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      It was after one in the morning and instead of sleeping in his bed, Wyatt was up roaming the halls of his apartment building.

      His.

      It was all his.

      Well technically it also belonged to his brother, Flynn, but it only involved him a little. Wyatt was in charge. Hence the walking around at one in the morning.

      He loved walking the halls in the middle of the night just taking in what belonged to him. He’d never owned anything until he’d moved to Cedarville. Not a car, not a house, not a pet. Nothing.

      But things were changing.

      A year ago, he’d been so burnt out after only four years as a stockbroker, that he’d been having daily panic attacks. They’d gotten so bad that there would be days he could barely get out of bed. His mom, dad, and brother had all pleaded with him to make a change.

      So he did.

      He moved to Cedarville.

      There had been no way that he was moving back to where his mom and dad lived in Indiana. He loved them, probably more than most twenty-six year olds loved their parents, but that didn’t mean he wanted to live in the same town.

      He wanted to make it on his own, but he also wanted a family.

      Flynn was the next best thing.

      His brother was his hero in all ways that mattered. While his parents had saved him by adopting him, Flynn had saved him by showing him that being a brother didn’t have to mean blood. He’d stayed by his side those first few nights after the adoption, never once making Wyatt feel like a burden. Instead, he’d felt loved, for possibly the first time in his life.

      And it never stopped. Flynn had always been there for him, no matter what. He’d been there at fifteen when he’d been sure his heart was breaking thanks to his best friend dating the girl he’d liked, and then again when he’d wrecked his mom’s car when he wasn’t even supposed to be driving it. And, when he’d decided to move to New York City for college, Flynn visited all the time so that feeling homesick was never even an option.

      It was an easy decision for him, that after his breakdown, the only place he wanted to live was where Flynn lived.

      Cedarville.

      The town was as amazing as Flynn had always said, making Wyatt sad that he’d never once, in almost ten years, visited him there.

      While Flynn was the epitome of what a brother should be, Wyatt was barely holding his head above water.

      He was one of those people who, if you texted him, he might text you back...three days later.

      The life of a stockbroker had been fast paced and high stress. So answering calls that weren’t immediately important wasn't a high priority.

      Not anymore though. He’d promised both himself and Flynn that things would be different now that he was in Cedarville. He would be present in life and enjoy his family and friends more.

      Not that he had any real knowledge of how friendship worked. In New York, it was dog eat dog, and people only pretended to be your friend to get what they wanted. But in Cedarville, it was different. Everyone was so nice. Nice enough that they’d been including him for months in their gatherings or parties, just because he was Flynn’s brother.

      His soon to be sister-in-law, Joy, might also have something to do with that. She could be demanding and forceful when she wanted to be, making it hard for people to say no to her.

      He laughed out loud as he turned the corner, his hand smoothing over the fresh coat of paint he’d just put on the day before. His brother was getting married to a woman who, let’s face it, had him by his balls. Flynn didn’t care though. He saw nothing but stars when it came to Joy, and after spending more and more time with her, Wyatt could see why.

      She was his perfect match.

      As he approached the front, he scanned the hallway to make sure everything was in place. After Joy had moved out of the ground floor apartment, he’d moved in. When he’d first purchased the building there had been no vacancies, so he’d had to rent elsewhere. Of course, Flynn had offered to let him stay at his place, but he didn’t want to be any more of a burden than he already was. But, as soon as Joy moved out, he'd moved in. He enjoyed being on hand in case a tenant needed him. It made him feel useful for maybe the first time ever.

      Being a stockbroker had been effortless for him. Numbers and money came easily to him, almost like breathing. Which was why, at twenty-six, he could leave a job behind, move to a new town, and buy a building.

      Two actually.

      He’d made himself enough money to be comfortable, but at the same time, made himself sick. No more. Now he was living the small town life where he hoped he made a difference for the people who lived in his building.

      He entered his apartment, making sure to quietly shut the door behind him. He didn’t want to wake anyone up with a slamming door.

      After years of living on four hours of sleep a night, his body still hadn’t adjusted to getting more. He’d finally settled on a routine of going to bed late rather than getting up at three or four and being wide awake. Midnight was his new bedtime, but tonight he’d been restless and unable to fall asleep. So he walked and walked and walked and now he was finally ready to hit the hay.

      Settling into his bed, he made sure his phone was still on just in case anyone needed to get ahold of him, flipped off his light, and finally, closed his eyes,

      He was asleep in seconds.

      After two hours of paperwork and paying bills, he was on his way into downtown Cedarville, if you could call it that. Cedarville was not a big town, and the downtown was basically a town square of sorts. There were about two blocks of buildings strung along both sides of Main Street with a few more in either direction. Plus a cute park with a small fountain. Your basic small town staples.

      It was also home to his second building, which he so happened to rent out to Joy. She had opened a nail salon less than a month ago in the small retail space. It had felt weird at first, charging her for the space, but she had argued that this was business, and that as much as he needed it to feel useful, she needed it more.

      She was an independent woman who didn’t take handouts.

      Which was hard on Flynn, because if he’d had it his way, he’d have purchased the building himself.

      He’d seen her point though, and rented it to her at a reasonable price, that suited them both.

      Finding a parking spot, he shut off his car and stepped out. There was a chill in the air, but otherwise, it was an unseasonably warm day for November. He found Flynn standing on the sidewalk, right in front of Joy’s salon.

      “Don’t you have anything better to do than hang out here all day?” He slammed the car door shut and stepped up onto the sidewalk.

      Flynn rolled his eyes. “There is nothing better than hanging out with Joy all day, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      Concerned, he asked, “Is everything okay? Mom? Dad?”

      He lifted a hand. “Everything is fine with them.”

      Wyatt punched his arm. “Don’t scare me like that.”

      “Sorry.” He shrugged, not at all fazed by the punch. “I actually wanted to talk to you about my wedding.”

      “Did you guys set a date?” He knew Joy wanted simple, but he also knew that Flynn wanted her to have a dream wedding.

      “We have. New Years’ Eve.”

      He blinked in surprise. “That’s soon.”

      “It is, but we both decided it would be fun to throw a huge party where everyone got to dress up and be fancy to start the new year.”

      “Pretty smart idea. What do you need from me?”

      “I’m hoping that you’ll be my best man.”

      “Really?” He was shocked.

      “You’re my brother, Wyatt. Who else would I ask?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I never really thought about it.”

      “I want you beside me when I marry the woman I love. Please say you’ll do it?”

      He smiled. “I will absolutely do it.”

      He nodded. “Great.” He stood oddly for a second before giving him a brotherly hug. “I’m not sure I’ve told you this, but I’m really glad you moved here.” He stepped back. “Family was the one thing missing from this place.”

      “Thanks.” He looked around. “I really love it here. Felt like home almost from the beginning.”

      “Was the same for me.”

      “You wanna come with me to check out the building?”

      “Nah. If I go in there, I won’t want to leave. Tell Joy I’ll see her at home.”

      Laughing, he slapped him on the back as he walked past him. “You’re so whipped.”

      “You bet your ass I am!”

      Wyatt was still on a high from Flynn asking him to be his best man when he walked inside the building. He didn’t see Joy and assumed she was in the back.

      “Joy, you here?” he shouted out.

      “Be right out!” he heard from the back.

      While he waited he began to walk around and take in the place. It had only been open a month and the work that Flynn and Joy had done to make it a nail salon was amazing. When he’d purchased it, it was just an empty rectangular space. Now it housed six nail stations on one side and six pedicure stations on the other side. There were mirrors on the walls and several sinks in the back. Joy had somehow taken a small space and made it homey and comfortable. As far as he knew, the place was always busy. So busy that Joy was already thinking about hiring another tech.

      “Hey,” she said as she emerged from the back room. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “You aren’t. I just wanted to come by and check on the place. Make sure everything is working right and that there are no problems.”

      “You don’t have to do that, you know. Flynn will take care of anything I need.”

      He shrugged. “I know, but it’s my building, and I don’t want you to feel like I am shirking my responsibilities.”

      “Wyatt, I love you, but don’t be an ass. No one would ever feel like you are shirking responsibility.”

      “I just want to do this right.”

      “I know because I feel the same way about this place. But, we are family, or at least we will be soon, and I need you as a brother more than I need you as a landlord. Your brother keeps me on my toes, and since you know him best, you need to be here for me.”

      Wyatt shook his head, unable to stop the laughter from bubbling out. “Somehow I think you are the one who keeps him on his toes. But I agree, let’s be family first.”

      She stuck out her hand for him to shake. “Deal. Now tell me, did the love of my life ask you anything a little while ago?”

      “Maybe, I wasn’t really paying attention,” he joked.  “Something about New Year’s Eve and standing next to him.”

      She punched his shoulder. “You are such a smartass.”

      More seriously, he said, “I would love nothing more than to stand up with him at your wedding.”

      “Good. He was nervous to ask you, as if you’d dare say no.” She pushed her hip out, her hand resting on it.

      “He’s done so much for me over the years that I would never say no to anything he asked. But this...being his best man. That is my total pleasure.”

      “Brace yourself, ‘cause you are about to get something that very few people get from me.”

      He eyed her carefully. “I’m not sure Flynn would approve.”

      She smiled and then surprised him by wrapping her arms around his back in a hug. “I’m so happy Flynn has you and that now, I have you too.”

      He relaxed, hugging her back. “Flynn is a lucky guy.”

      “Oh I know,” she said as she let him go and stood back. “I tell him everyday.”

      “I’m just gonna take a look in the back and make sure everything looks good and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

      She pointed her arm in the direction of the back. “Be my guest.”

      He quickly and efficiently looked over the back, including the bathroom, to make sure everything worked correctly. He wasn’t a contractor like Flynn, but over the last year, he’d learned enough to become fairly proficient, at least at spotting problems. When he was satisfied, he went back out front and found Joy.

      “Oh before you leave, can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure.”

      She walked to the front counter, reaching for something on the bottom shelf. “Can you deliver this to Norah? She asked if I’d order it for her and I just don’t have time to run it over to her today.”

      She was holding a couple of bottles of what looked like lotion. “Norah who lives across the hall from me?”

      “Yeah.” She looked at him strangely. “You have met her right?”

      “I actually haven’t.”

      “Wyatt, you own the building. How is it that you haven’t met her?”

      “She never has any problems or concerns, her rent checks are always on time and she causes no issues. There was no need.”

      She rolled her eyes, dropping her head backward. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. She rents an apartment in a building you own, you should have met her by now.” She put both bottles into a brown paper bag.

      He reached out, snatching the bag from her hands. “So I’ll meet her when I drop these off.”

      “Whatever, I have too much to do to spend any of it babysitting you. I’ll text her to let her know you’ll be dropping them off. Oh, and be nice to her. She’s shy.”

      “Everyone is shy compared to you.”

      “I can’t argue with that, but Norah is painfully shy. So please tread carefully.”

      “Okay, crazy.” He lifted his arm to wave as he walked out the door.

      As he made his way to his truck, he tried to remember if he’d ever even seen the elusive Norah Baker. He wasn’t sure he had. There was one time, a couple weeks ago, that he’d walked out of his apartment and she’d been going into hers across the hall. He’d seen the back of her, her blonde hair laying across her back. But, by the time he’d said hello, she’d already shut her door.

      As far as he could remember, that was the only time he’d seen her.

      Now that he thought about it, she was the only tenant he hadn’t met yet. But did it really matter? Like he’d told Joy, she paid on time, was never late, never caused problems, and didn’t ask him for anything.

      Why did it matter that he hadn’t met her?

      For some reason though, it was nagging at him, and he couldn’t stop thinking that it made him a bad person for not even trying to meet and connect with her.

      That was going to change today. In just a few minutes he would knock on the door of the mystery tenant, and finally, after six months, meet her.
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      Day four hundred and thirty-two was the day that was finally about to make her crack.

      Four hundred and thirty-two days since she’d run away from her former life, leaving everything behind.

      Four hundred and thirty-two days since she’d had a real conversation with anyone.

      Sighing, she paced her small apartment. She’d rented it because it was small, but now after four hundred and thirty-two days of being mostly confined to it, she was regretting the choice.

      She was starting to feel claustrophobic. Summer had been a little better because she could go out onto her patio to sit and take in the fresh air. But now that it was getting cooler, she had less and less of those days.

      She missed her life. Well part of her life. The part where she had friends and family and a job.

      A purpose.

      She did not miss her controlling, emotionally abusive, fiance. The man who was the reason she was stuck inside her small apartment.

      When she’d met Brett she’d been Norah Evers, only daughter of Steven and Pam Evers. Her father had started a software company, Eversware, that blew up in the early nineties and had stayed that way her whole life. She’d grown up being the only heir to his massive fortune. But like her dad and mom, she didn’t care as much about the money as she did about being a good person. After college, where she double majored in computer science and finance, because she’d wanted to be able to work in her dad’s company, but also wanted to know enough about money to help people, she took on the role of charity donations administrator for Eversware.

      And she did help people.

      Eversware donated more than half its profits to charities that helped make sure people could live the life they wanted.

      Then, three years ago, she’d met Brett Dalton. He’d been hired as the VP of Infrastructure and, almost immediately, they’d started dating. He’d started off sweet, attentive, and loving. And he’d stayed that way until her parents had both died in a car crash.

      When she’d needed him as her rock, he’d instead turned into a controlling bastard who, day in and day out, mentally abused her. He told her what to do. Didn’t like her philanthropy and hated that she had anything to do with the company.

      She soon found out that he wanted Eversware for himself.

      His plan was to marry her, take over and change everything.

      She wasn’t about to let that happen.

      So she’d secured the business, making sure that he couldn’t touch it and planned to leave him. Only he didn’t take it well. He was furious and during their argument went berserk, calling her names and then actually hitting her.

      She was dumbfounded that the man she thought she’d loved could do such a thing. And she had no one.  Her parents were gone, there was no other family to turn to. But, what he’d said after he struck her was what had put her in the position she was in now. He’d said that he’d kill her like he’d done with her parents.

      She had no idea if it was true, but she’d gone to the police just the same. But they didn’t believe her. Worse, they believed and liked him. He’d laughed in her face after he’d been questioned by the police saying no one would ever believe her. He’d gripped her arm so hard that she’d had bruises for days. Not knowing what to do, she’d panicked. The next day, she liquidated as much money as she could, dyed her dark brown hair blonde, purchased a new identity and left California for the midwest. She needed to get lost and figured there was no better place to do that than the middle of nowhere.

      She’d kept her first name the same because it was her grandma's and she just couldn’t change it and still feel like the same person. But she’d changed her last name to Baker. Plain and unforgettable. When looking for towns to live in, she’d spotted the small town of Cedarville thanks to the lake.

      Dragonfly Lake.

      Dragonflies had been something of an obsession of hers as a young girl. As a family, they’d once visited a lake in southern Canada, and the whole week they’d been there, she’d been fascinated by the dragonflies.

      As soon as she’d spotted the lake, she’d known that was where she had to go.

      Plus, Brett had no idea about that memory, so it wasn’t something he could use to find her.

      She’d known it was drastic, but she was weak and afraid. Scared for her own life and sad at the loss of her parents.

      This was the only decision she could think of to get away from the fear.

      So, for four hundred and thirty-two days she’d hidden away in the small town of Cedarville, only leaving her apartment once or twice a week.

      She was miserable, sad, lonely, and worst of all, still scared.

      She’d seen Brett on television several times or read articles about him, each time begging the public to help find her. His devoted fiance had gone missing and he was so distraught.

      It made her want to puke.

      But, it also made her glad she’d listened to her instincts and ran. He was a monster, and if she’d stayed, she’d be either stuck in an abusive relationship or dead.

      Probably, the last one.

      Tears she hadn’t known were there, fell down her cheeks. She missed her mom and dad tremendously. Missed her dad’s smile and the way her mom would roll her eyes at his corny jokes. They’d been such amazing people and their deaths had shattered her heart into a million little pieces.

      When she’d run, she’d left her phone, computer and all trackable electronics behind. So the only picture she had of them was the one she’d grabbed quickly when she’d thrown a bag together.

      One picture to remind her of the life she used to have, one she so desperately missed.

      Swiping her hands under her eyes, she wiped away the tears.

      No, she wasn’t going to do this. She wasn’t going to dwell on the past. She was alive, had plenty of money thanks to her parents, and a roof over her head. It was more than a lot of people had.

      She’d even made a friend...sort of. Joy used to live across the hall and even though she’d tried to keep her at arm's length, Joy had pushed her way into her life. She would stop by once every couple of weeks and generously give her a manicure and pedicure and some human interaction, which was far more important. Joy had never asked for an explanation on why she didn’t leave her apartment and Norah hadn’t volunteered the info. She assumed Joy thought she was one of those people who feared the outside world.

      Their friendship would seem odd to anyone on the outside, but to Norah, it was her only saving grace.

      Her phone dinged and she leaned down to grab it from the second hand coffee table she’d bought at a yard sale when she’d first moved to town.

      
        
        Joy:

        I’m not going to be able to stop by today but I got in those lotions you talked about. Wyatt is going to drop them off.

      

      

      Fear crept up her spine. Wyatt was the landlord. She’d never met him nor had she talked to him. He’d only purchased the building six months ago and there had never been any reason to have communication with him.

      She had, however, seen him.

      Through her peephole.

      When she’d snoop on him going in and out of his apartment.

      When it had still been warm out, he’d go for runs early in the morning, shirtless.

      His bare chest was a work of art. A work of art that she wanted to bite.

      Groaning, she fell onto the couch. She had never been an overtly sexual person. She’d liked sex just fine, but really, it had never been anything to write home about. Her first time had been when she was seventeen with her high school boyfriend, Aaron. He was sweet and they’d been going out for six months. But more, she didn’t want to go to college as a virgin. So she’d given in and they’d had sex.

      Was blah a feeling? Because that’s what it had been.

      All four times they’d done it.

      Then, in college she’d had what she considered the obligatory one night stand after a party her freshman year. It was slightly better than blah, but only by a fraction. The alcohol probably gave it that extra oomph.

      She’d finally given her first bow job the summer between freshman and sophomore year, and surprisingly, while she didn’t love the guy, she loved the feeling of having a hard cock in her mouth and under her control. She could almost orgasm from that alone.

      Although she never had.

      After that, sex was a little more fun, but the actual penetration still wasn’t her favorite. She did it because it’s what you did when you had a boyfriend and were in a relationship.

      Then came Brett.

      He never wanted her to go down on him which made each time less fun for her. And the sex, well, he liked it a certain way and wouldn’t veer off track.

      He’d only do missionary or doggy.

      Nothing else.

      And he held her down hard during both of those.

      Looking back she understood that it was his way of keeping control. She should have known and not settled.

      She never would again.

      If she ever had the chance to have sex again, she was going to make sure it was what she wanted. How she liked it.  None of this my way and you just have to deal crap.

      That was a big if though. She rarely left her apartment, so the chances of finding someone to have sex with her was slim to none.

      A vision of Wyatt flashed in her head.

      His dark, almost black hair was long around his neck and ears. His skin was seemingly always tan, even though it was November. His biteable chest glistened with sweat after a run.

      He was sex personified.

      Which was one of the reasons she’d kept her distance. She didn’t need to get involved with anyone who would question anything about her.

      But that didn’t stop her from thinking about him.

      All. The. Time.

      Sometimes she wondered if she’d think about anyone that she saw since she was locked up in her apartment. But, then she’d remember that she had gone into town and seen some good looking guys, and not once did she picture them in her head while pleasuring herself.

      Only Wyatt.

      She looked down at herself, taking in her sweats, t-shirt and heavy socks. This was the perfect outfit to open the door in when he came by. There was nothing sexy or provocative about it meaning there was no way he could look at her and do anything but hand her the lotion and leave.

      She wanted to blend in, making sure he didn’t give her another thought.

      
        
        Norah:

        No problem. I appreciate you getting them for me.

      

      

      She took a deep breath, hoping to slow her heartbeat. She wasn’t sure when he’d be stopping by but she figured it would be the next time he came home. That could be anytime at all.

      Wanting to keep herself occupied, she reached for her laptop to do some work.

      While she didn’t need the money, she liked to stay busy or else she’d go crazy. After about a month of being alone in the apartment, she’d started writing. Nothing she ever thought she’d show to anyone, but stories about young girls coming of age in the world. After six months, she’d had three full books written, and now after over a year, she had eight.

      Someday she might publish them, but for now, they were her salvation.

      A loud knock on the door startled her, immediately thinking the worst. But, then she remembered it was probably Wyatt. Setting her laptop aside, she steadied her breathing, walked to the door and checked the peephole.

      And there she found Wyatt.

      She told herself to relax as she turned the knob and opened the door.

      “Hi, Miss Baker, I’m Wyatt Murray, the landlord.”

      She swallowed before saying, “Hi.”

      “Joy asked me to drop these off to you.” He held out a brown paper bag.

      “Thank you.” She reached for it, her fingers brushing his as she took it from him. She felt a weird electricity as their fingers touched, her whole body going on alert. Inside she was a mess but she kept her composure on the outside.

      “I also wanted to introduce myself to you, since we hadn’t met yet.”

      She stepped back, planning to close the door. She needed to put space between them. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      He stopped the door with his hand before it was fully closed. “If you ever need anything please let me know.”

      She nodded and pushed harder, finally able to close the door. Covering her mouth with her hand, she slid to the floor right where she was.

      What the hell was that?

      Her fingers still tingled from his slight touch, and her heart was pounding inside her chest. She felt as if she’d been struck by lightning. Her whole body was on alert.

      She listened closely, hearing his footfalls, and then his door latch closed.

      Finally, she let out the breath she’d been holding, leaning back against the door. She’d never in her whole life had a reaction like the one she’d just had. In her line of work, she’d come across good looking guys all the time. She’d been able to carry on conversations and work closely with them. Nothing like what had just happened had ever happened before.

      She wished she could just chalk it up to lack of male companionship for a year, but she didn’t think it was that. There was something about him. Something different that her body was aware of without her even knowing him.

      Closing her eyes, she did what she always did when she needed answers. She called up an image of her mom. In life, her mom had always been there if she’d needed to talk about anything. And that hadn’t changed. She knew it was stupid, and probably made her crazy, but she had no one else.

      And for twenty minutes she sat, leaning against the door, asking her mom for advice.

      Crazy was relative.
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