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Theresa

I’m holding a large, iced coffee with caramel in my right hand from my favorite Boston coffee shop. I sip it smiling to myself as I walk out into the warm summer sunshine. I don’t have to work today and since I’m not taking any summer classes, I have nothing to do today except enjoy my day off. I’m meeting my boyfriend here in a little while, but I’m a few minutes early. I find a spot for us at an outside table with iron legs topped with white wooden slats, just like the chairs. Fortunately, the chairs are softened with mocha-colored cushions to make them a little more tolerable. I sit down slowly taking everything in around me.

I love just watching people. Part of the reason is probably from moving around so much when my brothers and I were growing up. Every time we’d move to a new place, I’d watch people for at least a few days taking everything in before I’d approach them. Now, it’s almost comical to me how so many people get so occupied with what they’re doing that they become almost oblivious to the rest of the world. In a way they’re consumed with themselves, but yet they’re not even attentive to what’s currently happening in their own lives. Almost everyone I see is focusing more attention to the electronic device in front of him or her. It honestly makes me want to scream yet laugh at the irony. Don’t get me wrong, I love my phone and wouldn’t survive without it, but I’m not oblivious to the outside world.

I look at the table next to me where two women in their twenties are sitting together having coffee. One of the women is dressed more casual business and types furiously away at her laptop while the other woman is dressed in casual shorts and a worn t-shirt not paying any attention to her friend. She fidgets nervously in her seat glancing from her phone to the cars passing by. I want to walk up to her and ask her what she’s so afraid of, but I won’t.

The next table over seats three people, whom I assume is a mother with her two children, both boys. The boys appear to be about seven and ten with the older of the two playing some kind of game on an iPad. After the younger boy tries and fails for his own turn at the game, he spots a few boys down the street riding their bikes on the sidewalk and watches them with clear longing in his eyes. He attempts to get his mom’s attention, but she shoos him away as she continues to bite her nails and talk animatedly on her cell phone. Something obviously has her all worked up on the other end of the line.

I turn my blonde head a little to my right so I can see the table behind them. I spot an older gentleman with gray hair and balding a little on top. He’s sitting alone but appears quite anxious. With one hand he’s tightly gripping a bouquet of brightly colored flowers wrapped in purple cellophane paper tied with a sheer purple ribbon. Then with his other hand, he’s furiously texting on his phone, glancing up to look around every few seconds.

Sitting right up against the coffee shop lays two wooden benches painted white with iron sides flanking each side of the front entryway. On one bench a man with dark hair probably only a few years older than me sits with headphones in his ears connected to his iPod and he’s also playing games on yet another electronic tablet. He doesn’t even notice the beautiful redheaded woman on the other bench who keeps eyeing him, looking like she’s trying to get him to notice her, albeit unsuccessfully. “He has to actually look up to realize you’re there,” I mumble shaking my head. I can’t help but think to myself how sad it is that people miss so much when they’re not paying attention.

Just then, my phone beeps with a text from my brother Christian.


I have something I want to talk to you about. Call when you can.






I smile to myself thinking of my brother. He’s the youngest of my three brothers and we’ve always been very close. Both Christian and my brother Jason look so much like my dad with their brown hair and blue eyes. Although Christian’s always ends up a touch lighter in the summer, highlighted from the sun. My brother Matt is more like me with blonde hair and green eyes. People always tell the two of us we look just like our mom. But all three of my brothers are tall and built like my dad.

Lucky for me I’m not. I’m about the same build and height as my mom at five-feet, seven-inches. I think the only thing I got from my dad is his determination. Then again, growing up in a house with three brothers, I had to be determined, along with tough and not afraid to speak up for myself or I never would’ve survived. Yes, I love all of my brothers very much, but they always keep me on my toes.

I type a quick response to Christian.


Ok. Meeting a friend. I’ll call you later.



He doesn’t respond, but I don’t really expect him to. I tuck my phone back into the side pocket of my purse.

I tell Christian I’m meeting a friend, but honestly, I’m meeting my boyfriend. I haven’t been dating Jeff for too long, but he’s still the longest relationship I’ve ever had. He reminds me of my brothers in a way that he has brown hair and blue eyes like Jason and Christian. Then again, he’s nothing like my brothers in that he would rather read a book or go to the museum than go hiking or kayaking or really doing anything active when all three of my brothers seem to never stop moving. Personally, I enjoy all of it.

To say my brothers have always been protective of me growing up is an understatement, especially with Christian who’s only a year older than me. In high school I dated, but I rarely made it past a first date. My senior year was an exception with Christian gone, but all three of my brothers made a point to check on me often. They always seemed to know whom I was hanging out with and what I was doing even when they weren’t around.

Therefore, when I went to college, I tried to get away from my overbearing brothers, deciding to go to school in Boston, even though my family presently lives in Maine. My oldest brother, Jason, is in upstate New York, while my middle brother, Matt, is in Texas, but my parents and Christian live in Maine in our current hometown. I say current hometown because like I said, we used to move around a lot for my dad’s job, but they’ve been in Maine for a few years now. They all seem to really like it there.

Either way, my mom is the only one who knows about Jeff. I can talk to my mom like she’s my best friend. She understands why I don’t want to tell my brothers about him yet. The rest of the family will find out when I’m ready.

I pull my phone back out and glance down to check the time. I grimace, realizing Jeff is late again. Heaving a sigh, I look towards the people walking hurriedly down the sidewalk. It’s crazy to me how everyone is always speeding, or rushing somewhere, never taking the time to take a breath. They’re either in a hurry to get to work, or home, or to the gym or school, or sometimes even to something fun, but still in a hurry. Is everyone here just perpetually late for everything? Is that two minutes rushing really going to make all the difference? I doubt it.

A car horn blares, and a loud screeching of tires pierces my ears, ending my internal rant. My head snaps in the street’s direction. The sound appears to break everyone around me away from his or her mundane existence. I watch as if everything is happening in slow motion on a television screen in front of me. The mother yells as she drags her children out of the way. The older man drops his flowers on the ground as he scrambles for safety. The two women reach for their electronics to pull their devices with them to safety. I sit frozen in place as what seems to me to take minutes, passes by in only seconds.

I’m finally able to push myself to my feet when I hear people yelling for me to move out of the way. Unfortunately, all I’m able to do is stand. My heart pounds in fear as I watch in horror as a black and red car collide. The deafening sounds of tires screeching, glass shattering, metal crunching and terrified shrieks combine as the two cars crash together piercing my ears. My eyes only widen further in shock when the two cars skid directly towards me. I’m not even sure if I take a breath or make a sound before everything goes peacefully black.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1


[image: ]




Ten months later...

Theresa

I’ve only been home for two weeks and I’m already feeling smothered. Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents, but since my accident they haven’t really given me much space. I’m thankful to have my family’s support again, but how can I get any better if they don’t let me try to do anything for myself. I was doing more living with my roommate Jen in Boston these past seven months than they’re letting me do now that I’m doing well enough to come home and move to a new physical therapist. Honestly, I think I might’ve even done more the three months I was in the hospital right after my accident. Yeah, for a while I couldn’t even get out of bed. I also had someone pushing me around in a wheelchair, but I worked hard at my therapy to get where I am now.

I know I need help with certain things, like driving, but I think I’ve been doing really well. I’m finally walking pretty normal again. I can’t even begin to explain how good that feels. It’s crazy how things like walking normal can make you feel like yourself again. I know I won’t be running anytime soon, but I’m getting stronger every day. I am excited to be able to come home and be closer to my family, but now that I am, I admit I’m slowly going a little crazy. My dad thinks I need to be catered to and my mom’s eyes turn sad, even regretful every time she looks at me. I know she just wants me better, but her sadness only makes me feel so much worse.

At least my brothers are treating me relatively normal. But they have always been overprotective, so nothing really changed except I can’t keep up as well with them as I used to. I’m definitely determined to get there though. Matt left to go back to Texas yesterday because he needed to get back to work, so at least I have one less brother to worry about. Jason and his girlfriend, Sara went back to Portland almost immediately after my welcome home party and while Christian is still around, he’s been staying at his fiancée, Bree’s house down the road, like usual.

Fortunately, my brothers helped convince my parents to let me stay in Portland with Bree in her apartment this summer. We have good reasons, such as I’ll be closer to my physical therapy and only walking distance to a gym where I can continue to work out. Since I can’t drive yet, I’ll be at their mercy, but Jason and Sara are there too and have offered to help as well. I hate depending on everyone, but I keep reminding myself that’s what family is for. Between the four of them, they promised to help me out with driving me around and basically getting me to where I need to be. Besides, I’m supposed to be moving there by the end of the summer anyway, so I’m just leaving a little early.

Bree’s roommate Amy went home to Massachusetts for the summer, so I’m using her room for now. I’ll have to find a place for the fall semester, but I’m not even thinking that far ahead. In the meantime, it will be nice to really get to know my future sister-in-law better. I already think she’s wonderful and she’s absolutely perfect for my brother. I’ve never seen him so happy. I still can’t believe Christian will be the first one of us to get married, I think, shaking my head and smiling to myself.

Before I grab my bags, I take one last look around my very girly room. I have pale pink walls with a four-poster canopy bed covered with a pink and white quilt and topped with a ton of pillows. The furniture is a whitewash and I have my desk and dresser on one wall with a large mirror above my dresser. On the other wall I have a bookshelf lined with books and stuffed animals and a large six-foot pin board covered in pictures.

I walk over to the board and glance at the photos. I have a few with friends from different places we lived over the years, but most of them are with my family, especially my brothers. I grab a picture of me with all three of my brothers, one with just Christian and me, one with the whole family and one with me and my mom. Out of all my brothers, Christian and I were probably the closest since he’s only a year older.

As for my mom and me, with moving so much, she’s also always been a friend. That’s part of the reason when it came to my room, I let my mom have a lot of say when we moved here the summer before my senior year. I had some input, but we moved every few years, so it was nothing new and exhausting. For a long time, I was upset my parents wouldn’t let me finish out high school in Maryland, where we had been before Maine. Who would want to start over their last year of school? I guess I’m doing the same thing again in college, but this time it’s my choice.

I stick the pictures in the side of my purse. With a sigh, I pick up the last of my bags to make my way downstairs. Christian packed most of my stuff in his truck last night so we wouldn’t have much to do this morning. Halfway down the stairs, my dad sees me and rushes towards me.

“Theresa, I told you someone would help you with these when you were ready,” he scolds.

I groan quietly in annoyance. “Dad, I’m fine. It’s good for me. I promise.” I paste a smile on my face and look down at him as he approaches me.

He eyes me skeptically. Then he finally responds with a grimace. “I’m sure it is. It doesn’t mean you have to do it all.”

I nod my head, keeping my lips pinched tightly together, so I don’t say something I’ll regret. I know they only want what’s best for me. He takes all the bags from my arms except the small purse I have draped over my shoulder. To avoid another argument, all I can do is follow him slowly down the rest of the stairs, telling myself he loves me over and over again.

Just as I reach the bottom of the stairs, Christian walks in followed by Bree. “Hello!” he bellows. “Are you ready to go, Theresa?” he asks when he spots me.

“Yeah, this is it,” I tell him, nodding to our dad with the last of my things.

“Did you guys eat breakfast?” my mom inquires of all of us as she strides into the room from the kitchen.

Bree and I both nod our heads in confirmation, while Christian responds by grinning. “I always have more room if you made something for me.” Bree rolls her eyes at him making his grin grow. “Do you have something for the road, Mom?” he amends with raised eyebrows.

She laughs. “Of course, Christian.” He claps his hands together once and eagerly follows her into the kitchen.

My dad sets my bags down near the front entryway and turns back to me. “If you need anything, please call us,” he pleads.

“Dad, I’ll be fine. Both Christian and Jason are there and since I’m staying with Bree, I’m sure I’ll see Christian so much I’ll be entirely sick of him by the weekend if not sooner,” I add, smirking. My dad and Bree both chuckle in response.

Christian walks back into the room with a plastic bag I’m assuming is filled with food. “Hey, I heard that. Remember, you need me for my truck,” he teases, turning my smirk into a glare.

“Christian, you do whatever your sister needs,” my dad demands. “Do you understand?” he asks pointing at him with a clear threat in his eyes.

Christian rolls his eyes. “Dad, I was kidding. You know I’ll watch out for her and help her with whatever she needs. So will Bree.” Bree nods her head in agreement.

My dad just shakes his head and mumbles, “Yeah, I know, sorry.” My accident has put both of my parents completely on edge on top of being overprotective.

“Now I can’t speak for Jason,” he taunts and this time my dad laughs in response. He glances over at me. “I’ll go throw the last of your bags in my truck.” Stepping up, he gives my dad a one-armed hug with a pat on his back. “Bye Dad.”

Bree strolls up to my dad and gives him a quick hug, whispering, “Bye.” Then she turns towards the kitchen and informs Christian, “I’m going to say goodbye to your mom and then I’ll be right out.” He nods, grinning at her. He gives her a quick kiss before they both turn to leave.

My dad steps up to give me a silent hug with tears in his eyes I know he won’t let fall. “Be careful, Theresa. I love you,” he tells me hugging me tightly.

It almost feels like I’m leaving home for the first time as I hug him back. “I love you too, Daddy,” I whisper into his chest, slightly overwhelmed.

I step away when I hear my mom walk into the room and my dad reluctantly drops his arms to his sides. “I have a bag of food for you too. I thought you could use it for your apartment for you and Bree if nothing else,” my mom offers.

“Thanks, Mom,” I smile genuinely. “I’ll try not to let Christian eat it all.” I step towards her and take the bag from her. I wrap my arms around her in an awkward hug with the bag in my hand. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too,” she says and offers me a sad smile. “Be careful,” she adds. I sigh and wave one more time before I walk out the door to my brother’s truck.

I grimace as Christian helps me climb into the back of his white Ford F-150 and shuts my door. I can do it by myself now, but I guess he doesn’t want to wait for me since I’m incredibly slow. I grit my teeth in frustration and roll my window down. I want to take one last look at the beautiful view of the lake and the trees behind my parents’ house. I take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of fresh air and evergreen and try to settle back into the seat.

I can’t believe I’m starting over again when I only have one year left, but I couldn’t stay in Boston any longer. Thank God most of my credits transferred over! I should still be able to finish this year. I’m taking one course this summer, but I need to get settled here with my therapy before school starts in the fall. I’ll have to take full loads the next couple semesters and I may have to do one or two classes next summer depending on if I can get everything into my schedule, but I can do it. I need to take a music appreciation class that wasn’t required in Boston. We only had to take one art appreciation class, but if that’s the only thing I’m forced to make up, I definitely can’t complain.

Only an hour has passed when my brother and Bree collapse onto the couch in my new apartment (well, new to me anyway) after hauling in all of my boxes. Christian did three trips to every one of Bree’s two and my one. I really just needed my personal stuff like clothes, books, pictures and all of my bathroom stuff since Amy and Bree already have it furnished. I guess that makes it easy on me. “Thanks for helping me out, guys.” I smile appreciatively at them.

“You’re welcome,” Bree says, while Christian shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Are you going to unpack now, or do you want to watch a movie or something?”

“No movie, please,” Christian whines. He pulls Bree into his arms and places a kiss on her forehead.

I smile and look towards my temporary room. I need to give them some space. 

it’s the least I can do now that they have to put up with me all summer. “I don’t really feel like unpacking anything right now,” I admit with a grimace.

“I think I want to get out of here for a little while. I was thinking I might take a walk to check out the gym down the street you guys were telling me about. You said it has a pool, right?” I prompt, hopeful. Swimming is really the best exercise for me. I’m able to work all my muscles and do some cardio without feeling so much pain in my legs. I don’t have pain as much as I used to, but it’s definitely still there, especially on days when I push myself or even just because the weather is bad. It’s strange how a little bit of rain can make me feel like I’m eighty instead of twenty-one.

They both nod as Christian answers, “Yeah, it’s perfect for laps, and not many people use it. They usually just have one lifeguard on duty.” I hate to say it but hearing him say that takes a tremendous weight off my shoulders and he knows it. I hate when people stare at my legs and wonder what happened to me. I can’t stand the whispering and the looks of pity or disgust thrown my way. “I’ll walk you over,” he quickly offers.

I shake my head. “No, I’ll be fine Christian. You said it was only a couple blocks. I can handle it. Just point me in the right direction. Besides, I’ll only be gone a couple hours and while I’m gone you can spend some time with Bree without your little sister bothering you.” I smirk knowing my words will make him cave.

“You don’t bother us.” Bree smiles, trying to reassure me, while at the same time her face turns as red as a cherry tomato.

Christian grins at her before he turns to me and sighs. “Fine.” He stands up and pulls a card out of his wallet. “I picked this up for you. It’s a temporary ID for your membership. You just have to stop at the desk to get your picture taken and they’ll give you a permanent card.”

He hands me the card and I mumble, “Thank you.”

He shrugs again brushing off my appreciation. “No problem. Insurance will pay for it eventually anyway.” He pauses waiting to get my attention, so I look at him. “I’m really glad you’re here Theresa.” I nod stiffly, but I can’t say anything because I feel slightly choked up looking at the honestly in my brother’s eyes. “Promise to call me if you have any trouble. My phone will be on,” he guarantees.

“Ok,” I quickly agree with a small smile. I go to my new room and grab my things out of one of my large tote bags and throw them into my backpack to walk to the gym. “Bye guys! I’ll see you two later. Just please don’t be naked when I get back,” I tease as I walk out the door.

“Then don’t hurry back,” my brother yells just as I pull the door shut, chuckling.

“Christian!” I hear Bree scold him through the door. I laugh to myself as I head towards the gym. My brothers may piss me off a lot, but I know how lucky I really am to have them. Honestly, I have an incredible relationship with all my brothers. I could do without their overprotectiveness, but I wouldn’t trade them for anything. I just usually wouldn’t tell them that, I admit, giggling to myself.
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Jax

Driving into Portland always gives me a sick feeling in my stomach. It’s a combination of anger, sadness, and regret, but I’ll suck it up to be there for my sister, Liz and my brother, Scott who are both younger than me. My dad had a heart attack a few weeks ago and fortunately the doctors were able to open the blockages with just a couple of stents. Basically, that means they were able to save him without invasive surgery. He’s doing better already, but he’s concentrating on taking care of himself, as expected. He’s seeing a nutritionist, going to cardio therapy and he has to do what he can to reduce stress in his life.

Unfortunately, my mom thinks we cause all his stress and tries to dictate everything we do. I don’t give a shit what she says to me, and I haven’t in a long time, but I don’t want her to take it out on Liz either like she usually does. I’m not close to my dad, but both Scott and Liz are and they’re taking his heart attack pretty hard. So, since my brother and sister are the only family I really care about, I want to be there for them. Liz and I have always been closer to one another than we are to Scott, but that’s probably because Scott is the baby of the family and my mother’s golden child. He’s just beginning to see through to all her bullshit.

I pass by the small office building that will be the hub for my transfer. I work in construction and although it’s not exactly what I thought I’d do with my life; I really enjoy it. I honestly work really hard and love the feeling I get after completing a project. Besides, I’m pretty good at it too. My boss has a few different locations in southeast Maine. When he found out I needed to move closer to my family, he didn’t want to lose me and transferred me without pause. It’s not really too far of a drive, but I need to be within a few minutes if my family needs anything, so now I’m moving back to a place I thought I’d never live again. A place I never wanted to live again.

While living in Brunswick, I did also bartend a few nights a week for some extra cash. I grimace knowing I’ll have to think about taking Liz up on her offer to hook me up with her friend so I can do the same here, at least until I get the promotion I’m hoping for. All I can do is take a chance that I won’t have to deal with any of the shitheads I used to know.

I pass by the local Hannaford’s grocery store and try to see if I recognize a few faces going in or out. I’m driving the same old blue-gray 1972 Buick Skylark I did back in high school, so it’s no surprise when I have a few strange looks thrown my way as I pass by. The people around here never forget. It’s crazy how even a city the size of Portland seems like a small town when you’re the town outcast, but I don’t give a fuck anymore.

I glance at my gas gauge so deep in the red and sigh knowing I need to pull into the gas station before I completely run out of gas. I walk inside to hand the cashier a twenty-dollar bill and on my way out I bump into a short curvy dark-haired girl. When she looks up at me, her mouth drops open in shock while I think my heart completely stops beating. “Fuck,” I groan under my breath as I look into the brown eyes of my high school girlfriend. She’s the absolute last person on earth I would ever want to see again.

“Darren,” she gasps. “What are you doing here?”

My eyes narrow and I cringe hearing my first name pass over her lips. Since I left here, no one calls me Darren. I give her an answer without telling her shit, she doesn’t deserve more than that. “Getting gas,” I spit out before I brush by her. I stride back to my car feeling her eyes on my back as I quickly put in the gas I paid for. I slide back into my car and tear out of there or more accurately away from her as quickly as possible. As I pull away, the shock of seeing her throws me back into a memory I wish I could forget. Every memory I have with her is better off forgotten.  

Five Years Ago...

I toss my unused uniform and pads from my locker into the backseat of my car. I can’t believe it’s over and all she can do is say she’s fucking sorry? “You ruined my life, Joss! What the fuck am I supposed to do?” I scream at her with my fists clenched at my sides and my entire body trembling with rage. “How the fuck am I supposed to get over any of this easily? How could you do this to me?” I beg her to tell me, but at the same time I don’t want an answer. I don’t need one. The why and how don’t matter. It’s done.

She stands in front of me crying hysterically, but I feel no sympathy for her, not after what she did to me. What she did proves she’s completely heartless. She only cares about herself. I wonder if she ever cared about me at all. How did I ever fall for someone like her?

“I’m sorry. I’ll fix it, Darren. I promise I’ll fix it. I was just scared. I didn’t’ mean it,” she continues to beg me, pulling at my arm. “Please, Darren. I love you!”

Fuck that. I stand there stiff, numb to her pleas. She doesn’t love me. What she did has proven that to the whole fucking world. She’s not going to take any more from me. I won’t let her take even one more piece of me. I can’t fucking let her. I won’t ever let anyone again.

Present Day...

I turn the radio up as an old Lifehouse song comes on. “Isn’t that ironic,” I mumble as I run my hands through my short brown wavy hair and sing along with the words to “Halfway Gone.” Joss was halfway gone from us before I even knew what the fuck was happening.

I shake my head trying to get rid of the last of the memory as I drive to my new apartment near Liz and her roommate and best friend Sara. I tell myself it will be good to be just a couple buildings over from my sister. I need to forget about all my past bullshit and concentrate on her and my job.

Scott is staying with our parents for the summer since he lived in the freshmen dorms this year. No way in hell I could ever move back in with my parents again, but he’s not me. Unlike me, they adore the shit out of him. He will be moving into his first apartment with some friends this fall just before the semester starts.

I step into my new apartment, which unfortunately is a two bedroom. I couldn’t find a one bedroom anywhere close at the last minute, so I took what I could get, and this place was it. I guess it’s better than nothing, just bigger than I need, unfortunately a little more money too, but I’ll deal with it. I always do.

I look around, the place reminding me a lot of my sister’s apartment. The layout just seems to be flipped in the opposite direction. There’s a bedroom and bathroom to my right and another bedroom to my left across the living room. The living room and kitchen run together with the kitchen having a small amount of white cabinets and an olive green Formica top. I guess a cookie cutter apartment is no surprise in a college town. It’s a good thing I don’t need much. This works for me.

I bring all my boxes in from my car and set them on the living room floor. Liz’s boyfriend, Blake was nice enough to use his jeep last week to make a couple trips with me to bring my furniture down. It’s not a lot. I just brought two comfortable chairs and a small entertainment center for the living room and a box spring and mattress for a full bed as well as a small dresser for my bedroom. I smile to myself when I notice all of it seems to be here and basically set up.

Grabbing my phone, I dial Liz needing to tell her I’m here and say thank you to Blake. She picks up after one ring. “Hi, Jax!”

“Hey, Liz. How’re you doing?” I ask lightly.

“I’m fine. You made it?” she asks hopefully.

“I’m here,” I confirm with a chuckle. “It’s not like I had to drive far,” I tease, and she laughs in response. “How’s Dad feeling?”

“He seems to be doing okay. I think Mom is driving him a little crazy already though,” she adds giggling.

I chuckle lightly. “Tell your boyfriend thanks for getting my stuff over here, especially my bed. I was dreading having to sleep on the floor tonight if I couldn’t get him to help me out today,” I tell her appreciatively.

“I’ll let him know. We were actually able to get in there last night, so Blake got his roommates to help him out,” she explains.

“Well, please tell him I really appreciate it,” I emphasize.

“I will.” She pauses. “Jax, wait! Before you go, I talked to Sara’s boyfriend, Jason and he said they do need help at the bar a couple nights a week. He needs to cut his hours and he said if you really are interested, stop by today after three and he’ll take care of you,” she informs me.

Sighing, I mumble, “Thanks, Liz.”

“Do you think you’ll go?” she prods hesitantly.

“Probably,” I admit with another sigh. “You said it’s mostly a college pub and not really a lot of locals go there, right?” I ask for confirmation.

“Yeah,” she sighs, “but it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks Jax,” she states, attempting to comfort me.

“I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks. I just don’t want to deal with any bullshit if I don’t have to,” I explain.

I hear her sigh again through the phone making me cringe. “I know, I just don’t like that you have to worry about that,” she concedes sadly.

I tip my head back towards the ceiling and take a deep breath. I know she’s just watching out for me, but I hate hearing the pity in her voice. “I don’t worry about anyone but you and Scott.” Before she can say anything else I add, “I gotta’ go get some of my shit unpacked. I’ll stop and see your friend later today. I’ll talk to you later and thanks, Sis.”

“Bye, Jax,” she whispers right before I press end.

I look over at my boxes on the floor, knowing the last thing I want to do is unpack a fucking thing. Just being here leaves me feeling antsy. Then add running into Joss and my sister stressing out. I have to release some of this shit. So instead, I grab some gym clothes and a bathing suit out of my duffel and head to my old gym to workout.

I’m thankful to find the weight room nearly empty and not a soul I recognize. Throwing myself into my workout, I lift weights for nearly an hour before I head to the pool to swim some laps for my cardio.

As soon as I walk into the pool area, a girl with sexy curves quickly jumps out of the pool, immediately wrapping a long fluffy light blue towel around her narrow waist reaching down to her ankles. I barely got a look at her, but for some reason I can’t help but smile over at her. She doesn’t even glance my way. Instead, she escapes quickly into the locker room with her head down and her long blonde hair shielding her face. I shake my head thinking, it’s for the best anyway.

I dive into the pool, the cool water pushing me. I start out hard, wanting to punish my body. My mind can’t help but wander to Joss. She looks so different now, beautiful, all grown up and filled out in all the right places. I hate to say she looked nothing like that when we were together back then, but she didn’t. She’s always been beautiful, but she looks gorgeous now and I hate myself for even feeling that way.

Then to hear her call me Darren was like a stab to my heart. No one calls me Darren anymore. Yes, my full name is Darren Jackson Stevens, but my family has always called me Jax anyway, so changing to everyone calling me that after high school was an easy switch. I didn’t need the bullshit drama and questions that went along with hearing my full name. Anyone that lived within a few hours of here knew what happened to Darren Stevens. I shake my head disgusted at my wandering thoughts and push myself harder.

To be honest, I guess I’m different now too. I’m definitely bigger, I’m just shy of six feet, but since I graduated, I work out nearly every day, besides the workouts I get with my job. I have a need to push my body until I feel the pain and even then, I keep pushing. My hair is dark brown with a slight wave, but I wear it much shorter than I did back then, now it just barely hangs loose over my ears. I have blue-green eyes that seem to change along with the weather. Then I have a few tattoos; those are new. I grunt at myself again for letting me wonder what she saw when she looked at me now. It doesn’t fucking matter! She doesn’t deserve to take up any of my time, not even in my thoughts.

I attempt to clear my head again by pushing myself until I can barely feel my arms or legs and I can no longer catch my breath. That’s when I finally drag my ass out of the pool and take a quick shower. I need to grab something quick to eat for lunch and run to the store to grab a few groceries for my apartment. I can’t be eating out all the time. Then by the time I get back to my place, I should have a chance to unpack a few things before I have to go meet up with Liz’s friend Jason at the bar. Unfortunately, I know I’m going to need this job for now, so I hope Liz speaking on my behalf and my experience is enough for this guy.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3
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Theresa

I walk into the pub with Christian and take a seat at a high-top table near the bar. He notices one of his friends and waves in greeting. “Stay here T, I’ll be right back with drinks,” he informs me.

I roll my eyes internally telling him, “I’m not a dog Christian,” but I nod my head and smile sweetly in agreement anyway. He just smirks and walks away.

I look around the pub and take in my surroundings. What I see already tells me I love this place. The walls and tables are all wood with both photographs and artwork of what I believe are local places and what I assume are local artists as well. It’s a completely casual atmosphere and definitely my kind of place.

My phone dings with a text and I notice a message from Jen. Opening her text, I quietly laugh shaking my head as I read. “Redic,” I mumble.

“What did you just call me?” I hear a sexy grumble. I can’t stop my curiosity, wanting to know whom it belongs to as shivers climb up my spine from his voice alone.

Slowly, I glance up and my heart stops, lodging itself in my throat. The hot guy with the muscular arms and tattoos from the pool this morning is standing right in front of me. I had the pool to myself until he walked in. Fortunately, I was already on my way out and I was able to avoid him earlier. I don’t know if I could have gotten out of the pool with him looking at me. I wouldn’t want him to see my scars. That’s not the kind of first impression I want to give anyone, especially a gorgeous guy like him. I hope he doesn’t think I’m checking him out, but I have no idea why he’s looking at me like he’s waiting for an answer. What did he say again? Before I can ask, he opens his mouth again. “Did you just call me a dick?” he prods for clarification with a raised eyebrow and an amused expression.

“What?” I ask horrified, feeling myself blush. That’s even worse than being caught ogling him. “No! I was responding to my friend's text, and I said redic, like ridiculous, but in texting language,” I babble trying to explain myself.

He laughs shaking his head making my stomach turn. Smirking at me, he proclaims, “Now that's one I've never heard. I've been called a dick before, but I was wondering why a beautiful chick I’ve never met would call me a dick. You like making up your own slang?” he teases.

I ignore the part where he called me beautiful, although I make sure to put it away to remember later. “I didn't make it up,” I insist glaring at the smirk on his gorgeous face.

“Sure you didn't, he nods in agreement, his wavy brown hair flipping slightly over the top of his forehead and curling over his ears angering me more. I don’t like to be placated. My brothers do it to me all the time and it never seems to end well.

“I didn't,” I embarrassingly scream at him like a child. What is wrong with me? I take a deep breath and try to get my emotions under control before I open my mouth again. “I've heard people use it a lot of times, but usually through texting. And don't call me a chick, I hate that!” I quirk my lips in distaste.

He laughs the sexiest laugh I’ve ever heard, deep and light at the same time. He shakes his head slightly. “Alright, I'll let you have that one. Even if it's redic,” he taunts. Smirking again his mesmerizing deep blue-green eyes sparkle with mischief. I want to lean in and kiss that look right off his face, but then he’d really have reason to think I’m crazy. “What other things can you teach me since you're so worldly?” he prods suggestively making my heart skip a beat. His smile grows, now heating me from head to toe. My mouth opens and closes like a fish as I search my brain for a clever response, but I’m completely blank. I can’t come up with anything as I try to catch my breath after just a look from him.

His eyes suddenly drift away from me to something or someone behind me. His smile lessens but doesn’t falter when they stop. Glancing over, I find Christian standing behind me with our drinks held tightly in his hands. He’s glaring at this guy like he’s his worst enemy making me want to smack him in the back of the head. I grab my coke from him with a huff, “Thanks.”

Christian grumbles, “You’re welcome,” before slamming his own coke down on the table, his glare never leaving the sexy guy standing in front of me like a possessive boyfriend. I love that his eyes never waver from Christian’s as he stares him down as well, almost like he’s challenging him, to what I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything.

I finally hold up my glass to the guy like a goodbye before my brother decides to have it out with him, even though I don’t really want him to leave. “Have a good night,” I say with a smile before I turn my back to him and face my brother, waiting for his eyes to come back to me. Eventually they do when I notice the guy leaving through the door we just came in from. My body relaxes as I take a small sip of my coke, yet I can’t help but feel disappointed and I have no idea why.

“Who the fuck was that guy?” Christian asks his glare focused on me.

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly feeling exasperated. “I ran into him at the gym and again just now. I was just talking to him. I don’t even know his name,” I explain knowing I probably already said too much.

“You ran into him at the gym?” he repeats his eyebrows arched in surprise. “Maybe we should find you an all-girls’ gym,” he suggests flippantly.

I roll my eyes. “Christian, you’re ridiculous!”

He grimaces, but thankfully changes the subject. “So, I ordered us a few cheeseburgers.” When my eyes go up at his words he continues, “Joey said Jason is in back and he’s going to join us. He was just trying to help some new guy with his paperwork. He wants him to get going as soon as possible now that we’ll be opening our new business soon. We have a lot of work to do to get ready, so he definitely won’t be working here as much and they need the help.”

I nod my head in understanding. “I’m so proud of you guys!” I tell him honestly. Jason and Christian are starting their own business that will offer different activities to people throughout the year like kayaking, paddle-boarding, hiking, snowmobiling, fishing, cross-country skiing and more. They can do groups, families or individuals and they’ll offer limited instruction, training and education depending on the activity. They can also act as a guide on trails or in the water since they know the area in all seasons, or they can just direct the more experienced people where to go. Both of my brothers majored in business and something like this is exactly what I can picture them doing. It’s absolutely perfect for them.

He grins. “I admit, I’m pretty excited. I never thought I’d be going into business with Jason, but it’ll be good.”

Just then Jason walks up to the table carrying three cheeseburger platters with French fries. “Where’s my drink?” he asks eyeing the table as he sets the plates down.

“Get your own,” Christian smirks.

“Joey, can you get me a coke please?” Jason yells over to his friend behind the bar. He quickly fills a glass and slides it down to Jason. Grabbing it, he sits next to me taking a huge bite of his cheeseburger.

I watch him wide-eyed. “Hungry?”

“Starving,” he mumbles around the burger. “So have you met up with your new physical therapist yet?”

I grimace. “No, I have an appointment with him tomorrow. I’m not worried though. My therapist in Boston recommended him. She said he’s just what I need. I also checked out the gym today and it will be perfect. I’m sure physical therapy will be fine too. I’m used to it, so it will just be getting used to a new place and a new therapist.” Both my brothers nod their heads in response.

“Jason and I were talking and if you want to make some extra cash, we could use some help with keeping us organized. Just working a few hours here and there when you can would help a lot, especially when we’re out in the field more,” Christian offers.

“Yeah, between the phone calls and the scheduling, and purchasing new equipment and working on deals and discounts with the local parks and businesses and training and certifications and marketing,” Jason rambles. “We could really use the help T. Besides the fact I’d like to see Sara more than once in a while,” Jason adds.

“I know what you mean. Bree hasn’t complained at all, but she never does. I would like to see her more than when we’re both sleeping,” he jokes. “What do you think?”

I swallow the bite of cheeseburger in my mouth and say, “I’m sure I could figure something out for this summer, and it would probably be good for me to be doing something else. Just let me figure out what my physical therapy schedule will be like, and we can see what will work for all of us if that’s okay.”

“Sure,” Christian agrees.

“Sounds good,” Jason adds.

“Thanks for thinking of me for this,” I murmur appreciatively.

Both my brothers just nod like it’s no big deal, but they must know how much this means to me. I know how important this business is to them and I haven’t been able to do almost anything but take care of myself since the accident. Yes, I took a minimal number of credits in school so it wouldn’t take me too long to graduate but fall semester last year was basically a waste. I was able to take one class that started mid-semester and one completely on-line course, but that was it. Then with what I was going through, including all my doctors and therapy appointments, even that was probably way too much because I barely passed either of those classes. I need something else to do this summer and this sounds perfect for me with the flexible hours.

“Really, thank you guys,” I reiterate. “Where are Sara and Bree anyway?” I ask, changing the subject.

“Sara’s working at the coffee shop until four,” Jason informs me.

“And Bree is with Amy doing who knows what. I just avoid that situation when I can,” Christian justifies with a grimace. A few years ago, when Christian and Bree were broken up, he dated Amy, not knowing she was Bree’s best friend. Although they have all worked everything out and they tolerate each other, they’ve never been completely comfortable around one another. I don’t really blame him.

Jason laughs under his breath, but Christian just ignores him. “Mom wanted me to tell you that Aunt Mary just called, and Claudia is coming for a visit. I think she’s actually getting there tonight. She thought we were home for a few more days and wanted to see you before she starts her summer job. And since we all just left, she wants to come down and stay with you tomorrow to hang out if you have time,” Christian informs me.

“Good timing,” Jason mumbles.

Christian shrugs. “Mom said they’ve had some stuff going on and she needs to relax. I didn’t really ask.”

I nod my head. “It would be good to see her. I haven’t had many girls’ days lately. I’ll give mom a call when I get home.” Claudia is our cousin and unlike us, she’s an only child. I loved when we all got together because I finally had another girl around to play with. I never minded getting dirty or playing hard with my brothers, but I always liked being able to be a girl too and with Claudia I could do that. She always told me how much she just enjoyed having other kids around. I can’t really imagine having to entertain myself all the time. My brothers did that for me whether I wanted them to or not.

Jason and Christian move the conversation to some of their upcoming bookings and new business connections. It’s the perfect opportunity for my mind to wander back to the beautiful guy with the tattoos. I can’t help but wonder what his story is, knowing he definitely has one to tell, I can see it in his eyes. Hopefully next time I find out his name. With any luck there will be a next time, but since I ran into him twice in one day, my guess is that the odds of that happening are pretty good. Maybe he lives close by I grin to myself at the thought.

Ugh, I could’ve said something simple like, ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ Why do I always think of a comeback way too late? I roll my eyes at myself. I guess the guy just had my brain a little muddled.
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Theresa

I spent half the morning today getting to know my new physical therapist. His name is Greg and he’s only been out of school for a couple years so he’s not too much older than me. He was in school for a lot longer, but I’m guessing he’s about five years older than me. I guess he trained with the physical therapist I had in Boston when he first graduated from college and that’s how she knew who to recommend me to. Admittedly, he’s good looking too and if he wasn’t my physical therapist, I think he would’ve already asked me out. I don’t know how I feel about that when he has to have his hands all over me to help with my therapy.

The only thing I really had to do today was my assessment. Unfortunately, that included filling out a bunch of forms and being asked a ton of questions. He read over my transfer papers, but he wanted to get things from my perspective as well, so it almost felt like I was starting everything from scratch again. Then he had to pull, push, and twist my body in all different directions testing things like my flexibility, pain, strengths, and weaknesses. It sucked, but overall, I think it went pretty well.

Now I’m sore as hell and want something for my pain. I only take Tylenol or Ibuprofen for swelling and pain if I can help it though. I don’t like the feeling the pain medications give me and try to avoid it at all costs.

Claudia drove down from my parents’ house today and I found her waiting for me with Christian and Bree when I got back from therapy. After we all ate lunch together and caught up, Claudia and I decided we needed some time to ourselves. She talked me into going to get a pedicure, which always makes me nervous, but I wore flip-flops like I do when it’s warm still covering my legs as much as possible and suffer through. Then we decided to go to the pub for some snacks and drinks for happy hour.

We walk in and I immediately begin to scan the bar looking for him. It’s not that I think he’ll be here; it’s more like I’m hoping he will be. I can’t help but feel disappointment rush through me when I don’t see him anywhere. “Looking for someone?” Claudia asks expectantly.

I roll my eyes at her impish grin. “Maybe.” I walk over to the same high top I sat at with my brothers last night and sit down.

Claudia points in the direction of the restrooms, before she says, “I’ll be right back.” I nod my head and wave her away with a sigh.

“So not another date tonight?” the sexy grumble sounds near my ear. I startle slightly, my heart already pounding as I look up. I’m immediately drawn into the deep blue-green eyes I can’t seem to forget after only a few brief meetings. That is if you can even call them meetings.

“You work here?” I gasp when I notice the tight black t-shirt with the bar’s logo on the left side of his firm chest. His hard muscles are quite noticeable in that shirt. I pinch my lips shut to keep my mouth closed and hold in the drool.

“Tonight, I do,” he states nodding his head and eyeing me with curiosity. “Who takes a girl like you to a bar on a date anyway? I'll take you on a proper date...” He smirks.

I can feel my face scrunch up in confusion at his question. Instead of telling him I wasn’t on a date I ask, “A girl like me? What’s that supposed to mean?” I challenge sounding exasperated and excited at the same time.

He shakes his head and shrugs. “Nothing really. Just that you deserve better than a date in an old bar.” He grimaces as if he’s pondering his own comment.

“Are you asking me out?” I question with a small smile in both hope and fear, my heart pounding so hard against my ribs, I think it might pop right out of my chest.

He chuckles a sexy gravelly laugh and reaches his hand out brushing his thumb along my bottom lip. I sit in both shock and want, not breathing as goose bumps cover my whole body with his simple touch. He drops his hand from my mouth looking at me reverently. “Nah, I don’t date girls like you.” He turns and walks away without another word.

I stare after him with my mouth hanging open and finally take a breath. “What the hell?” I utter in shock as Claudia sits back down next to me placing two beers on the table and some nachos for us to nibble on. I struggle to close my mouth.

“What just happened?” she prods wide-eyed. When I don’t say anything, she inquires, “Who the hell was that guy? He’s hot!”

I nod almost numbly before I give myself an internal shake. “Yes, he is,” I agree in awe. “I don’t know who he is, but I sure as hell intend to find out!” I grin broadly.

She laughs. “I’m sure you do.”

My eyes move to find him standing behind the bar. I tilt my head and try to make out one of his tattoos on his right arm. It looks like a chain link wrapped around his wrist a few times. As he moves, I notice on the inside of his wrist it looks like the chain is breaking apart. There are pieces of the broken chain and what looks like drops of blood and letters or scattered words or names, or numbers or symbols scattered up his forearm to the bend in his elbow. I squint trying to figure it out since I’m too far away, but I’m not really sure what it is or what it says. I continue to watch him and analyze his tattoo and the way he moves.

“Theresa!” my cousin says louder getting in my face, like she’s been trying to get my attention for a while. “What are you doing?” she asks laughing.

I wave my hand and brush off her teasing. “I’m just looking at his tattoo and trying to figure out what it means,” I tell her gesturing with my head towards the bar. “Do you see the broken chain with letters on the inside of his arm? It’s like he’s trying to break free from something or someone that holds him back. I want to know more,” I confess. What does it mean? What are his secrets? There’s another tattoo peeking out from under that tight black t-shirt. I wonder if it’s connected to the chain or if it’s something completely different. My curiosity is overwhelming.

Slowly, I drag my eyes from his tattoo and his sculpted chest to his face. He’s staring at me with the corners of his lips turned up and his eyebrows raised in question. I can’t help but blush a deep shade of red and drop my gaze to the floor. But I quickly remind myself since my accident I decided I wasn’t going to let life pass me by anymore. Taking a deep breath, I lift my gaze back to him in challenge. He’s still staring at me. His smirk turns into a full-blown smile as I find his eyes again making my heart skip a beat.

“You have to ask him out,” Claudia laughs. “I can see the heat passing between you two from here!” she exclaims.

I laugh, “Yeah right.” Then I sigh, thinking of his words. I grimace and inform her, “He told me he doesn’t date girls like me.”

“What does that even mean? Girls like you? He doesn’t date beautiful, smart, sexy, and fun girls?” she jokes.

I grin. “Thanks for the flattery.” My eyes drift over to him again. He’s now making a drink for a couple girls at the bar and giving them his fabulous smile causing a wave of jealousy I have no right to feel rush through me.

“I don’t know what that means, but I can be pretty stubborn, and I intend to find out,” I answer with more conviction than I feel. I’ve always been pretty confident, but it has taken a hit since my accident. To say it set me back is probably an understatement, but between my parents and my brothers, I’ve always had a very supportive family. I couldn’t ask for anything more. My scars will continue to fade, and I feel more like myself all the time. I’ll get my confidence back, but for now I have to push myself a little bit and pretend sometimes.

Claudia smiles. “There’s the Theresa I know.” At least she believes it. I just laugh at her comment needing the warmth of laughter.

I spend the next couple hours catching up with my cousin and trying to build up the courage to approach this guy. I attempt to veer the conversation towards what’s going on with her, but she just groans, “I don’t want to talk about it. Talking about you and strange men is much more up my alley tonight.” We both laugh at her comment as my eyes again peek up at the bar with the mention of strange men. “Um, I think we’re going to have to call one of your brothers to pick us up.” She scrunches her nose up like I always do.

I wave my hand like it’s no big deal. “They won’t mind. They’ll be happy to help their cousin and helpless little sister.” I smirk, attempting to hide my frustration.

“Theresa, don’t say shit like that!” Claudia scolds.

I sigh. “I’m just kidding Claudia! I don’t mean it.” Pausing, she looks at me like she doesn’t believe me. “I promise,” I emphasize forcing a smile. “I just feel bad having to depend on them all the time.”
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