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        One Year Ago

      

      

      “Congratulations to the happy couple.” The older woman with wisps of white hair pulled Laura in for a hug and kissed her on both cheeks, the stench of her sweet perfume making Laura’s stomach dip. She kept her smile in place and breathed a sigh of relief when the woman moved away and on to the next person.

      Laura’s mouth hurt from smiling so much, but she knew she couldn’t stop.

      Tonight had to be perfect, and if that meant she had to suffer through small talk and the smell of expensive perfume for a while longer, so be it.

      It was the least she could do to show Liam’s parents how thankful she was for the venue.

      Most of the people in attendance were people she’d never met before, all of them dressed to the nines in their pressed Armani suits and glittering dresses that flowed like silk. Laura took a glass of champagne from a passing tray carried by a blond waitress in a black-and-white uniform. She offered Laura a quick smile before she continued to circle the room.

      Laura took a long sip of her drink. Her eyes darted around, taking in the large bay windows overlooking the city’s skyline, the French doors of the terrace that were thrown open, allowing more people to spill out into the balmy night air, and the expensive leather furniture that sat everywhere she looked. While Laura herself wasn’t comfortable and felt like a fish out of water, she knew it was important to Liam to be there—in the penthouse he called home.

      Every inch of it screamed money, and it begged to be fawned over and noticed, which was exactly what a lot of the guests were doing. Even Laura’s friends were still floating around the room, giggling to each other and whispering.

      With a sigh, Laura stood up straighter, and her eyes moved over to the large circle gathered in the corner where Mayor Holland held court, looking immaculate in his pressed black HUGO BOSS suit, his salt-and-pepper hair slicked back. He held a glass of champagne in one hand and was gesturing with the other, everyone around him listening in rapt attention, as if he held the answers of the universe.

      A heartbeat later, laughter rose from that corner of the room, prompting Laura to smile. When he realized she was looking at him, Mayor Holland lifted his gaze, and his smile grew wider. He tilted his glass in her direction, brown eyes filled with warmth and humor. Laura swallowed and lifted her glass in the air. A heartbeat later, the mayor glanced away, and her father stepped into her field of vision, already swaying a little on his feet.

      Laura’s stomach dipped. “Maybe you should pace yourself, Dad.”

      Her father squinted at her and frowned. “It’s my only daughter’s engagement. I’m allowed to let loose and have fun.”

      Except they both knew what that usually meant.

      Laura was more likely to find him face down in a bar, reeking of sweat and alcohol. It was something she’d had to deal with for years, but she wanted tonight to be different. Tonight, during her engagement, of all nights, she desperately wanted her father to behave. She didn’t want the sidelong glances or the pitying frowns they got whenever Laura had to drag her father out of a room, and she definitely didn’t want the whispers following them outside and into the elevator.

      Laura stepped closer and dropped her voice. “Dad, please. Not tonight.”

      He stared at her for so long that she wondered if he heard her.

      Her stomach twisted into tight knots as she waited to see what his decision would be.

      Then, she looked up and saw Liam standing in a corner of the room, engaged in a heated conversation. As if he felt her eyes on him, he glanced up, and his expression tightened further. Liam pushed past his father and made a beeline for her. Before he reached them, a distant relative of her father’s, a cousin whose name she had never heard, materialized by their side.

      He towered over both of them, smelled of cigars, and had dark hair plastered to his forehead. “You must be very proud of your daughter, William. Marrying into the Taylor family, of all things. That’s quite impressive.”

      Laura’s father shrugged, and his gaze darted away. “Makes no difference to me who she’s marrying. It’s her life.”

      His cousin clapped him on the back, causing some of the liquid in the glass to slosh over. “There’s no need to be modest, man. You can take pride in this.”

      Laura glanced between the two of them, her sense of unease growing.

      She half-expected her father to shove his cousin away and give him a few choice words, given the condescending tone he was using with Laura, but the other half of her knew he wasn’t going to do anything. If there was one thing she’d gotten used to over the years, it was the fact her father only existed on paper.

      In real life, he was a specter who floated on the edge of her vision and clung to the shadows.

      Laura couldn’t remember the last time he’d shown an active interest in her life, much less had a real conversation with her. With a frown, Laura inched closer and placed a hand on her father’s arm. Liam appeared and led the two men away and onto the terrace, where many of the guests were milling around and talking. A steady stream of drinks and mini canapés were being passed around.

      “Sweetheart, there you are.” Lily Alrich pulled Laura into a kiss, the familiar smell of her flowery perfume making some of the knots in Laura’s stomach unfurl. “Everything looks great, doesn’t it?”

      Laura squeezed Lily’s hands. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for us. This is all so beautiful.”

      Lily tucked Laura’s arm into the crook of her elbow. “I’m happy to help. I’m so happy Liam found you, Laura. You two are good for each other, and I can tell you’re going to be very happy.”

      Liam returned with a small plate full of canapés and two glasses of champagne. “You’ve outdone yourself, Mom. None of this would’ve been possible without you.”

      Lily blushed, a stunning vision in her ankle-length black gown, and tilted her glass in their direction. “Here’s to the happy couple.”

      Liam draped an arm over Laura’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “Here’s to us.”

      Laura twisted to face him, and butterflies erupted in her stomach. “Thanks for…earlier.”

      Liam nodded and turned so he was facing her directly. “It won’t always be like this. Your dad just doesn’t know how to express himself like other people.”

      Laura snorted and ignored the lump in her throat. “He doesn’t know how to express himself, period.”

      Unless it involved grunting and monosyllabic responses.

      But that shouldn’t have surprised her.

      Why would her father choose tonight of all nights to change?

      You shouldn’t have gotten your hopes up.

      “I’ll keep the guests entertained,” Lily began in a soft voice. Her eyes swept over the room critically before she glanced back at them. “Why don’t you two go and dance? It’s still your night, after all, and you should enjoy it.”

      Laura gave Lily’s hands another squeeze and allowed Liam to lead her to the middle of the room. Music began to play through the overhead speakers, a soft string quartet, and Liam placed a hand on her waist and pulled her closer. She smiled and linked her fingers around his neck. Although Laura often had her doubts about whether she could fit into the glittering world Liam came from, when he held her like this, like they were the only two people in the world, nothing else mattered.

      Not her father’s inability to express any kind of emotion and holding her at arm’s length.

      Not the hundreds of pairs of disapproving eyes following them as they swept through the room, holding each other’s gaze and smiling.

      And not the tightening of Liam’s father’s stare or his grandfather’s sneer.

      Liam didn’t let any of it faze him as he led her through the dance, his eyes never leaving her face. Laura felt herself relax further and further until she brought her head to rest against his chest, over the beating of his heart. One hand stayed on her waist, and the other moved to her shoulders. Little kids raced past them in either direction, giggling and calling out to each other.

      Liam’s groomsmen were laughing loudly enough to draw attention to themselves.

      Laura sighed. “How mad do you think your father and grandfather are?”

      “I can worry about them later. For now, my mom knows how to handle them.” Liam’s voice was whisper-soft and warm against her ear. She shivered and drew back to look at him, her heart swelling with emotion. She was so full of love and hope for the future that it felt like she could float out of the apartment and right up to the skies.

      Nothing was going to ruin their starry night.

      Laura couldn’t wait to start her life with Liam.
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        Present Day

      

      

      

      Jack Grant knocked and then poked his head in. “A few of the guys are going to Joe’s after work. You in?”

      Without glancing up from his laptop screen, Liam shook his head. “I can’t. I’ve still got a lot of work to do for the McNealy case.”

      Jack pushed the door to Liam’s office open and stepped in. He let the door click shut behind him, walked over to the desk, and pushed the screen down. Liam blinked and tried to shake off the spots dancing in his field of vision. Then, he pushed his chair back, stood, and stretched to shake off the stiffness in his limbs.

      But it didn’t help.

      Nothing was going to help until he put the case to rest, once and for all.

      It had only been a few weeks since he agreed to represent the McNealys, and he was already regretting it. It felt like he breathed, slept, and ate the McNealy case, and whenever he closed his eyes, everything he’d learned danced in front of him, taunting him with how ill-prepared he was.

      Who was he kidding?

      The McNealys needed someone with a lot more experience than he had, and while he was grateful to his great-grandparents for recommending him, he had to wonder why they hadn’t gone down a different path. A family like the McNealys had more than enough money to spring for a fancier lawyer, and they were among the most prominent families in Falmouth, distinguishing themselves through hard work and dedication.

      News of their illegal activities had shaken the entire town to its core.

      Liam’s family was no exception.

      But this wasn’t the first time Liam had been asked to represent a client accused of money laundering and using their business as a front for illegal activities.

      It was, however, the first time he’d been forced to deal with a man like Rob McNealy: proud, stiff, and keeping his secrets close to his chest, like he actually had something to hide.

      Jack cleared his throat and leaned against the desk. “Come on, you can’t be working all the time. You’re going to burn yourself out.”

      Liam gave a slight shake of his head and bent down to touch his toes, his back giving an odd little twinge. “I don’t have time to take a break. There’s a lot to prepare for.”

      And so much that he still had to do in order to prove the McNealy business was legit.

      Jack snorted and rolled up the sleeves of his gray button-down shirt. “You’ve been at it for weeks. Don’t you think you’re as prepared as you’re going to be?”

      Jack had a point, especially since nothing new had turned up.

      Liam had spent weeks reviewing the evidence compiled against them, praying and hoping that something would stand out—anything to give him a leg to stand on—but the longer he studied the evidence against the McNealys, the worse Liam felt about the whole thing. Not only was the evidence the DA compiling damning enough to warrant a case, but Liam had also spent the past few weeks trying to poke a hole in any of it, only to come up empty-handed.

      The prosecution had done its homework, leaving Liam feeling woefully underprepared, even with the backing and support of the offices of Taylor, Humer & Alrich.

      While Liam was relieved to have the resources and backing of the firm, he had to wonder if it was going to be enough to build a strong case for the McNealys. They had too many unanswered questions when it came to their finances, too many empty spaces that left room for suspicion and doubt, not to mention the fact the DA had several sources who were willing to testify on the illegal behind-the-scenes activities of the company.

      Rob McNealy’s chances of getting elected as a councilman had long since gone down the drain.

      Right now, your best chance is getting them a plea deal.

      Except he hated bargains because it put the enemy in the driver’s seat.

      There was nothing Liam disliked as much as handing over the reins to someone else, especially someone he didn’t know or trust. The DA, Clarissa Montgomery, had gone toe to toe with him on many high-profile cases before, but he’d always felt like she was one step ahead. Even in the cases where the judge ruled in his favor, Clarissa still lingered in the background with that same smug smirk on her face, as if she was in on something he wasn’t.

      The McNealy case was no different.

      Think, Liam. You must’ve missed something. There has to be something in there that doesn’t paint the McNealys as liars and thieves.

      “Come out with us for a few drinks. It’ll clear your head and give you a fresh perspective,” Jack continued, the same bright smile still on his face. “The work is still going to be here when you’re ready.”

      Liam drew himself up to his full height and curled his hand into a fist. He pressed it against his lower back and grimaced. “You know that Jameson is going to bust me if I don’t win this case.”

      He had to bring the firm a win on a silver platter.

      Given the amount of press this case was already getting, he knew that not even his last name was going to shield him from any fallout.

      A win, on the other hand…

      Liam needed one, almost as much as he wanted to hand over the case to someone else.

      Jack pushed himself off the desk and waved his comment away. “You’re the most capable lawyer I know. The McNealys are in good hands. You just need to relax and trust your instincts.”

      Liam didn’t know how he felt about getting advice from Jack, of all people, but he supposed it was better than nothing. Jack might have been better known for his taste in liquor and women, but when it came to his job, Jack was a pit bull in court. If he hadn’t seen it with his own two eyes, Liam never would’ve believed his carefree friend, who was always armed with a quick smile and a slew of inappropriate jokes, knew how to hold his own in court better than most lawyers Liam knew.

      “One drink.” Liam glanced out his office window at the hustle and bustle of the concrete city below and frowned. “And none of your usual tricks this time.”

      The last time he’d gone out with him, he’d ended up confronting a tall man with sinewy arms and a bad temper. Liam had barely been able to talk him down, and in the end, it was the offer of free legal advice that had gotten them all off the hook.

      On his way out of the office, Liam stopped to shove his laptop into a bag and snap the blinds shut.

      He took one last look around the office, with its mahogany desk, a stack of shelves pressed against one corner, and a row of certificates hung on the opposite wall, and his stomach gave an odd little clench. Even years after inheriting this office, it still felt strange to look around it every day and realize it was his, like he had stepped into someone else’s shoes.

      For the umpteenth time, Liam found himself wondering if anything he’d done made him deserving of an office like this. Or was it another string attached to his name?

      Keep working hard. That’s how you deserve an office like this. Prove to everyone that you deserve to be here, same as everyone else, and that your last name has nothing to do with it.

      When his phone rang in his pocket, it jolted Liam back to the present. He pulled the door shut to his office and gave it a firm tug. Then, he fished his phone out of his coat and pressed it to his ear.

      “So, we might need to order takeout tonight.”

      Liam chuckled and switched the phone to his other ear. “Had another culinary adventure today?”

      “I was trying to follow this recipe I saw on the internet,” Laura replied, her voice rising toward the end. “I swear, I thought I had it this time, but maybe I should just stick to simple recipes I can’t mess up.”

      Liam smiled. “I like that you like to experiment in the kitchen. I don’t think you should give up. Hardly anyone gets new recipes right the first time around.”

      Laura sighed, and he heard water running in the background. “You’re just saying that to be nice.”

      Liam followed Jack down the carpeted hallway, with landscaped paintings on either side of the walls. “I’m really not. I bet it’s not as bad as you think it is.”

      His fiancée had a tendency to be hard on herself, harder than she needed to be, and this was just the latest in a long line of hobbies she was experimenting with.

      Her fearlessness when it came to trying new things and her willingness to take leaps of faith and embrace the world with arms wide open made him love her even more.

      The fact she’d broken her leg a few months ago while dangling at the top of a ladder at one of the houses she was working on, when a slew of kids ran past, hadn’t stopped her. If anything, it had made her more determined.

      “I’m about to step onto the elevator,” Liam added once the doors pinged open. “The line might cut off.”

      Jack was next to Liam, tapping his feet impatiently.

      Suddenly, Liam regretted agreeing to go out with Jack and the others. Being in their company was fun when he wanted to unwind, but he had too much on his mind to indulge in their antics tonight. Still, he made himself get off the elevator and brushed past rows of empty spots in the underground parking. Once he reached his silver Volkswagen, Liam threw his laptop bag into the trunk and ripped off his tie. Then, he slammed the trunk shut, wrenched the front door open, and slid in.

      After making sure his phone was connected to the car’s Bluetooth, he eased out of his spot and honked at Jack, who was a few feet behind. Jack jumped in front of him and tore off, the engine loud and roaring. Liam rolled his eyes and kept both hands on the wheel. As soon as he was out of the parking lot, Laura’s voice came back on, sounding harried and distracted.

      “Do you think the doctor will kill me if she finds out I’ve been using a fork to scratch under the cast?”

      Liam’s lips twitched. “It depends, but I don’t think she’ll mind that much since the cast is supposed to come off soon anyway… Have you been using a fork to scratch under the cast?”

      “No,” Laura said a little too quickly. “Anyway, don’t change the subject. When are you coming home?”

      “Jack and the guys want me to stop by for a few drinks. I haven’t been able to go in a while…”

      “Since you took on the McNealy case. I’m sure they’re happy for you, babe. It’s the biggest case of your career.”

      Liam’s shoulders stiffened. “Yeah, I didn’t need to be reminded of that.”

      “It’s a good thing,” Laura added without preamble. “I know it’s been stressful, but you said yourself that a case like this could put you on the map.”

      Liam leaned back against his leather seat and ran a hand over his face. “It could.”

      But only if he managed to get a slam dunk win.

      And right now, he wasn’t feeling confident about any of the outcomes.

      Outside, the world rushed past him in a blur of shapes and colors. At the traffic light, Liam stopped and pressed the buttons for the radio. “I don’t know, babe. It’s a lot, you know? Sometimes, I think it would be better if I handed the case off to someone else.”

      Someone who wasn’t as inexperienced as Liam was or as distracted.

      With a wedding less than three months away and a lot they still hadn’t gotten through, Liam knew they were running out of time. Laura’s broken leg had set them back, much to her dismay, but they were finally back on track, and Liam didn’t want anything getting in the way of that, least of all a high-profile case that was sucking up all of his free time.

      He’d seen it happen too often to his dad, where he’d let a case suck him into a void, with none of them knowing when he was going to emerge. He’d even seen it happen to his grandfather a few times, and while he appreciated everything they’d taught him, he didn’t want to end up like them.

      In the business world, his father and grandfather were titans, but only their families knew what really went on behind the scenes. In the past few months alone, Liam’s mom had uncovered too many family secrets that should never have been buried, like the fact his grandfather’s first wife had been bullied out of the picture and she’d fought to be reunited with her daughter, his mother, until her dying breath.

      A shudder went through Liam as he recalled the day his mother had told him, and how it had felt a little like having the only world he knew being ripped out from under him. Since that day, Liam had been a little too aware of how much pressure there was for him to cave, to allow his father and grandfather to get their hooks into him, once and for all.

      He had, after all, already followed in their footsteps once before.

      Who knew if he was going to do it again?

      You are not your father or your grandfather. You would never do to Laura what your father did to your mother, and if you’re ever lucky enough to become a dad, you wouldn’t do that to your daughter, either.

      Still, there were nights when he sat up in bed, drenched in his own sweat, and wondered how much of their DNA he’d inherited.

      Walking away from the McNealy case wasn’t just about how much time it was taking up. It was also about who he wanted to be when it was all over.

      “You know that I’ll support you regardless of what you decide,” Laura said after a brief pause. “If you decide you can’t handle it, and you want to hand it off to someone else, you can do that. If you want to see this through, you can do that too.”

      The traffic light turned green, and Liam lurched forward.

      “Even if it ends up taking up a lot of my free time? I’m supposed to be helping you plan the wedding.”

      Laura laughed, and the sound chased away some of the shadows. “Honey, you’ve already done a lot, especially since my accident. Besides, the cast is going to come off soon, and until then, I know your mom is happy to help.”

      Liam exhaled and slowed to a crawl, glancing down both sides of the street for a free spot. Jack stuck his head out the window and gestured to one in the empty lot across the street. With a frown, Liam pulled into it and backed up between two cars. Then, he killed the engine and sat there for a while longer, trying to ignore the unease creeping up his spine.

      Why was he questioning his professional future?

      Liam had worked hard to become a lawyer, giving up most semblance of a social life to claw his way to where he was. Although a part of him did wonder if having his last name made things easier, another part rejected the idea altogether.

      He wasn’t his father or his grandfather.

      “You still there?”

      Liam blinked, reached for his phone, and took Laura off speaker. “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Whatever you decide, we’re going to get through it together, okay?”

      Liam blew out a breath. “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Liam spotted Jack glaring at him through the windshield. “I’d better go before Jack recruits the guys to drag me out of the car or something.”

      Laura laughed. “Okay, have fun. See you soon.”

      Liam lingered in the car for a while longer, debating whether to drive off and go home to Laura. He pictured himself cuddling up to her on the couch, but when he saw Jack marching toward him, he knew it was too late.

      He hadn’t gone out with them in a while, so he owed it to them to at least try.

      Laura was still going to be there when he got home.
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      “Come on, Doc.” Laura clasped her fingers together and widened her eyes. “Not another cream I need to use. Can’t you just give me some pill or something?”

      Laura didn’t want one more thing setting her back, and her unexplained rash was making her more irritated than she wanted to admit.

      She needed a change of scenery; otherwise, the silence and inability to do things were going to get to her and drive her crazy. Laura wasn’t sure it hadn’t already, but she wanted to try and get ahead of it. It had been weeks of being cooped up at home most of the day and having to hobble from one activity to the next. Going to Provincetown for the weekend was actually what she needed.

      Dr. Pierce took off her glasses to polish them and released a deep sigh. “I don’t like how your rash is looking. You should be taking it easy.”

      “I will, I will. The cast is going to come off soon anyway.”

      “You better, or that rash could spread to the rest of your body,” Dr. Pierce warned, pausing to give Laura a meaningful look. The doctor stopped to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear and sat up straighter. Then, Dr. Pierce drummed her fingers against the desk, a furrow appearing between her brows.

      Everything from the tight set of her shoulders to the steady tapping of her fingers made Laura know she didn’t approve. However, she also knew that she’d worn Dr. Pierce down, little by little.

      The hustle and bustle of the city was getting to Laura, and she didn’t know where else to go.

      Over the past few months, she’d done everything from baking to online courses, but it only made her feel like time was passing slower. With so many changes happening in her life, including her future mother-in-law moving away, Laura didn’t want to feel like she was being left behind. Without Lily in the city, everything was duller and quieter, and a lot harder to get through. Even her friends from work were wrapped up in their own lives and too busy for her. Not that Laura could blame them.

      She was supposed to be out there, designing houses and making them feel homier, not limping around the house, searching for her next venture.

      Laura unclasped her fingers and let them fall to her sides. “I promise I’ll be careful, and I’ll take it easy.”

      But the itch to go out and do something wasn’t going to go away by itself, no matter how much Laura wished it would.

      She wasn’t used to standing still and letting things happen.

      Dr. Pierce put her glasses back on and stopped drumming her fingers against the rectangular-shaped mahogany desk. She folded her arms over her chest and studied Laura. When Laura couldn’t hold her gaze any longer, she let her eyes dart over the office and linger on the certificates displayed on the wall behind Dr. Pierce.

      A large bookcase was pressed against the wall opposite Laura, boasting classic literature titles, medical dramas, and everything in between. She glanced away and twisted in her seat to study the exam chair in the middle of the office, draped in a pristine white cover. Then, Laura looked over at the window and smiled at the view outside the doctor’s office. Seeing the large oak trees and hearing the sound of children’s laughter wafting up made Laura feel better, especially when a warm breeze drifted into the room.

      With nothing else to distract her from Dr. Pierce’s open and assessing gaze, Laura twisted back and faced her doctor directly. “So, what do you think?”

      “I’ll prescribe something, but it’s a little strong, so try to take it before bed,” Dr. Pierce said with a sigh.

      Laura jumped to her feet and took both of the doctor’s hands in hers. “Thanks, Doc.”

      Dr. Pierce gave Laura another exasperated look and said nothing. She scribbled something down on the prescription pad and handed it over to Laura.

      On her way out of the office, Laura stopped to suck in a mouthful of air. Then, she wheeled her bag behind her and glanced down both sides of the busy street to hail a taxi. In the back of the taxi, she drummed her fingers against her thighs and smiled to herself. A short while later, he dropped her off in front of the bus station. Some people jostled past, while others gave her room to pass as she used her crutch to navigate. After securing two tickets for the two different buses she needed, she sent Lily a message and found an empty chair to wait.

      Nine hours later, after switching buses from Boston to Provincetown and drifting in and out of sleep, Laura’s entire body was stiff. Lily greeted her at the Greyhound bus stop in a puffer jacket, a colorful scarf wrapped around her throat. With a smile, Laura dragged her bag behind her and stopped to pull Lily into a hug. The two women embraced while people moved around them, and Laura stared at the closed sign hanging on top of the Pilgrim Monument and Provincetown Museum.

      Lily drew back and took the bag from her. “You must be starving. I made us something to eat.”

      Laura leaned against Lily, and the two of them hobbled to the half-empty parking lot across the street. After placing Laura’s bag into the car, Lily got into the driver’s seat and pulled her seat belt on. With a smile, Laura rolled down the window to duck her head out to inhale the crisp air. She studied the sign signaling they were on Conwell Street as Lily ambled ahead and down Race Point Road. Trees and other cars whizzed past.

      Lily leaned forward and turned down the music. “So, this is a nice surprise.”

      Laura tore her gaze away and twisted to face Lily. “I thought this would be a good chance for us to spend some time together. We haven’t been able to do much of that since you moved out here.”

      Laura hated feeling like she’d been abandoned when she knew it wasn’t true.

      Lily hadn’t meant to leave Laura behind.

      Wanting to start over had nothing to do with you, Laur. You know that. Lily just wanted a fresh start.

      Lily reached between them and patted Laura’s hand. “I know. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but you’re here now, and I’ve got pictures, color designs, and everything ready for us to peruse.”

      “Do you have old decorations too?”

      Lily squeezed her hand and laughed. “Of course, I do.”

      It wasn’t long before they left Race Point Road and turned onto Province Lands Road, as the moon illuminated Lily’s house. Lily slowed to a crawl, and the wraparound porch that went around the front and side of the house came into view first, giving Laura a chance to admire the warm, honey-colored wood. When Lily stopped the car, Laura stumbled out and grinned at the two rocking chairs on the front porch, exactly where they were the last time Laura had visited. Lily hauled the bag out of the car, and the two of them made small talk while climbing up the stairs. Once inside, Laura immediately peered over at the veranda overlooking the bluff, offering an unobstructed view of the ocean, which glittered in the distance.

      Each time Laura visited, she was struck anew by the beauty of the place.

      It was no wonder Lily had fallen in love with it.

      Lily’s feet were light and soundless as she walked to the kitchen, and Laura felt herself drifting to the veranda, where the double doors were already thrown wide open. When Laura sat down, Lily appeared with a tray carrying a pitcher of iced tea and a plate full of sandwiches. She sat down opposite Laura, and the two women exchanged a quick smile.

      “How’s your dad?”

      Laura shrugged and took a large bite of her tuna melt, sighing a little at the rich taste. “You know how he is. Sometimes, I think he doesn’t even want to acknowledge the fact I’m getting married.”

      Lily sighed, and her expression softened. “I’m sure that’s not true. You’re his only daughter. He’s probably feeling all sorts of ways about it, but he just doesn’t know how to express it.”

      Laura shrugged and took another bite of her sandwich.

      She wanted Lily to be right, but the truth was, her future mother-in-law tried to see the best in everyone and everything. No matter how bad things got or how ugly someone’s true colors were, Lily held steadfast to the belief that there was more to the story, and Laura admired her for it, but she knew it wasn’t applicable here.

      William Turncliff had checked out of his life and his daughter’s a long time ago.

      No amount of wishful thinking was going to change that.

      “You got your rash checked out before you came down, right?” Lily’s eyes swept over Laura’s face, and she frowned when they landed on the cast. “I wouldn’t want that to turn into another issue.”

      Laura swallowed and took a long sip of her peach-flavored iced tea. “Yeah, don’t worry. Dr. Pierce prescribed some ointment, and, with some begging, she even prescribed something a little stronger.”

      Lily’s expression lit up as she laughed. “I’ve always admired how you don’t let anything get in your way.”

      Laura tapped her cast and grimaced. “Some things, I don’t have a choice about.”

      Lily waved her comment away and adjusted the scarf. “Since it’s been a long day, I thought we could just stay in for now. Tomorrow, we can walk around the town for a bit, and we can look at some of the hotels.”

      Laura took another sip of her drink. “What about a walk along the beach later?”

      Lily smiled and nodded. “If you feel up to it. Now, let’s talk about color schemes.”

      Without waiting for a response, Lily got up and disappeared inside. She returned when Laura was on the last bite of her sandwich and licking her fingers. She set down a few swaths of color on the table and pushed her chair closer to Laura’s.

      “Pink was my sister’s favorite color,” Laura whispered, pausing to finger the fabric. “I think she would’ve painted the whole house pink if she could’ve gotten away with it.”

      Lily squeezed her shoulders. “I know it’s painful to talk about her, but you can if you want to.”

      A lump rose in the back of Laura’s throat. “There isn’t much to say. You know she died when I was five.”

      And Laura’s memories of her felt further and further away with each passing day.

      What few pictures she still had made Laura feel like she was looking at a stranger. Having an older sister felt like looking at someone else’s life, but Laura found herself wondering more and more what Leah would’ve been like if she’d still been alive.

      Would the two of them have been close?

      Would Leah have been able to stop their father from living in the shadows?

      Lily pushed her chair closer and took both of Laura’s hands in hers. “Are you all right?”

      Laura didn’t realize she was crying until she touched a hand to her face, and it came away wet. “Yeah, I don’t know why I’m upset about this. Leah’s death was an accident, and it was so long ago…”

      “But you lost your mother shortly after, didn’t you?”

      And her father shortly after that.

      But Laura didn’t know how to tell anyone what it felt like to have a father who would rather be dead, how every time he looked at her, Laura felt like he saw right through her. She hated knowing she hadn’t been able to save him from the grief, almost as much as she hated knowing her mom had given up and left her all alone in the world.

      None of it was fair.

      But Laura couldn’t change it any more than she could bring her father back.

      She’d had years to make her peace with it, and the only way she knew how to cope was pushing it somewhere deep, deep inside of her, so it didn’t resurface.

      This was the first time in years she was allowing herself to open up and be vulnerable, and she wasn’t sure she liked it.

      She supposed it was all the changes in her life that were making her look back and reflect.

      “Starting over when your whole world has been turned upside down can be hard,” Lily whispered, pausing to brush her thumb along the inside of Laura’s wrist. “When I left Eric, I thought there was no way I could start over, and for a while, I almost couldn’t.”

      Laura lifted her gaze to Lily’s and frowned. “What made you able to do it?”

      “I had friends and family to help me find my way back,” Lily said in the same soft voice. “I’m sure your dad tried to do the same, but sometimes, it takes longer to find your way back.”

      Laura’s throat closed up. “I don’t think he wants to find his way back, or he would’ve done it already.”

      Laura was tired of waiting for him to show up for her and of hoping he wouldn’t throw himself into work just to avoid dealing with how his life had turned out.

      And so very tired of blaming herself for not being good enough for him to try harder.

      You can’t make him save himself, Laur. You know that better than anyone.

      After spending most of her childhood, adolescence, and the first few years of her twenties trying, Laura had been forced to give up. Whatever glimmer of the man he was, whatever still existed inside of him, she wasn’t going to be the one to pull it out, and nothing anyone said or did was going to change that.

      It was her cross to bear, even on the days it felt unbearable.

      “Hello?” Liam’s voice wafted up to them from below.

      Startled, Lily jumped to her feet and pushed her chair back. A short while later, she came back with Liam in tow, who was in a wrinkled suit—his laptop bag in one hand and an overnight bag in the other. His gaze immediately went to Laura, and she saw his shoulders relax.

      “This is a nice surprise, darling.” Lily pulled out a chair for him and patted his hair. “I’m so happy you’re both here.”

      Liam draped an arm over Laura’s shoulders. “I wasn’t exactly given a choice.”

      Lily’s mouth fell open. “Oh, Laura—you didn’t. You told me that you cleared it with everyone.”

      “I had the intention, but Liam was in a meeting, and I couldn’t wait one more minute,” Laura said, pausing to give Liam a kiss on the cheek. She offered Lily a sheepish smile. “Besides, now that you’re here, we can spend the weekend unwinding and enjoying ourselves.”

      Liam drew back to look at her and gave her a pointed look. “Fine, but just so you know, I’m considering putting a tracker on you or something, so you don’t pull a stunt like this again.”
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