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      Nothing. That was what she’d found.

      Six months ago, Nick Jacobs woke up from a coma to find himself in a world of legal troubles, and something wasn’t right. Jasmine knew it. His agent knew it. She was sure many of his fans knew it. But there was no proof.

      Jasmine stared at herself in the mirror at the Tampa courthouse, wondering just how she got there. Wondering why she cared so much. She didn’t know Nick, had only interviewed him once—before the accident.

      He’d refused every interview request since. No one had heard anything from him until today, until he had to face the music of what he’d done.

      All those months ago, along a lonely stretch of road in Gulf City, Florida, Nick crashed into another car that was driven by a beloved father of three. Drugs were found in Nick’s system, drugs he had no recollection of.

      But that wasn’t the only thing he couldn’t remember.

      Jasmine’s phone buzzed where she’d placed it on the porcelain counter, and she answered it, already knowing who would be on the other line. “It hasn’t started yet.”

      “I know… I’m following on Twitter. One of the Times reporters is live-tweeting the whole thing.” Elizabeth Ross’s anxiety came through the line.

      She sighed. “Of course they are.” Live-tweeting. As if this was a sporting event. She supposed, for some of them, there was no difference. They thought they were just watching an arrogant, messed-up movie star get his due. Maybe that was what was about to happen. Maybe she was wrong about everything.

      “How are you holding up?” Jasmine asked. Most people didn’t believe Liz had ever even met Nick, but they were wrong. Jasmine had never been one to believe in anything mystical, that two people in comas could live in some other world for a time, but she saw her after. She saw the complete heartbreak in her eyes when Nick didn’t know who she was.

      Liz was quiet for a moment. “You know… I think I’m okay.” She paused. “I just hope he is too.” She loved him, that much was obvious, but she now said it was an impossible love, one that could never amount to anything.

      The door to the bathroom opened, and Jasmine turned, coming face to face with Sherrie Thompson, Nick’s no-longer-estranged wife. She wore a tight pencil skirt with a ruffled pink top, looking like she was going to a business meeting. In different circumstances, Jasmine would have laughed. “I have to go. Is that okay?” she asked Liz.

      Elizabeth was quiet a moment. “Will you call me after?”

      “Of course.” When she hung up the phone, she focused on Sherrie.

      Her lips pursed as her eyes slid the length of Jasmine, from tightly braided black hair to flats. Her heels clicked across the tile floors as she took up a position at the open sink. “Are you a reporter?”

      “Yes.” Though, Jasmine had no publication any longer. She quit her job in Hollywood when they tried to make her go back to California instead of pursuing the truth about the Nick Jacobs accident. Now, she lived on her brother’s couch with his little heathens waking her up every morning. The only reporting she did was on her blog, the one others called a conspiracy blog because she refused to see the truth about who Nick really was.

      Sherrie nodded. “Well, would you like a statement?” She leaned toward the mirror, applying a new layer of bright red lipstick.

      “That would be great, actually.”

      She pressed her lips together, taking a moment before turning to look at Jasmine. Her face transformed from a serious, harsh woman to a desperate wife in an instant. “My husband regrets what he did and is willing to pay the price. Our lives have been completely upended, but I love him. It’s been difficult, but as a good wife, I will stand by him no matter what.” Her hand drifted to her protruding belly, completing the act. It was a brilliant performance. She’d gained a lot of love for it. She was the pregnant, devoted wife.

      It was as if she’d planned the whole thing.

      The idea hit Jasmine like a freight train, shoving any optimism she had left straight into the stratosphere and leaving her empty and cold.

      Sherrie gave her a bright smile, a practiced smile, turned on her heel, and left to return to her husband’s side.

      Jasmine? She had to get out of there. The trial wouldn’t matter when no one knew the truth, and she had a new lead.
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      “Liz, I need another Caesar salad,” one of the servers called from the entrance to the dining room.

      “You’ve got it,” Liz hollered back, rushing toward the salad station.

      “Liz, I need you to work tomorrow night too.” Chef Nina hung up the phone. “Landon called off for the rest of the week.”

      “Yes, Chef.” She cringed at the thought. She hadn’t had a night off in a while. Surprisingly, her health was holding up enough to be on her feet every night, but she missed tucking her kids into bed.

      Liz set the salad in the window and went back to the stove to fry up a new batch of mushrooms for the restaurant’s most popular dish. They were constantly short-staffed, leaving them running from station to station, but there was nothing like the energy of a professional kitchen.

      The moment Liz recovered enough from her coma to work, she went searching for restaurants in need of untrained, somewhat slow employees. The only chef that would take a chance on her was Nina, who walked up beside her. “I can take over for tonight. Go on. You have better places to be.” She nudged her toward the break room.

      Liz didn’t argue anymore because the truth was, she wanted to be home with her family. Sending the chef a nod of thanks, she headed to the break room to gather her belongings and stepped outside.

      Her eyes drifted to the sky as they did every night when she left work. Tonight, there were no clouds in sight, nothing to block the blazing stars and everything they meant. She couldn’t help remembering.

      Warm lips pressed against the side of her neck. “What does she say to you?”

      Tilting her head to let him continue kissing a path to her ear, she sighed. “To always look to the stars.”

      A chuckle rumbled through him. “Like Hollywood stars? Because I can definitely get behind that.”

      Jamming her elbow back into his ribs, she smiled when his breath rushed out of him. “I think I like you better grumpy.”

      “And I like you.” He pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “I know what this is, I know how impossible our world is, but Liz… I just…”

      “Like me?”

      “Yeah. Is that okay?”

      She turned, taking in the dark outline of his features, watching the uncertainty flash across his face. Lifting a hand, she traced every line of his face, every crease and valley, memorizing them. One corner of her lips curved up. “Tell me, who is Nick Jacobs?”

      “You okay?” Landon heaved a trash bag into the dumpster behind her, jolting her back to the present.

      Liz jumped in surprise. “Yeah, I’m fine.” And she tried to be fine. But she wasn’t sure what that word meant any longer.

      He gave her a long look. “Want me to walk you to your car? It’s pretty dark out here.”

      She smiled in thanks. Landon was a nice guy. He always tried to look out for her. “I’ll be okay. You should probably get back to work.”

      He looked conflicted, but he didn’t argue before turning and heading back inside.

      Liz shifted her purse on her shoulder and walked toward the parking lot. Shadows danced in the night, and only a few cars were left in the empty backlot. She’d parked at the far end and normally enjoyed the quiet of the dark on her walk to the car, but tonight, there was something different about it. A foreboding. Not like someone would jump her, but like bad news was waiting for her and only the stars overhead knew what it was.

      She slipped into her car and headed toward Gulf City. Nina’s was a small Italian restaurant right outside town, about a twenty-minute drive. It had been a last resort, but now she couldn’t imagine working anywhere else.

      The house was dark when she pulled up the driveway, but when she walked inside, she noticed a light glowing from the back porch. Kicking off her shoes, she headed that way, finding her father in his favorite lounge chair.

      “Kids good tonight?” She sat in the chair at his side and reached for the coffee mug on the table in front of him.

      He smiled. “Are they ever?”

      “Little demons.” She gave him a sad smile, wishing she didn’t miss so many evenings. Eventually, she hoped Nina would allow her to take more lunch shifts. “Did Evie bug Owen all night?”

      The two of them were twins but couldn’t be more different. Evie was a wild child, and Owen was more serious.

      “She goaded him into tackling her.”

      Liz lifted a brow. “Sounds about right.” Sighing, she sipped her dad’s coffee. “Tonight was long.”

      He laughed at that. “You love it though.”

      “I do.” When she’d recovered from the accident and told her family she’d decided to try to become a cook, none of them batted an eye. It made sense to them in a way her going to medical school never had. She’d wanted to be a doctor because of what happened to her throughout her life, because of the cancer. But this… it had nothing to do with the worst parts of her life, only the best.

      It took time, but her dad finally stopped looking at her like a wounded animal, like she’d lost her mind for a short time in the hospital. She hated that he no longer believed her about Nick, but she couldn’t blame him after Nick didn’t know who she was.

      The only people who never lost faith in her were her kids. To them, there were so many unknowable parts of life that a coma dreamland wasn’t out of the question.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she wasn’t sure who’d call her this late, so she didn’t answer it.

      It went still before another call came through. Pulling it free, she stared at Jasmine’s name on the screen. This was the foreboding she’d felt before, the news that was coming.

      Her dad snatched the phone and answered it. “Jasmine, hello, dear.” He loved the reporter who’d become a good friend to Liz. “Liz was taking too long to answer.” Something Jasmine said made his smile drop. “Sure, here she is.”

      He handed Liz the phone, his eyes never leaving her.

      “Hey, Jas.” Liz closed her eyes, waiting for whatever Jasmine had to say.

      “The verdict came in this afternoon.” Her voice was quiet, as if saying this out loud was a strain.

      “And?”

      “He’s been found guilty of a DUI resulting in serious injury.”

      She’d known it was coming. There was no proof that Nick hadn’t knowingly taken drugs and gotten behind the wheel of his rental car, but the man she’d known for that short period never would have done that. He wouldn’t have put anyone else at risk.

      “It’s a third-degree felony,” Jasmine went on. “I doubt he’ll go to jail, but the consequences will be rough.”

      “They probably should be.” If it was truly what he did, he deserved it all. Yet, she couldn’t help wishing she and Jasmine had been able to find some way to help him. They’d tried everything, looked into every dark place in this town to find the man who’d rented the car or anyone else with a connection to what happened. And there was nothing.

      Liz closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath. “Jas, I think it’s time to stop.”

      “Liz, you⁠—”

      “We need to move on with our lives. I need to move on. I can’t keep doing this, letting thoughts of him into my life.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Brunch soon? A Nick-free brunch.”

      “Yeah.” She laughed, but there was a sad note to it. “What will we have to talk about without Nick?” It was a joke but also something Liz worried about recently. She’d centered so much of her world around helping a man who didn’t even know her. She wasn’t sure what parts of her weren’t tangled up in him.

      “Night, Jas.”

      As soon as she got off the phone, Liz stood, unable to look at her dad. She knew what she’d see. Too much sympathy, too much pity.

      “I’m going to go kiss my kids.” They were the only thing holding her together as of late. No, that was a lie, old thinking. When she was sick, they kept her going. Now, she still loved them with everything she was, but that was more than the cancer.

      When she stopped thinking of everything she lost, she could remember what she’d gained since the coma. A job she loved, a good friend, and a new confidence. Her life was so different it was like the coma was the rift in the fabric of the world, separating it into a before and after.

      She stopped in the doorway of Evelyn’s room, finding the bed empty. Moving next door to where Owen normally slept in his Pokémon sheets, she again found no head against the pillow.

      “I swear they were there when I went outside,” her dad said from behind her.

      Liz wasn’t worried. This wasn’t the first time she’d come home to find their rooms devoid of their presence. “I know where they are.”

      Heading down the hall, she turned into the room she’d lived in since she was a teenager, finding her queen bed full of her two favorite people on Earth. Quietly, she shut the door and changed into pajamas before pulling back the blankets to slip underneath.

      Without waking, Owen curled into her, and she slid an arm around him.

      “Mom?” Evelyn sat up.

      “Hi, baby. Go back to sleep.”

      “We saw that man on the news tonight,” she whispered.

      Liz knew exactly who she meant. “We don’t need to talk about him.”

      “But he talked to the reporters, and he said he was sorry for what he did and if the stars decided this was his fate, then he accepted it.”

      She wanted to believe it meant more than it did, but she’d learned her lessons about that. Liz reached for Evelyn, pulling her into a hug. “It’s all over, sweetie. None of it was real.”

      Maybe that was the truth. It was all a dream, and now she had to let go.
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      Nick deserved every consequence the judge laid out. One million dollars in restitution, along with all medical bills of the injured party resulting from the accident. Two hundred hours of community service.

      And court-ordered rehab.

      In the six months since he crashed his car into another, he hadn’t had a single drink or taken any sort of pills, yet Sherrie told him he’d been completely dependent on them. Without his memories of an entire year, he couldn’t say she was wrong.

      Really, he was just lucky to avoid prison time. Maybe that would have been better. It could have assuaged the guilt he felt when he looked across the courtroom at the man he’d hit, the one he’d been told had three young children.

      Nick Jacobs, the drug-dependent superstar who couldn’t escape his mistakes. It was like a movie, one that would only come to a very depressing ending.

      “Honey, you’re going to survive this.” Bea sat down next to him on the balcony of his hotel room in Gulf City, a place that held too many feelings and not a single memory.

      He rolled his head toward her. “But who will I be at the end of it?”

      Her eyes grew sad, something that was new coming from the agent. Nick had known her since he was nothing but a lost kid showing up in L.A., hoping to make something of himself. But he hadn’t been alone then. He’d had Stephen.

      “Nick.” Bea drew in a long breath, pushing a hand through her blond hair. “You made a mistake. No one will say you didn’t. But one night doesn’t have to control the rest of your life.”

      The familiar ache ran up the back of his leg, a pain he hoped would never go away. It took a lot of healing and physical therapy to even be able to walk again, and he still had a long way to go. It was a reminder of what he’d done, of how much his brother would be ashamed of him. “Maybe it should.”

      She was about to respond when the sliding glass door opened and Sherrie appeared, one hand on her round stomach, her usual pose. As if the world would forget what she carried. “Stop wallowing out here. I want to go out to dinner.”

      She was his pregnant wife who stood by him all these months, and yet he couldn’t help feeling like there was something horribly broken between them. Maybe it was just him who was broken.

      “I’m going to bed. You can do whatever you want.” Most days, he could hardly look at her. What kind of man did that make him?

      She put on her fake pout, the one he’d seen her use to get whatever she wanted. “Fine. Enjoy sleeping alone.”

      She didn’t realize how much he would. A part of him wanted to remind Sherrie just how pregnant she was, that she shouldn’t go out for the kind of night he knew she enjoyed, but she was an adult and he’d lost the energy to stop her.

      “Just don’t do anything that will hurt the baby.” He turned when the door shut and realized Bea had slipped out, probably wanting to avoid having anything to do with Sherrie.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I’m not photographed without you.” That wasn’t exactly what he’d meant.

      “Fine.” He turned, unbuttoning the collared shirt he’d worn to the courthouse and shrugging out of it. When the door slammed, his shoulders relaxed.

      The last memories he had before the accident were of them struggling in their marriage and considering ending it. Sherrie said in the year he forgot, they’d gone to counseling and decided to have this baby, but he couldn’t help feeling like a part of the story was wrong.

      Like there was a giant missing piece.

      A piece of his world, a piece of him.

      Changing into a pair of jeans and a nondescript blue t-shirt, he pulled a hat low on his head. Hopefully, it would be enough to avoid notice. Going out to a fancy dinner as if celebrating the verdict hadn’t felt right. Being with Sherrie on a night like this wasn’t what he needed.

      But he couldn’t stay in this room.

      It wasn’t his first time in Gulf City, but he didn’t remember the time he spent here filming the movie. So, when he stepped out onto the street, he took it all in as if he’d never seen it before. The soft evening breeze, the sinking sun on the horizon. The hotel was on the beach, only blocks from the center of what was considered the downtown area.

      They could have stayed in Tampa near the courthouse, but his heart drew him to this small town like there was something here he needed to remember.

      He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and headed toward the main area of town, where shops and restaurants lined the street, their bright awnings adding color to the world.

      He passed a diner and kept going, his stomach too twisted up to eat anything as he searched every inch of each building, hoping something sparked in his mind.

      There was nothing.

      Ahead, a door chimed as a couple exited a coffee shop. The man wrapped an arm around the woman as they smiled at each other. It was how relationships were supposed to be. At least, Nick assumed so. He’d played the romantic hero in enough movies to understand exactly how love looked.

      Lifting his eyes to the name etched into the glass of the door, his lips twitched into a small smile. Momma Loves Sugar. Now, that was a name.

      He couldn’t help reaching for the handle and pulling it open, stepping into the bustling space. Every table was full, not that there were many of them, but laughter and chatter filled the air. Like this was a safe space, where customers left their worries at the door.

      A young woman poured refills from a carafe. She lifted pretty eyes, smiling when she saw Nick by the door. “Hello.” She waved him in. “I can help you at the counter.”

      He stepped up to the glass case of pastries as the woman took her position behind it. Her name tag read Marianna. “Can I just get a coffee, please?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Of course.” She turned away from him to pour a cup. When she slid it onto the counter, she said, “Black, two sugars and a splash of vanilla.”

      “How...” He stopped. “I’ve been here before?”

      Her smile fell. “You are Nick Jacobs, right?” She dropped her voice so no one would overhear her. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell everyone, though that hat isn’t really hiding you. And to answer your question, no, you haven’t been here, but that rude assistant of yours came every morning.”

      “Assistant…” Why hadn’t he thought of that before? He didn’t keep a full-time assistant, but each movie he worked on normally assigned a local to him.

      “The rumors are true, aren’t they?” Her lips turned down. “You lost your⁠—”

      “Yes.” He looked around, making sure no one else was close enough to hear. “Do you remember the assistant’s name?”

      “I’m sorry.” She truly looked it. “I don’t.”

      He placed a twenty on the counter, not waiting for his change. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      Hurrying out of the shop, he felt multiple sets of eyes follow him. He had to get out of there, but if he wanted to find the key to everything that happened, he needed that assistant.

      So, he called Bea. She answered on the first ring. “Hi, sweetie. What’s up?”

      “Can you find out who my assistant was while filming in Gulf City? I want their number, address, anything you can figure out about them.”

      “No problem. Give me five.”

      It was the longest five minutes of the day. A few people passed Nick on the street, and he turned his face away so they wouldn’t recognize him. Since waking from his coma, he’d hidden from his fans, from the press. It was easier that way.

      When his phone buzzed in his pocket, he almost dropped his coffee. Bea started talking before he said anything. “His name is Franklin. I’m texting you his contact information.”

      “Thanks, Bea.”

      “Anything for you, doll.”

      He hung up, and when the text came through, he ordered a car without thinking about what he was doing. Calling would have been easier, but he needed to see this man in person. Whoever Franklin was, he was probably the only person who knew every one of Nick’s movements before the accident.

      The car took him to a part of town far from the beach, where the small houses were crowded together, their paint peeling. It still held the Florida charm, but it was a far cry from what he’d seen in other neighborhoods.

      Franklin’s house was a brilliant blue, beautiful even in its flaking state. The small front porch looked like it could collapse at any moment, and the lawn was overgrown. Nick leaned forward, handing the driver a one hundred-dollar bill. “There’s a big tip in it for you if you wait for me.”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Jacobs.” He grinned, taking the money.

      Nick squared his shoulders and stepped from the car. He should have known this was a bad idea, that nothing good came from trying to regain lost memories. But that hesitant bit of him was overcome by the emptiness, the need to know who he’d become in that year, how he’d gotten to the point of driving under the influence.

      Stepping onto the old porch, he lifted a hand to knock, bringing it down in a steady rhythm. Then, he waited. Sound came from the other side of the door moments before a young man pulled it open.

      But Nick barely saw him because his gaze traveled to the woman standing in the hall behind him, the one who shouldn’t be here.

      Sherrie.
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      “Come on, squirts. You’re going to be late.” Elizabeth hurried through the kitchen, cleaning up after breakfast while the kids were supposed to be getting themselves dressed.

      Owen appeared first, wearing a pair of jeans that had gotten a bit too short and a polo shirt. She’d never get over how adorable he looked in his favored polos. He was like a little adult.

      When Evelyn ran from her room, she nearly crashed into the kitchen counter before her brother stuck out an arm to stop her.

      “What are you wearing?” His face scrunched.

      She had on what Elizabeth called her mermaid dress. It was bright green with ruffles at the shoulders and those sequins that changed appearance when she brushed a hand over them. Underneath the dress, Evelyn wore gold sparkly leggings. She topped the outfit off with bright purple cowboy boots. No one would ever claim she was the height of fashion.

      “How do I look, Mom?” She grinned, turning with a dramatic flourish.

      “Beautiful, honey.” Elizabeth couldn’t help smiling back.

      Owen groaned. “I am not walking into school with her.”

      Evelyn elbowed him, probably harder than she needed to.

      “Last one to the car has to hug me in front of all their friends.” Elizabeth plucked her keys off the counter as the kids sprinted out the front door, jostling with each other for first position. Mornings like this reminded her why she’d fought so hard. Not only to beat the cancer but to return to this life, even when her heart wanted to stay at that lake house with Nick.

      After dropping off the kids at school—and getting no hugs—Elizabeth headed toward Emma’s diner and the meeting she’d dreaded all week. Corey.

      There’d been a time when seeing him was all she ever wanted, when she hadn’t thought it possible to love a man more than she loved him. Now, she knew it hadn’t been real. Not truly. What she felt for him was only a fraction of what she felt for… someone she tried not to think about. Because that wasn’t real either.

      Walking into the diner, she was glad the place was mostly empty. The owner, Callie, smiled at her. “Morning, Liz.” Her smile fell a fraction. “He’s in the back.”

      Everyone in town knew her story, knew of her history with Corey. He’d once been a golden boy here, growing up to star on the prized hockey team. Now, everyone knew he’d abandoned his own kids.

      The man didn’t look any different. Dark hair sat messily atop his head, falling into his amber eyes as he hunched forward. Eyes she’d know even in the darkest night. A strong hand came up to rub the back of his neck. She’d felt so safe with him, so cared for. Until she didn’t.

      “You okay?” a voice said beside her.

      Elizabeth relaxed. “Book.” She wasn’t sure Booker would come. He hated Corey as much as she did, but she’d asked him anyway. “I’m good now.”

      Glancing sideways at him, she caught his lips twitching as he tried not to smile.

      Reaching down, she slid her hand into his. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Always. You ready?”

      She nodded, and together, they walked the remaining distance to the booth. Corey looked up, his smile turning into a sudden scowl when he saw Booker at her side. “Really, Lizzy? You couldn’t come alone?”

      “To meet you?” She slid into the booth, pulling Booker with her. “No. You remember Booker?”

      Corey nodded, his lips pressed together.

      Booker had been her best friend for years, but when Corey was around, he was only her doctor.

      A waitress stepped up to the table. “Morning,” she said, her voice cheery. “What can I get you, folks?”

      “Just a coffee for me.” Elizabeth didn’t want to be here long enough for a full breakfast.

      “I’ll have the same.” Booker nodded.

      Corey sighed. “Guess we’re just having coffee.” When the waitress left, he fixed his eyes on Elizabeth. “I was hoping to talk to you on your own, but that doesn’t change what I need to say.”

      She crossed her arms, leaning against the back of the booth. “I’m listening.”

      “I…” He sighed. “I’m back in town like I said I would be all those months ago. For good. I took a job here.”

      A range of emotions raced through her, going from shock to fear. “And…”

      “And I’m sorry. For everything I’ve done.”

      She was silent for a moment. “Everything you’ve done? Corey, you abandoned me with cancer and two kids. It’s not like you just broke my heart. I don’t care about myself. But every day of your absence has broken the hearts of the two most perfect children. You don’t know them, and that’s the worst of it. They’re incredible. Owen is smart and sweet. Evie is sassy and creative. But you don’t know any of that.”

      “I want to.” He almost reached across the table to take her hand but seemed to think better of it and set his hand in front of him on the table. “I’m here now.”

      Six months ago, she’d have wanted nothing more than to hear this, than for Corey to realize everything he’d left behind. But the last memory she had of him was the phone conversation before she crashed her car. It wasn’t his fault, but sometimes it felt like it was.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      He nodded.

      “Did you ever really love me?”

      Corey didn’t hesitate this time. “Of course I did, but everything was so complicated back then.”

      “I’ve been loved, Corey. The world around us may have tried to add complications, but the love itself was simple. It was so different than what you and I had.” Even if it had only been for a short time, a time no one believed she’d had. She would have done anything to stay with Nick, to have him remember her.

      And yet, over the last week, she’d tried to forget. How could she have ever thought that was possible?

      “Fine,” she said. “You’re right, Corey. You should get to know your kids. I don’t want them to wake up one day and blame me for keeping you away from them. But there will be rules. Until I trust you, we’ll take this slow.”

      “Thank you.”

      She stood, smoothing a hand over her blond ponytail. “I’m not doing this for you.”

      On her way out, she passed the waitress carrying the coffees and gave her an apologetic shrug. It wasn’t until she stepped into the fresh air that she felt like she could finally breathe again. Tears stung her eyes, but they weren’t for Corey or his return.

      She blinked them away, realizing she didn’t deserve tears. She’d almost given up on Nick, and he was worth more than her regrets.

      “Hey.” An arm slid around her shoulders, and she leaned into Booker. “It’s okay. I don’t think he’ll hurt them.” Booker thought these tears were for Corey’s return, and she let him. He’d made his opinions on her claim to know Nick Jacobs very clear.

      “We didn’t get our coffee.” She straightened and wiped her face.

      “Can’t have that.” He laughed. “Come on. We can walk to Momma Loves Sugar.”

      Marianna served better coffee anyway, and going there always gave her comfort. They headed down the street into the main area of town, where the Venetian-style buildings with their stucco walls and tiled roofs crowded the street.

      Crossing over the grass median, they reached the coffee shop. It was quiet. The morning rush must have ended.

      Mariana looked up from where she was transferring pastries to a case. “Liz.” She set the pan on the counter and rounded it to pull Elizabeth into a hug. “I heard Corey is back. You must need coffee.”

      “Yes, please.” She pulled away. “It always amazes me how fast news travels here.”

      Marianna went back behind the counter to fix the coffees. “Well, everyone comes in here with their gossip. I’m usually the first to hear things, but you know how this town is.”

      She didn’t say it, but Elizabeth knew she wanted to. The coma girl who claimed to know Nick Jacobs—lied about it, most people thought—was a source of fascination on par with the unwed bride, a local girl who was left at the alter three times. Though, said unwed bride was married now, happily, leaving a void in the gossip rounds.

      Booker accepted their coffees from Marianna, and they chose one of the many empty tables.

      Elizabeth sighed as she took a sip. She hadn’t been much of a coffee drinker before the accident, despite working in a coffee shop. Now, it was the only thing that kept her going some days.

      “What time do you need to go to work today?” she asked Booker.

      “Night shift.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ll probably go sleep after this. I have to be at the hospital at seven.”

      “Sounds rough.”

      He shrugged. Booker worked hard, but she’d never known him to complain. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about this morning.”

      She lifted a brow. “Ominous, but okay.” She was still reeling from Corey being here, from thoughts of Nick returning. Anything more and…

      “I want to take you on a date.”

      Her hand froze with the coffee mug halfway to her mouth. “You… what?” It wasn’t the first time he’d asked, only the first time since the accident.

      “You and me. Dinner. I want us to go this weekend.”

      Setting the mug on the table, she tried to calm her nerves, to get something out that was coherent and nice. As opposed to all the angry things running through her mind. The anger won out. “And you thought this morning was the best time to bring this up?”

      His eyes narrowed, his own irritation rising. “When else am I supposed to ask? When you’re mooning over some movie star, or when you’re working yourself to the bone at a job that isn’t going anywhere?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He knew what he’d said was wrong. She could see it in his eyes. “I just meant⁠—”

      “I know what you meant, Book.” She stood, looking down at him. “Let me make this clear. I don’t care who believes me about Nick. It doesn’t matter where my job is going as long as I love where it’s at. And you have no right to judge my life. I asked you to come today because I thought you supported me.”

      “I do. I⁠—”

      “I don’t owe you anything just because you think you have feelings for me.”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      “No, you’re not. If you loved me, it wouldn’t matter if I said no to your date. You wouldn’t pressure me into something you know I don’t want. You’d be a friend regardless of my feelings for you.”

      Just like Nick. She’d given up on helping him just because he didn’t remember her. That wasn’t love.

      “It’s still him, isn’t it?” He stood so they were eye to eye. “Always him. I don’t care what kind of dream you had after your accident. It wasn’t real, Lizzy. No matter how much it felt like it was.”

      “It was real to me.” She turned on her heel, ready to leave him and this conversation behind.

      “He doesn’t even know you,” Booker called after her.

      “That doesn’t stop me from caring about him.” Her words were so quiet she wasn’t sure if he heard them before she pushed through the door.

      But it didn’t matter. She pulled out her phone and dialed the number of possibly the only true friend she had left.

      Jasmine answered right away. “Liz, hey.”

      “I’m ready.”

      She didn’t need to explain herself, because Jasmine knew. She was ready to fight. For Nick, for his reputation, for his life. It would never include her, but she’d make sure it was worth living.

      The Nick Jacobs she knew was not a man who’d willingly put others at risk.

      And she’d clear his name.
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