
  
    
      Shy Girl

    

    
      
        KATIE CROSS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: KC Writing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Shy Girl

      Contemporary Romance

      Fiction

       

      Text copyright 2021 by Katie Cross.

       

      This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, events, or incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity or resemblance to events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the US Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the author. For information regarding permission, send a query to the author at katie@kcrosswriting.com.

      

      Visit www.katiecrossbooks.com for more information about the author, updates, or new books.

    

  


  
    
      To the makers of the C-tape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

    

    
      
        Note From The Author

      

      
        Wild Child

      

      
        Also by Katie Cross

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DAGNY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dagny: Jayson brought another date into the coffee shop tonight.

      

      

      The text flew out of my fingers the moment I could send it without looking like a crazy stalker woman. Some magic in my phone sent it across space and over to my best friend, Serafina.

      Her reply came seconds later.

      
        
        Serafina: WHAT?!

      

      

      A smile slipped across my face at her immediate—and appropriately shocked—response, but I stifled it. A quick glance to the other side of the Frolicking Moose Coffee Shop confirmed that Jayson Hernandez still sat at the same table where he always sat. This week, he spoke to a lovely woman with dark eyes and delicate hands that belonged in a diamond commercial.

      
        
        Dagny: Third date, three weeks in a row, with a different woman. Comes every Friday night like clockwork.

      

      

      Dots appeared on the screen to indicate her reply. So that I didn’t look like too much of a slacker, I reached for a rag to wipe down the counter for the third time and prayed no one came through the drive-through.

      This was prime-level girlfriend gossip material, here.

      
        
        Serafina: Coffee as a first date makes sense.

      

        

      
        Dagny: You think he's a serial dater?

      

        

      
        Serafina: I could see it. He's always been a bit non-committal in the dating world. Do you think he's a player?

      

      

      Her question swirled around my mind as I stole another glance at Hernandez. Truly, neither of us knew him all that well—despite the fact that I went to high school with him and reverentially adored him from the sidelines of my life for almost ten years. Freshman Dagny had serious feelings for Hernandez, the beloved Senior.

      Was he a player? No. He could be, with those thick shoulders, razor-sharp instincts, and a confidence that carried him places. His way-too-long eyelashes and quick smile certainly didn’t help matters.

      But he wasn’t a player.

      
        
        Dagny: Doubt it.

      

        

      
        Serafina: I feel like we’d know if he was trying to date, so what is going on and why hasn’t he asked you out?

      

      

      A laugh almost bubbled out of me. I shook my head as I replied.

      
        
        Dagny: How would you *know* if he was trying to date?! That makes NO sense.

      

        

      
        Serafina: Mountain life rarely does, I’ve found. Maybe the girls he brings are friends?

      

        

      
        Dagny: Maybe? They aren’t from here.

      

        

      
        Serafina:  The mountains aren’t THAT big. None of them are familiar to you?

      

        

      
        Dagny: None.

      

        

      
        Serafina: I accept this romantic mystery and commit myself to figuring it out.

      

      

      There was a sense of warmth and friendliness in all the women he visited with, but they didn’t strike me as friends. Most of them dressed like they had someplace to go—form-fitting pencil skirts. Collared white shirts. Gleaming black hair. Sparkling earrings. If it was a date, why a coffee shop while wearing such glamor? Hernandez was always casual in a tee and jeans. One time he showed up in his deputy uniform. One time in mud-splattered pants and work boots, like he’d been out on his family farm.

      Generally I had a good read on people, but in this situation I felt turned upside down. Nothing was clear except the facts.

      Jayson Hernandez showed up every Friday at the same time, purchased the same drink, sat in the same seat, and met a different girl. The ritualistic aspect of the mystery killed me. The girls changed every week, arrived in separate cars, departed with a kiss on the cheek after approximately an hour, and nothing else.

      
        
        Serafina: Is he in his deputy uniform?

      

        

      
        Dagny: Not tonight.

      

        

      
        Serafina: That’s better. You’ll drool over him less. He’s suuuuuper hawt in the uniform.

      

      

      In that, she certainly wasn’t wrong, but it was time to change the subject. Watching Jayson on a date with another woman was hard enough. Analyzing only led to the same question we had every time: why not me?

      
        
        Dagny: Are you still madly in love with Benjamin?

      

        

      
        Serafina: SO madly.

      

        

      
        Dagny: Your life is a fairytale.

      

        

      
        Serafina: So is yours. You’re just still in the scrubbing floors phase of your Cinderella story. Will you send me a pic of Hernandez and this girl? I need to size her up.

      

        

      
        Dagny: That is SO creepy. No.

      

        

      
        Serafina: Fiiiiiine. Next Friday, I’ll just drop in and we can text each other the way she rates. You know, like he always rates his food? It will be hysterical.

      

        

      
        Dagny: Done!

      

        

      
        Serafina: How is school going?

      

        

      
        Dagny: Almost done with this semester. On track to graduate in December. It's so⁠—

      

      

      “Hot boyfriend?”

      The unexpected voice startled me out of a reply and I fumbled to avoid dropping my phone. With my luck, the whole screen would shatter. Thankfully, I caught it a second before disaster struck in a not-so-graceful fumble that sent a lock of hair into my eyes. Because, of course.

      Why not make it impossible for him to see me as anything but an awkward barista? Like I was still fifteen years old, gawping at him from where I hid in the library.

      I looked up into a familiar pair of dark eyes. Jayson Hernandez stood there in a button up white shirt with the front untucked, a pair of jeans that fit him a little too perfectly, and the same work boots I saw most weeks. Such a casual outfit belied his natural intensity. When his angular face wasn't caught in a thoughtful expression, it looked like he half-smiled most of the day. Plus, his shorter hair was slightly curled at the ends, and I wanted to run my fingers through the adorable locks.

      He blinked, which brought me back to reality.

      I’d die of mortification if he saw an entire text message thread about him on my phone, so I clicked my phone off and shoved it in my back pocket.

      “N-no.” I forced a smile. “N-n-not exactly.”

      He grinned and set an empty coffee mug on the counter between us. Of the hundreds of mugs on the wall that customers could choose from to drink their coffee in, he’d chosen the one with the Mexican flag. His date had chosen a water bottle, and she tucked it into her purse before surreptitiously fixing her hair in the window reflection.

      So what did they talk about over water and coffee? They’d been here almost an hour. No signs of awkwardness between them. Not even indifference or attraction. Just . . . a friendly, neutral air.

      Curiouser.

      “Thanks again, Dagny.” He held up a thumb. “Five stars. Perfect coffee, as always.”

      I nodded instead of speaking, less out of shock at his proximity—which sometimes happened when I could smell him—and more out of a trained habit not to speak unless I absolutely had to.

      He turned to leave with another quick wave and the girl followed.

      Once they faded into the darkening parking lot, I let out a gut-deep breath, bent in half, and pressed my forehead to the cool metal of the counter. The chilly feeling against my skin had an oddly grounding response, like a ripple through my body.

      No was the only reply I could come up with?

      C’mon, Dagny, I silently chided. You can do better.

      Actually, I probably couldn’t. Squeaking any sound out was a win most days. A thousand other words ran through my mind now that he wasn’t melting me with his eyes, but I dismissed them. No was innocuous, acknowledging, and friendly. He’d clearly asked the girl here on a date. The last thing I needed to do was step in and try to flirt. That always led to a disaster.

      How did people flirt anyway?

      Besides, my crush on Hernandez had lasted long enough. Years, in fact. It began in high school, when I existed in the shadows and he lived in the limelight. Hernandez had been a senior my freshman year of high school. He lettered in baseball, had a reputation as a kind but disinterested jock, and held a place high on the Honor roll.

      He and a group of three other friends had been known for living life on the edge with stupid stunts, and they chronicled all of it through the legendary C-tape. In fact, the ancient C-tape had once circulated past my eyes, and I’d gaped in shock that it had been real. The only way I’d been able to watch it was with an ancient VCR in the library. I’d walked by the back storage room while Jayson and a few other baseball team players laughed over one of the Merry Idiots skateboarding behind a truck while holding a rope.

      The C-tape was the only physical proof of some of their idiotic ideas. Skiing down a church with a steep slope. Jumping off 100-foot cliffs. Skateboarding down steep, paved roads on longboards. They even put a ramp on the roof of the local bank and tried to snowboard off of it and onto a jump at the end.

      Meanwhile, I’d been known for . . .

      . . . nothing.

      Certainly not my stutter, nor my mom’s reputation for crazy, both things for which I’d worked very hard to avoid repute. Anonymity was just what I’d wanted.

      When the bell on the Frolicking Moose tinkled, I tucked those thoughts into the back of my mind, straightened up too fast, and my head whirled for a second. Once the dizzy feeling cleared, my gaze focused on a middle-aged woman as she advanced into the coffee shop. Her trembling hand wrapped around a small, black object that was pointed at me.

      A mixture of uncertainty, confusion, and terror filled me like a flood of cold water. Was she carrying . . . was that . . . no. While my thoughts attempted to recover themselves, she’d crossed the room and stood a few steps away from the counter.

      I blinked.

      Yep.

      Definitely a real gun.

      A designer purse that gleamed with red sequins and gold trim hung from her other arm. Short heels cracked as they walked across the floor, as shiny and red as her purse. Her hair was tied away from her face in a once-elegant chignon that lost itself to tendrils around her face. My gaze darted up to cold, bloodshot eyes and my whirling thoughts fell utterly silent.

      “Let’s make this easy,” she said breathlessly. “All I want is whatever cash you have in the register and a quiet exchange. Then I’ll leave you alone.”

      For a split second, I thought of saying no. What would my boss, Maverick, say? Shouldn’t I put up some kind of fight? But the urge passed out of me in a moment. No, I wasn’t about to go down for a coffee shop. Instead, I stared at the empty, round barrel that faced my direction and swallowed.

      “O-o-okay.”

      Her nostrils flared. The skin around her knuckles was white when she dropped the sequined purse on the counter with her other arm.

      “Put it in there.”

      I reached for the cash register’s no sale button and pressed it. The drawer chugged out with a high-pitched ching and I wondered if I could buy time. To do what? Fight her? Not happening. I hesitated as I looked at the empty slots in the drawer.

      She straightened to peer inside the register, then frowned.

      “That’s it?” she hissed.

      My hands began to shake as I calmly reached for what few bills lay inside. $1 bills, two $10, and three $20 came out. I piled them together.

      “Q-q-q-qu-i-i-iet n-n-night,” I managed to say. Under duress, my stutter became worse than ever. I didn’t have the ability to tell her Maverick cleared the till and took the money to the bank earlier today.

      Her upper lip curled in disgust.

      “Oh r-r-really?” she muttered in a grating, high-pitched voice meant to mock me. “Well that’s not enough!”

      Her rising shout brought the rest of her hair tumbling around her shoulders. She lifted the gun a little higher so it felt like it pointed right between my eyes. I gulped, able to see the gaunt lines of her face now. At first glance, she appeared to be a striking woman. Now, the truth was so obvious. Too thin. Cracked lips. As if she tried to hold onto a former, healthy, more vibrant version of herself.

      A drug addict, maybe?

      “Where’s the rest?” she demanded.

      “C-c-credit,” I said. “M-m-most people p-p-pay with cards.”

      She scowled, then nodded to the purse with a quick jerk of her head. “Put it in.” I obeyed, then she motioned to the drawer again. “The coins too.”

      I scrambled to get the coins out. They felt slippery, as if coated in butter. The promise of the gun sent my mind into a tailspin as I tried to collect the change. I just wanted her to leave. Didn’t want this to be real, or my final end. Getting shot in a coffee shop? How could that be my life? No, I wasn’t this kind of person. I lived a quiet, gentle life. I would not be part of some drug addict’s desperate attempt for money.

      Just as I gathered the last of the quarters, the door cracked open behind her. The woman’s head whipped around in time to see Jayson re-enter. My heart lurched into my throat during the second that it took him to process the scene. Just as the woman canted her hips to swing the gun around to him, my hand shot out. The edge of my palm smacked her wrist and she let out a little cry.

      Then she disappeared beneath a hulking blur of white and brown.

      The clatter of a gun falling to the floor and a shout of pain followed. Two seconds of silence passed before I managed to ask, “J-j-jayson?”

      “Fine,” he called. “Call 9-1-1. Tell them what’s happening.”

      I reached for the phone in my back pocket and, after three attempts to type in my passcode, I finally got it right. My fingers trembled as I dialed 9-1-1, then waited while the phone rang dully. Another voice came on the line.

      “9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”

      For a moment, it felt as if my tongue was glued to the top of my mouth. My lips would no sooner form the words I need help than my body could fly. The operator spoke again, her voice pressured.

      “Hello?”

      Panic and frustration made my mind fuzzy until I forced myself to calm down.

      There is no pressure for me to speak.

      A third attempt yielded no result, which only compounded my desperation. I knew what I wanted to say, I just couldn't get the words out. Not even a squeak or a sound.

      “Hello?”

      Finally, like a dam giving way, the words exited my throat. “N-n-need h-h-help,” I cried. “F-frolicking M-m-moose. G-gun!”

      The operator rushed to respond, but I ignored her to scramble around the counter. Jayson lay on top of the woman, the gun barely out of reach. I hurried over and kicked it out of the way as he struggled to get a flailing arm under his control. Once she was fully subdued, and screaming like a wild thing into the tile, he glanced up at me.

      “You good?”

      I nodded.

      “Help coming?” he asked, his face a mask of concentration as he held her pinned to the floor.

      I nodded.

      “Good work, Dag.”

      His praise came seconds after the first siren screamed down the street toward us. Red and blue lights whirled outside, seconds away as they barreled down Main Street in the quiet mountain town of Pineville.

      “Wh-what can I d-do?”

      “Nothing.” He sent me a quick grin, one that I’d seen on a crappy video years ago when I stole a sneak at the C-tape. “I got this.”
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          JAYSON

        

      

    

    
      My boss, a heavyset woman named Kate, glowered at the floor of the Frolicking Moose. A little smudge of blood the shape of a ring lingered on the tile. She canted her head to the side as she studied it, then made a raspberry sound with her lips. The woman I’d tackled had gone down hard, but she struggled even harder. In the process, she knocked her bottom lip and split it in half.

      “New drug, they’re saying,” Kate said with a harrumph like an old bulldog. She shook her head as she attempted to clear the bloodstain with the toe of her shoe. “Something like a cross between an amphetamine with the addictive properties of an opioid. Inhaled, mostly. Reports are coming in from local cities, too. State authorities think it’s isolated to a small cell here. No one else is reporting something similar yet.”

      That information ran through my mind. New drug. That’s all we needed. Drugs had been an increasing problem in our quiet mountain town for the last several months. New stuff would only draw more of them here and create more issues. I rubbed my jaw, still a little sore from an errant elbow.

      “She was freakishly strong on it,” I said.

      “They all are.”

      Her dismissive comment nearly set my teeth on edge, but I shoved that off. The high of adrenalin had subsided in the aftermath. The rush seemed to fade faster with each event. Full night had already fallen outside, and after an early morning with a heavy workout, I felt the extent of my fatigue. Not even the cup of coffee I’d finished almost two hours ago seemed to work anymore.

      Maybe I was just getting old.

      Kate clapped me on the shoulder. “Solid work, Hernandez. We’ll get more information soon and pass it on. Let go of it for tonight and have a good night’s sleep. You work too much as it is, and you’re scheduled to work on Monday.”

      She left without a farewell, but Kate never made space for that kind of thing. Her mind had already skipped ahead to her next task as she stepped over to Maverick and Bethany.

      I frowned while I studied the quiet room. Something here was missing. Except for Kate, the response team was gone. Investigation over. Maverick here.

      Still, I missed something . . .

      The quiet whirr of the heater was the only sound over Kate’s quiet murmur with Maverick. Outside, blue and red lights whirled silently, a quiet, steady beacon like a heartbeat. As macabre as it sounded, the flashing colors comforted me.

      That’s when I realized it: Dagny.

      I’d completely forgotten about her until just then, despite the fact that she was the only other integral part of this equation. She’d remained calm and cool under pressure, just like one of my best friends, Vikram. Couldn’t fluster him if I tried. She even managed to get help here just in time. That woman had been strong enough on whatever she’d inhaled that I almost hadn’t been able to keep her from harming herself, me, or Dagny.

      I rubbed the heel of my hand into my eyes after another fruitless search for Dagny. She lived above the Frolicking Moose now, and had for a few months. Ever since her friend, Serafina, surrendered the lease to marry Benjamin Mercedy. I should go check on her.

      But she probably didn’t want me to.

      My teeth clacked together with indecision. A hot shower and a hard night’s sleep sounded best, but the right thing to do would be to check on her. Dagny and I didn’t know each other well, but her former work at the Diner, which she'd quit months ago, meant she knew almost as much as I did about Pineville. Which was likely the only thing we had in common, aside from being almost shot tonight.

      Certainly wasn’t my first time, but I’d bet it was hers.

      After another moment of debate, I stepped outside, circled around the back of the shop, and knocked loudly. The entrance to the loft hid a spiral staircase that led upstairs. Lights glowed overhead, illuminating squares of the pebbled ground. A body moved toward the window, seemed to hesitate, and then disappeared. Just before I rapped again, a light moved inside and Dagny came down the stairs.

      When she came face-to-face with me, she blinked. Whoever she’d expected, it clearly hadn’t been me. For that, I couldn’t blame her. Until this moment, I couldn’t recall any time that we’d spoken outside of her taking my order or trivialities over coffee. Acquaintances, I’d call us.

      But now I couldn’t figure out why I hadn’t made more of an effort to be her friend. Or . . . something.

      “Hey,” I said through the glass door. “Just wanted to check on you.” Her lips rounded into an O and she attempted a weak smile that failed seconds later. When I realized she wasn’t going to speak, I asked, “You good?”

      She nodded.

      “You did good, Dag.”

      “Th-thanks. You s-saved the d-day.”

      I chortled. Preventing a druggie from harming others wasn’t, unfortunately, all that unusual for a day in my job. But I remembered again how freakishly strong the woman had been. She could have killed Dagny if I hadn’t shown up. Taken from Dagny’s perspective, it probably felt like I’d saved the day. Still, it was weird praise to receive because praise had nothing to do with my career motivations.

      “No heroes here,” I said, “except you. Thanks for your help.”

      A glass door separated us, and she didn’t seem inclined to open it. For some reason, I was glad for that. Women were never cautious enough at night, even in a small mountain town and with a man they trusted. Or allegedly trusted, anyway.

      “Are you really okay?” I pressed.

      She seemed perfectly composed. Her eyes were clear, no signs of crying. Her voice even, but not stiffly so. Slashes of color crossed the backs of her hand—paint, was it?—and a little streak lingered across her cheek bone, beneath her left eye. All in all, I’d guess she had a regular day, not that she was just held at gunpoint. Except for the quick, hesitant swallow that followed, I wouldn’t have known anything was amiss.

      She nodded again.

      Had I not noticed before how little she spoke? Or was she actually traumatized and just trying to hide it? For some reason, it mattered tonight. My lack of understanding only frustrated me. Dagny was young, beautiful, and clearly had her life together.

      Why hadn’t I asked her out yet?

      “Okay.” I nodded and took a step back. She needed space. I could give that. “Let me know if you need anything, okay? I’ll bring my card by tomorrow so you have my cell phone, just in case.”

      Another nod.

      “Bye, Dagny.”

      With that, she disappeared back up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DAGNY

        

      

    

    
      The moment I returned to the loft from Jayson's check-in, I shut the door, slid down the length of it, and collapsed into a heap.

      Long, slow breaths calmed my racing heart as I stared at the grains of wood in the floor. The only reason I’d answered the knock was because I thought Maverick and Bethany would want to talk about what happened. Would they be upset with me? Proud of me? Critique my response? There were cameras that they’d already reviewed. Maybe they’d be upset that I gave up the money too quickly.

      No, that would be insane.

      Maverick and Bethany would be worried about me first. Logically, I knew that, but it didn’t prevent my fear. In the end, I just wanted them to respect me as much as I respected them, and I didn’t understand why. Even though I dreaded the potential conversation with my employers—and sort of my friends—I still went down the stairs because it was the right, adult thing to do.

      Jayson had stunned me right into my usual tongue-tied state.

      That I’d managed to get any words out felt like a miracle. Still, he’d left with something of a furrowed brow and an unsatisfied air. As if he’d expected a weeping woman, perhaps? That would be nice. Crying helped something come out.

      After deep breathing my way through the tightness in my chest, I straightened. The acrid, unmistakable smell of stain filled the loft, despite an open window over the sink that spilled cooling summer air. Broken pallets lay in wreckage across the floor, like discarded driftwood. Metallic containers of turpentine dotted the counter near the sink next to a pile of nails and assorted hammers. A fresh round of stained wood lay propped against the wall. Still tacky, it would be ready for final creation in two days.

      I shoved the supplies I’d prepared out of the way and almost knocked a textbook over in the process. The last thing I wanted to do tonight was focus on anything creative or intellectual. Instead, I dropped onto my old recliner. A quiet, vague movie soundtrack filled the loft, so calm I’d forgotten I put it on, because nothing soothed quite like orchestral music. Seconds after I settled, my phone dinged with a text message.

      Bethany.

      My stomach became a pool of dread, but dissipated the moment I opened the text.

      
        
        Bethany: I’m so glad you’re okay, Dagny. You did everything right by handing the money over. Always protect yourself first. Money comes and goes, so never worry about that. Do you want some time off? Ellie isn’t leaving for college for three more weeks. She can cover you. Or I can, too.

      

      

      Relief swept through me. Of course they weren’t upset. Of course Bethany said the exact right thing. She’d even texted, which I preferred over talking on the phone. Stuttering in person was one thing—the other person could see my attempts to speak and most people were patient. The phone was worse. Long silences were often misinterpreted, and I ended up talking over people without meaning too, or they did it to me.

      
        
        Dagny: No, thank you. I’d rather work. Thankfully nothing terrible happened, and I appreciate your words. I wanted to do the right thing.

      

      

      For a moment, I hesitated over sending it. The last line made me feel a bit like a lost puppy. But then, wasn’t I something of a lost soul tonight? Before I could lose my courage, I hit send.

      
        
        Bethany: We are lucky and grateful to have you. Anything we can do, let us know. Mav and I are discussing a panic button that goes right to the sheriff’s office. We’ll keep you updated.

      

        

      
        Dagny: Thank you.

      

      

      With that weight off my chest, I pulled a blanket over me, snuggled farther into the too-large chair, and sank into a blessed oblivion where Jayson rescued me over and over again.
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          JAYSON

        

      

    

    
      Almost a week later, my phone buzzed in my hand before I answered a new call. My best friend Vikram’s voice brought a grin to my face when he asked, “Hey man, what’s up?”

      “Hey brother,” I said. “Just taking Odin out for a few minutes. How about you?”

      A sparkling reservoir lay in front of me as I pulled my cruiser door closed. My Belgian Malinois, Odin, settled in the back after a quick romp in the dry part of the lake bed. We had a full shift ahead of us, and I couldn’t wait for something to distract me. Replays of the Frolicking Moose kept moving through my head, and they always ended on Dagny.

      I couldn’t figure out why.

      Why did Dagny fill my head? Why couldn’t I stop thinking about her and her level-headed response yesterday? She’d knocked the gun out of the attacker’s hand, which might have saved my life. Dagny had always been around, but whenever I tried to peg a specific memory of her, she only appeared in the background.

      “Calling about the wedding,” Vikram said. “Can you believe this garbage? Grady is choosing to settle into happily-never-having-fun-again at just twenty-nine years old. I mean . . . she’s a pharmacist. Her father is a freaking oil tycoon and the wealthiest man in Texas. They’re never going to do anything fun ever again.”

      A pit formed in my stomach. Ah, yes. Grady’s wedding. The looming problem on my horizon that I couldn’t, apparently, ignore anymore. Considering that the epic island wedding was only a week away, I definitely couldn't ignore it.

      Grady was the first man out of our four friends from high school—affectionately called the Band of Merry Idiots by our baseball coach—who was just about to succumb to the big ol’ M word.

      Marriage.

      Grady was the oldest of our group by about three months and usually the voice of reason, if any reason entered our stupid situations. He lived in Texas now with his almost-wife and we hadn’t seen him since our last get together in the winter. He'd been moonstruck and distracted the whole time, refusing to attempt taking a snowmobile off a jump Vik and I had painstakingly constructed over months of work and testing.

      “Too dangerous,” he said.

      And we teased him mercilessly for the next four days.

      “Marriage, Jay,” Vikram muttered and brought me back to the present before I could respond. “Grady is breaking the pact.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He is not.”

      “Might as well be. After this, we can never go back to the way things used to be. He’s going to stop coming with us, you know?”

      I shook my head in a silent display of frustration. Grady's attention on crazy outdoor stunts had been dwindling for a while as his career gobbled up his life. Helene, his fiancée, was just a matter of inevitability on Grady’s normal-life trajectory. That had always been Grady, though. He found a path and never deviated. Not even when his fellow Merry Idiots tried to talk him out of it by scheduling a skydive in Maui.

      “He hasn’t really been coming for a while, Vik. His heart isn’t in it, and you know it.”

      “But he came enough that it clearly still meant . . . something. Helene is going to hold him back. She’s going to make him live small and safe in their white-picket-fence world.”

      “He's making that choice.”

      “She's encouraging it!”

      “Vik, that’s not your business.”

      “He’s my best friend. Blood brothers. It is my business.”

      My fingers curled around a familiar scar on my palm. Cheesy, elementary school kids set loose with a dull knife led to all of us slashing our palms and clasping them together in an oath of friendship. As Hollywood as it sounded, something had certainly bonded us that night, because we’d always been together afterward. All four of us crashed through mountain life. Our idiotic stunts are what pushed me into law enforcement in the first place, because I certainly had enough run-ins with deputies. Most of them said to me what I told teenagers now.

      “Don’t be stupid. Your life isn’t worth it.”

      Only now, I understood what they meant. At the time, I ignored their warnings. Despite my level-headed approach compared to Vikram, part of me felt his same frustration.

      Change got us all.

      “It’s just . . . it sucks.” Vik made a raspberry sound, and I could picture him running a hand through his dark, wild hair. “Bastian hasn’t said a word about it.”

      “He's on a fire.”

      “I talked to him before he went out.”

      “He liked Helene.”

      Vik snorted. “He never said that.”

      “He never says that he likes anyone. It’s implied if he’s giving support. Don’t be a hater, Vik,” I leaned back in the seat. Sun hammered the roof of the cruiser, warming my face while I turned on the air conditioning. “We always knew Grady would go first. Besides, Helene is lovely.”

      Vikram grunted under his breath, and I thought I heard a flippant whatever. “You’re going, right?” he asked.

      “I’m going.”

      “Even with Victoria there?”

      Something clutched in my chest, and it felt a lot like stress. Regret. Determination. Idiocy. Victoria was a whole jumble of the lot of them. Grady was my first best friend. He'd bailed me out of so many bad situations, I’d lost track. Grady, to whom I couldn’t say no and face again without guilt. Grady was as close to a brother as I’d ever get. My single mother had never married after my father died in a car accident at twenty-two-years-old, a month before my birth. My cousins had been my siblings. So had my friends. My sworn-in-blood brothers. It’s why I said yes when he asked me to be his best man.

      Yet Victoria, the annihilistic man-eater of a woman that I'd once chased hard, would be at his wedding.

      As the Maid of Honor.

      Rock, meet hard place.

      Grady’s wedding put me in an impossible situation, one that I had only a marginal, small hope of sailing through. Not only did I need to be there to support Grady, but I had to act like nothing existed, past or present, for me and Victoria.

      In a word—it was going to suck.

      “Even with Victoria there,” I muttered.

      He laughed darkly. “I hear she's bringing someone new.”

      “Everyone is new with Victoria.” I picked at a string on my leg. “She rotates through men like a swinging door.”

      “Sorry, Jayce. She wasn't good for you.”

      My eyes clenched shut. Logically, I knew that. Knew that Victoria was bad news almost the moment I approached her. Could feel it all the way in my veins. But that didn't stop me from being affected. Victoria had closed the door on something happening between us four months ago, yet my pride still stung.

      Maybe that was why I hadn’t noticed Dagny.

      I shook my head. No. I didn’t need to let my thoughts wander back there constantly. Dagny was . . . something different. She didn’t belong in a conversation with Victoria. Dagny had class and grace Victoria would never achieve.

      Except, Victoria’s presence meant I wouldn’t arrive single to that wedding. Not if my life depended on it. Worst-case scenario, I'd take one of my cousins and pay her to hold my hand like we were together, or something. But even that was a path fraught with peril and, as I thought about it, kind of weird.

      “You aren’t going to bring Maria, are you?” I asked, just to get the topic off of me.

      He laughed. “No way. You know she’s gone forever.”

      Vik’s ex-girlfriend Maria sent a shudder through me. Her drama-mama attitude had her lashing out like a hissing cat when Bastian met her at a BBQ. He’d responded in kind, and the result had been ugly. The memory replayed through my mind with a cold chill. It hadn’t gone well. We’d set Vikram down for a firm talking-to after we'd met Maria and her money-grubbing ways. Thankfully, he let her go immediately. Vik wasn’t the “settling” type anyway.

      Same thing happened with me and Victoria. Bastian, like a hound, sniffed out our insincere types and sent them running. Like he had a special pulse on people, or something. An unlikely talent for a wildland firefighter who hid away on his beloved computer doing who-knew-what whenever there wasn't a fire crackling around.

      Except I couldn’t, apparently, avoid Victoria forever. Which had been my original plan when she turned me down. We had no reason to see each other again. Now, Grady's marriage threw a wrench in even that idea.

      “Who are you taking?” Vikram asked and broke apart my thoughts. My initial response of no one, of course, almost failed. Last time we’d all gotten together, they’d tortured me with their teasing about my single state. It hadn’t been worth enduring twice, which is why I didn’t want to go through that again either.

      “Oh, you know . . .” I finally managed, “a girl.”

      The words nearly choked me. If anyone could sense the lie, it’d be Vik.

      “You got one?” he asked, his voice lifting at the end. “Hadn’t heard you mention anything.”

      “It’s new. You’ll like her.”

      “About damn time, Hernandez. I’m excited to meet her.”

      I snorted, but decided to steer the subject to safer grounds. “You promoting to Yardmaster soon?” I asked.

      “Nah. I like driving the trains too much. Listen, I found a new cliff diving spot while out on the boat the other day. Caught like ten fish, too. You interested? Wanted to try it out but it’s never as fun alone.”

      Flashes of a young teenager that had gone cliff jumping and broken his neck last week surfaced to my mind. I’d been called to the scene to help pull the body out of the lake while his mother, a single woman, sobbed on the shore.

      How I didn’t die as a teenager, I’d never know.

      “Busy weekend,” I lied. “Let’s try again later?”

      “Sure.”

      His unenthusiastic reply made me wonder if even he didn’t really care about it, but wanted to save face. In light of his lecture about Grady living small and safe, I wasn’t sure what to say here.

      Were the thrills of our youth dying due to common sense now?

      The radio on my dash crackled. My shift was going to start in ten minutes, but I needed a chance to scrabble my brain back together. “Listen, I gotta go, but I’ll send you the details of our flight later, all right?”

      “Talk then.”

      The phone clicked off as I closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and sank into the quagmire of problems that had become my social life. Grady’s marriage was more than just one of us finally tying the knot, it was the official descent into structure and routine. It was . . . aging out of what we were before. Leaving behind thrills and challenges and excitement.

      White picket fences and diapers.

      On one level, I totally understood Vikram’s frustration with Grady. Grady was giving up the freedom and flexibility of the life all four of us had always loved, but he’d get something more stable and less lonely in return. Rarely did I ever think about marriage or commitment, but Grady had pulled me toward it again.

      Now, I couldn’t help but at least wonder what I missed.

      With a shake of my head, I glanced at my watch. Five minutes to go. Nothing like work to distract me from the looming monster on my mind: finding a date for Grady’s wedding.

      And she couldn’t be just any girl, because whoever I took would be subjected to all three of my idiot friends at the same time. There would be questioning and judgment and vetting, because the boys always looked out for me. Not to mention the potential of drama from Victoria, and all of this wrapped up in a ritzy, Caribbean island package. Whoever I took, I had to be with for days on end.

      No, this girl had to be special, and I had three days to find her before I had to finalize the flight, which left in a week.

      Plenty of time.

      With four minutes left in my shift, I opened my phone and pulled up my text messages.

      

      Jayson: Hey Char. Coffee again this Friday?

      

      Her reply came seconds later.

      

      Charlotte: Same place as a few weeks ago?

      Jayson: Same time.

      Charlotte: Yep. Xio told me you took her last week. See you there!

      

      Relieved, I tossed the phone into my cup holder, pulled the SUV into drive, and peeled out of the lake bed with my thoughts churning.
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        * * *

      

      The Frolicking Moose smelled like vanilla and coffee beans when I stepped inside on Friday evening.

      Dagny glanced up from behind the counter, her jade green eyes unsurprised to see me there. She didn’t bat an eye at my weekly meetings, but did seem curious from time to time. She gave me a quick smile, then turned back to her task. Three pens stuck out of the back of her hair when she spun around. They seemed to hold her brown hair into a loose knot. My brain knotted into a tumble of questions.

      Was she still doing okay after the gun incident?

      Any sort of PTSD?

      Rarely did I know about what happened to people after an incident, and even more  rarely did I follow up to figure it out. Chasing the adrenaline of those moments was one thing for a guy like me, but how did a woman like Dagny bounce back? She had to work every day in the same place she’d been assaulted.

      Maybe that sucked.

      Before I could ask, someone approached from my right. A petite woman with dark hair, bright red heels, and sparkling hazel eyes came to my side. Charlotte. She flashed me a quick smile, but turned to Dagny.

      “Soy caramel macchiato,” Charlotte said.

      Dagny zipped to the register, punched in Charlotte’s order, and turned to me with a hesitant smile. “A-already g-got yours. B-b-both are on the h-house.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, my hand halfway to my wallet, but she held up her hand. “P-p-please.”

      Her eyes had a note of pleading in them, as if there was more to say but she didn’t want to say it. I held my breath and silently debated for a moment before I finally gave in.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Since we’d done this several times before, Dagny grabbed my favorite mug and headed for the coffee. Charlotte studied Dagny closely, then looked back to me, as if startled by something. Then she pointed to her purse on our usual table and started me there with a not-so-gentle shove.

      While we settled in across from each other, I tried to pull my thoughts away from Dagny. It wasn’t easy. Pitted against Charlotte’s flashy attire and sparkling presence, Dagny was more like a down-home friend. She wore jeans, sneakers, and a t-shirt that said I got your hot beans across the front.

      Charlotte folded her arms across her chest and lifted her dark eyebrows. “Abuela says you haven’t seen her in three months.”

      A forced breath came out of me. “I know. I’m busy.”

      She ticked up a familiar, judgmental eyebrow. “Too busy for your family?”

      “No.”

      Her glare deepened. “If you haven’t seen her, then clearly⁠—”

      “Are you here as her servant?”

      She threw her hands in the air. “We all are! It’s in the family contract.”

      I held up two hands. “Okay. Okay. Too busy, no. I just . . . I haven’t been around much anywhere but work and . . .”

      The words I don’t want to see her died on my lips.

      “She cares about you.”

      “She chased me with a rolling pin!”

      Her lips pressed together in a poor attempt not to laugh, but it bubbled out of her anyway. Then she sobered when I glared. Her ice queen eyes softened. “Sorry. That was a bit strong. I just . . . we miss you. It feels like you’re avoiding us.”

      I am.

      Truth laced her words, which made me feel worse, because I certainly wasn’t being forthcoming. Yes, I had coffee with one of my cousins most Fridays in a casual bid to avoid the massive Sunday dinner my family had every week. My plan seemed sound. Disappearing off the radar from the family would really incur abuela’s wrath, so I didn’t entirely leave. With my occasional check-ins, abuela could get second-hand information and, for a few weeks, I could act like I wasn’t running away.

      Clearly, it wasn’t working.

      The breaking apart of whatever Victoria and I had sent me into a tailspin months ago. At the same time, abuela went on a mission to get me married. After setting me up with three dates that utterly failed, she'd chased me out of her house with a rolling pin. I ran like a dog with his tail between his legs and avoided returning as much as possible.

      Oblivious to our conversation, as heated as it must seem, Dagny shuffled around behind the counter and drew my attention again. Even though she did nothing, I couldn’t help but look at her. Like a dog to a bone, however, Charlotte returned to her original topic. Of all my cousins, she had always been the most persistent. The fault here was mine. Should have asked Xiomara back.

      “So, why haven’t you come?” she asked.

      My shoulders slumped as I sighed. “My best friend is getting married and he asked me to be the best man. Plus I've been doing sixty hour weeks with the drug issues that have been surfacing. And I didn't want to get another lecture on settling down to marriage and babies.”

      “Which friend?”

      “Grady.”

      She frowned. “Dang. I liked him the most, and you always seemed closest to him. But what does he have to do with the family?”

      I sighed. “If I show up to abuela’s birthday party without a girlfriend or even a hope of a girlfriend, she's going to attack again.”

      Char didn't disagree. Our abuela was a loving woman most of the time. She muttered curse words at us in Spanish, threatened us with a wooden spoon if we didn’t behave, and sent us home with bellies stuffed full of rice, tortillas, and beans. The only time she didn’t forgive our stupidity was on her birthday.
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