel pulling my white-knuckled hands along with it.

      “Fuck!” I hit the brake and yank the wheel back to the left, trying to correct the alignment. But the right front end of the car is sagging, thudding over the dusty gravel washboards.

      I pull over to the side of the road and hit my hazards. I don’t know what the hell just happened, but it didn’t sound good. My evening of dancing, drinking, and forgetting about my family problems is slipping further through my fingers with every tentative step I take towards the other side of the car.

      Aaaaand yep. I just blew my tire. Goddamnit.

      Why does my intuition never warn me about the important stuff? Fuck.

      “Okay, Nora,” I say aloud to myself. “You’re a big girl. Think.”

      As I hobble back around to the driver’s side, cursing my stilettos, I peer down the winding, gravel road I just came from. Aside from the buzz of cicadas and the occasional crack of a twig, the sun-dappled forest that lines either side of the road is completely still. I’m an hour from home, and I haven’t seen another car for miles. That’s what I get for leaving late and taking the back roads, I guess.

      I sigh, sinking down into the driver’s seat. I may be a freaking college graduate, but there’s only one thing I can think to do right now.

      Call my dad.

      The phone only rings once before he answers. “Hello?”

      “Hey. Dad.”

      “That’s me.”

      “So, uh. I blew a tire.”

      I grimace as I say the words. The tiredness in Dad’s voice isn’t lost on me, and I hate that I have to bother him. My parents have enough on their plate right now the way it is.

      “Damn.” I can almost see Dad pinching the bridge of his nose, his eyes closed behind his glasses. “Alright, first—you okay? You’re not hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Just stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

      “That was going to be my next question. Where are you? What happened?”

      “I don’t know, must’ve run over a nail or something. But I’m halfway between Deerwood and Birchfield—some forest back road. Hang on, let me check.”

      I flip through the pages of directions I’d hastily printed out before I left. Megan warned me the wedding barn was off the beaten path, and that GPS and service could get spotty—so I came prepared. Or so I’d thought.

      “Okay,” I say to Dad. “It’s called River Road, about three miles west of where Route 62 and the county road intersect. What do I do? I’m pretty sure I let my AAA lapse.”

      Dad’s quiet. In the background, I hear something that sounds like faint, racking sobs. A door slamming.

      “It’s a good question,” he says finally. “But I don’t think I can come right now. Things are pretty… volatile.”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course,” I say, as though the thought hadn’t even crossed my mind. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “Is there anyone else going to the wedding you can call?”

      “I’m sure there is. I’ll ask around.”

      “Okay, honey. Keep me posted. If you really can’t find anyone, let me know, and we’ll see if your Aunt Lenore can come over for a while. Your mom needs someone here.”

      “For sure.”

      The line clicks off. Once again, there’s only silence. I lean my head against the seat back, trying to think what to do. Overhead, clouds are starting to gather, the previously sunny day turning gloomy. The air feels thick.

      It’s 4:30 PM. The wedding’s at 5:00. If any other wedding guests decided—like my dumb ass did—to take the backroads, they’re probably ahead of me. I’m not going to ask someone to circle back and pick me up, making us both late for the ceremony, but maybe they’d be willing to come after it’s over. Before the reception starts.

      Maybe there’s still wine and Cha Cha Sliding in my future tonight, after all.

      I swipe through my phone contacts, trying to discern who might be invited—and on top of that, who might actually be going. This could get pretty awkward pretty fast, but I don’t think I have a lot of choice. I’m not going to sit here in my car all night—not with the sky looking like that—and I refuse to burden Dad.

      It’s this or… nothing.

      Suddenly, there’s a flash of movement in the rearview mirror. A glint of light.

      I scramble out the driver’s side door in my heels, slamming it shut behind me and waving my arms overhead. For all I know, it’s a serial killer driving the car that’s barreling down the road, but I’ll take my chances. Honestly, outrunning a serial killer sounds preferable to accidentally asking someone who wasn’t invited to the wedding to come and pick me up.

      The car—which I now see is a soft-top convertible—slows, clouds of dust billowing around it. As it pulls up beside me, tires crunching on gravel, the passenger side window rolls down.

      And when the driver leans across the front seat towards me, peering at me from behind a pair of aviators, I swear to god my heart literally stops.

      It’s Ethan.

      The beautiful, gentle, too-good-to-be-true Ethan Wilde.

      Once again, I guess my intuition thought it would just… skip this one over.

      “Nora?”

      Fuck. His voice is just as rich as I remember it. I always loved hearing him say my name.

      He tries again. “Nora, is that… you?”

      “Yeah,” I croak out, getting a hold of myself. Ethan’s taken off his sunglasses now, and he’s full-on staring at me. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “Jesus,” he mutters, still looking confused. “What are you doing on the side of the road?”

      I cross my arms over my chest, suddenly embarrassed. I haven’t seen Ethan for six years. The last time I saw him, we were sitting under our tree at his parents’ house in Hawthorne Bay, and he was looking at me like a dog who I’d just left at a shelter. I held his hands and told him I was ending it because of college. Because of the distance, because our paths were diverging.

      I didn’t have the guts to tell him the real reason.

      I was too scared of finding out that what my sister saw was true. So I just… let him go.

      When he called and called and called, I ignored and ignored and ignored. I blocked his number. And now he’s here, gazing out of his Mustang at me, dark eyes as gentle as ever.

      “I blew a tire,” I say, looking at my car instead of at him. “I was on my way to Megan Blake’s wedding—remember her?—and I must’ve run over something. This road’s a mess.”

      “Sure is,” Ethan agrees. I chance a glance at him and his eyes are sparkling. “But hey. What do you know? I’m headed to Megan’s wedding, too. Why don’t you hop in? Or—you got a ride coming?”

      My gaze snaps down to my feet. I can already feel the heat rising in my cheeks. “No, I was trying to figure out who to call...”

      “Well, then that settles it.” Ethan drums on the steering wheel, flashing me a friendly smile. If he notices I’m blushing, he doesn’t say it. “You ride with me, and we’ll get your car figured out later.”

      I dig the toe of my shoe in the sand. I’ve only been standing out here for a few minutes and my heels are already aching from these stupid stilettos. They’re sinking into the gravel like birthday candles in a melting cake. But… riding with Ethan…

      I wanted to forget about my problems, not create more. And sitting next to Ethan in this snazzy car of his as he tells me how he’s been the past six years—probably about how he’s engaged or married or whatever, all while looking out at me under those long, dark lashes of his—makes my heart hurt just thinking about it.

      I never gave him a chance to defend himself back then. I just shut him down—shut us down—without even knowing if what Evie said was true. And now here he is, offering me a ride like I didn’t break his heart.

      “Oh, come on, Nora,” Ethan laughs. He stretches across the front seat and unlatches the passenger door, pushing it open. “We’re adults now. It’s all water under the bridge. Get in and take those fuckin’ shoes off. There’s a storm on the way.”

      I cast a helpless glance up at the sky. The clouds that were beginning to gather before are looking angry now, like dark and furrowed brows about to erupt. I can smell the storm in the air. Even if I get a hold of someone at the wedding who can pick me up, it’ll be a while. Sitting in my car while lightning flashes and rain pounds the roof is not what I had in mind for the evening.

      And anyway, Ethan’s right. We’re adults now. High school is water under the bridge. So what if he has a new girlfriend? So what if he secretly hates me? Sitting next to each other for half an hour might be awkward, but it’s not going to kill us.

      “Alright,” I say, ducking gingerly into the car. I slam the door behind me and settle back against the leather seat, pulling off my shoes.

      Ethan nods in approval. Then, shifting the car into drive, he flashes me a little grin. “Why’d you even wear those? You’ll just take ‘em off ten minutes into the dance.”

      I sniff. “Oh, yeah? How do you know?”

      Ethan turns to look at me. He’s got one hand slung over the steering wheel, and the way his eyes are shining nearly makes my knees weak. That expression, his voice—hell, even the piney scent of this car—it’s all how I remember it. He doesn’t look like he hates me.

      Ethan’s eyes meet mine, and he slides on his sunglasses. “Because I know you.”

      And then he steps on the gas and sends us roaring through the gravel in a cloud of dust. There’s something about the way he’s lounging in the driver’s seat in his dress shirt, steering us expertly across the washboards, that has my stomach doing little flips.

      This time, it’s definitely not the potholes.

      It’s him.
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