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Synopsis




Wyatt 

I’m living comfortably on my family farm in Mission City, British Columbia, when the man who broke my heart fifteen years ago waltzes back into my life.  I’ve told myself I’m over Tate, but one look at the grown man has me rethinking my anger with him.  Except Tate’s hiding something, something that shadows his eyes and makes him back away from my attempts to get closer.  If he won’t come clean with me, do we even stand a chance?

Tate

I blew town at eighteen, wanting to be as far away from our small town as possible. I started in Canada’s largest city and soon moved to London. I lived a high life in finance until it all came crashing down.  When I came back to Canada, with my tail tucked between my legs, I promptly dove into a horrible relationship. Now I’m back to living in my parents’ basement and pining over the man whose heart I broke all those years ago. Pathetic, right?  If Wyatt won’t forgive me, what’s the point of trying to move forward?

Big Sky Boyfriend is a 24k word gay romance second-chance novella with a small-town farm boy, a big-city fancy boy, and a puppy named Winnie.
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Chapter One





Wyatt





The day Tate McCready walked back into my life was just an ordinary Friday. And I was doing the same thing as I’d done pretty much every day since he left years ago—surveying my pumpkin field to make sure things were growing properly. 

A few things had changed. I’d finally bought the greenhouses I wanted, and I was growing organic bok choy.

Years.

Fifteen years. One hundred and eighty months. Seven hundred and eighty weeks. Five thousand, four hundred and seventy-five days.

Give or take.

He’d left on the last Sunday in August—headed to the big city of Toronto to attend an undergraduate business program.

I’d stayed behind to attend the University of the Fraser Valley for agriculture.

We’d been eighteen. So goddamned young. I could barely remember that boy now.

But I’d never forget the grief he’d suffered. The nights he’d lain awake. The promised letter that’d never come.

So what the fuck was Tate doing here now? On my land? At one of the busiest times in my year? Those pumpkins would be ready to be picked soon—just in time for Canadian Thanksgiving and, of course, Halloween.

Seeing Tate nearly stole my breath.

I fingered the inhaler in my pocket.

He advanced toward me with slow, measured steps.

I’d never seen him move so deliberately. He was a mover. A strider. A man who hustled with great speed. 

We’d joked he moved at the speed of a hare while I moved at the speed of a tortoise.

I was very much a slow, steady, and measured man. Had always been—would always be.

“Hello, Wyatt.”

He stood before me, and I still couldn’t make the computation required to believe he was real. His formerly buzz-cut hair went to his shoulders and flowed loose.

Is this the new business look?

He wore a cotton, button-down, pale-blue shirt—several shades lighter than his sharp dark-blue eyes.

Breathe.

Yep, even with the crinkles around his eyes and the stubble on his normally clean-shaven jaw, he was drop-dead gorgeous.

“Hello Tate. I’d offer to shake your hand—” Except I’d been working in the dirt without wearing gloves, and my hands were gritty with dirt.

“I’d prefer a hug.”

He said it so quietly that I couldn’t be sure if I’d heard him say the words—or if I only heard what I wanted to hear.

I didn’t act on the impulse to grab him in a bear hug and never let go. Damn traitorous feelings. After fifteen years—and everything we’d been through—I still found him damn sexy. But, more than that, I saw the pain. His eyes were shadowed with something. I’d bet none of the people in his life saw it—but I did.

“What are you doing here?” Perhaps rude, but I didn’t care.

“I’m, uh…well…” He raked a hand through his long hair. “I wanted to let you know I was back in town. We might, you know, run into each other.”

“Mission City? Really? Have you stepped foot in this town since you left?” I was ninety-nine percent sure I knew the answer—but I wanted to hear it from him.

He shook his head.

“Why now?”

He gazed down and shifted the bottom of his leather loafer, rubbing it into the ground.

“Keep that up, and you’re liable to get dirt on your shoe.”

We hadn’t had rain for a while, so the ground was dirt and not mud. Come autumn, things would be different.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“What?” This time I was sure what he’d said, but this mumbling shit wasn’t working for me.

“I said, it doesn’t matter. Whether I get something on my shoes.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because it just doesn’t.” He glanced around. “This all new?”

We’d borrowed the money to build these new, very modern, greenhouses. I’d paid for the irrigation system with Daddy’s life-insurance money.

Fuck, don’t go there. Not right now.

My ball cap warded off most of the sunshine.

Tate’s sunglasses sat nestled in the v of his pristine cotton shirt.

Won’t stay that way for long.

“What do you want from me?” I was getting tired of this pussyfooting around. Admittedly, most of my chores were done for the day, but I could always find something to occupy my time. 

He met my gaze. “To talk.”

Talk? After fifteen years, you want to talk?

Still, I’d never been able to refuse him anything.

Well, correction, one thing.

“Sure.” I pointed to the house. “Come on over. Take off your shoes.”

He nodded, then headed over to his car.

Not many rules in my mother’s house—life on the farm dictated much of what went on—but she insisted on the removal of all shoes, boots, or any other footwear before entering her house. Even though she’d moved to Saskatchewan to live with her younger sister when my dad passed three years ago, it’d never occurred to me not to obey her every rule.

She promised she’d come home for Christmas.

I intended to hold her to that promise. Maybe I could hire someone to watch the crop while I went to her, but even the thought of putting someone else in charge made me tired. Things just ran smoother when I did everything myself.

After removing my shoes and moving inside, I winced.

Shit.

Guess who hadn’t turned the a/c back on this morning after he’d closed the windows? I flipped on the wall-mounted unit in the dining room. We were cooler at night—and I was able to air the old farmhouse out—but with the afternoon sun beating down on the hundred-year-old structure, I needed a bit of help to make things tolerable.

The cold air blew briskly, but the noise deafened.

I’d been meaning to replace this unit for years. Yet another thing on the forever-expanding list. Anyway, I figured I’d replace it when it died. Well, the fall after it died. Prices were highest in the summer and lowest in late fall. If it meant losing a bit of comfort to save a few dollars, I was down with that.

I sensed the pressure change when the front door closed.

“Head back to the kitchen.”

Tate’d been here hundreds of times, so he was well-aware of where everything was. Nothing had changed.

Nothing.

Mom’d left everything behind. She’d taken a couple of knickknacks and a bunch of framed photographs, but that’d been all.

The sound of scraping on the worn floor as Tate pulled the chair out had me moving into action.

I checked my shorn hair in the mirror in the front hall before I headed to the kitchen. And my eyes were exactly the same. But I also had wrinkles around my eyes. My beard was still trimmed. I grew it out in the winter, but in the summer, I kept a short cut.

Tate sat in my dad’s spot, looking uncomfortable with his hands folded on the table.

“Water? Lemonade? Iced tea?” His favorite had been iced tea, but that might’ve changed over the intervening years.

“Iced tea would be great—if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Well, it comes from a can.” I pulled out the powder and set about making two glasses. I preferred lemonade, but I wouldn’t be picky.

My mother used to steep real tea—and offer it either sweetened or unsweetened.

Ha, I remembered to include ice.

Tate thanked me as I handed him the drink.

After a moment, I dropped into the seat next to him. My seat. The one I still sat in, even though my dad’d been gone for a while. Some habits were too hard to break. 

I searched for a topic, wracking my brain about what’d filtered back to me over the years. Not much. His family hadn’t been in the same social circle as mine, and our mutual friends seemed to go out of their way not to share details. Obviously, they assumed any news would hurt.

They hadn’t been wrong.

“So, uh, how was school?”

Lame. Seriously lame.

Personally, I’d done exceptionally well in school. Another point of contention between the two of us—Tate reasoned that with my aptitude, my talents were wasted on a farm.

He had a point.

Then, just after I graduated and was contemplating maybe leaving the farm for a bit, my father’s health took a turn. I took over the brunt of the manual labor and ensured the farm kept running. 

His decline had, at times, been gradual. Other times, it’d been steep.

I certainly had thought we’d have a lot longer, but that just hadn’t been meant to be.

In the end, he passed at home. On the farm he loved so much.

He hadn’t left things unsaid.

Every day, he told my mother he loved her.

Every day he was physically able, he patted me on the back and thanked me for the good job I was doing.

What more could a son ask for than to know he’d made his father proud?

I eyed Tate. He’d drunk half his tea while I’d wallowed in memories, and he still hadn’t answered my question. “Well?”

He shrugged. “The Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto is an elite school.”

“Yeah, and…”

“The London School of Economics was exceptional.”

Tell me something I don’t know. Still, I just nodded.

“Then I went to work for one of the biggest banks in Europe.”

He wasn’t telling me anything I couldn’t have guessed—but I supposed I needed to hear the details from him—to let him tell the story.

“And I met a guy.”

The record player in my head scratched across the forty-five as I did a double-take.

Why are you surprised? Gorgeous single man? Probably had them lined up. “Okay. Not sure why you’re telling me all this.”

“I’m not sure either.” He took a sip. “My parents told me about your greenhouses going up. They were always giving me updates of my classmates who stayed behind.”

I wasn’t sure I liked knowing Tate’s parents had followed me that closely. His grandfather had been the farmer while his parents had rejected that lifestyle out-of-hand. Tate had been way more like them than the man who’d loved him unconditionally and had hoped the young man would take over the business. “I was sorry to hear about your grandfather.”

“That was six years ago.”

Duh. “You didn’t come home for the funeral.” I’d secretly hoped to see him. I’d also gone to pay my respects to a man who’d contributed greatly to farming in the valley.

Tate hadn’t shown.

“I was in the middle of merger negotiations. I couldn’t leave.”

“You couldn’t have been more than a junior…whatever…”

His eyes flashed. “I was already working my way up, if you must know.”

I didn’t need to know—but he was obviously going to tell me.

“And I was sorry to hear your dad died.”

I hadn’t expected him to show up for the funeral—so I hadn’t been disappointed when he’d been a no-show. “Thanks.”

“Your mom left?”

“Yeah. Back to the prairies where she grew up. Moved in with my aunt Pat. Pat’s husband passed more than ten years ago, so she’s got the widow thing down. Personally, I’d love to see them find love later in life—if they’re so inclined.” Truthfully, I just wanted my mother to be happy. I hoped she had a lot of living left to do at the age of fifty-seven.

“Your dad…I heard it was gradual.”

Where is he going with this?

“You heard correctly.” Well, sort-of. “He had early-onset Parkinson’s. I mean, he was forty-nine, so he straddled the line, but he had a severe case. He deteriorated pretty quickly, but he didn’t die right away. Made it six years. Should’ve had more.”

Tate placed his hand on mine.

Our gazes met.

His eyes were wide—in what I assumed was surprise. I was shocked at the contact.

For a moment, I basked in the warmth and comfort he offered.

I didn’t pull away physically, but I did take a step back emotionally, finding my composure. “In the end, it turned out to be a good thing I was home. I’d just graduated from UFV, and I was able to take over. I mean, he told me what to do for a while after his diagnosis. Eventually, though, he couldn’t manage even that. My mom took care of him while I took care of the farm.”

Tate inclined his head. “And the greenhouses?”

Yeah. “You know how he felt about any farming that wasn’t the traditional way. But climate change was making things harder. Pumpkins are pretty resilient, but the other stuff—not so much. He eventually agreed to let me try a greenhouse.” My chest seized—in a way that had nothing to do with my asthma. “He died before we finished the first building construction.

“He had a really good life-insurance policy. Even in the lean years, he kept up those payments. I wanted the money to go to my mom, but she insisted I spend it to make my dream a reality. She taught part-time with the local school board for almost twenty-five years, so she has a small pension. She tutors newcomers part-time—to keep her busy, she maintains—and I send her a small dividend from the farm every year.”

“Your mother was a strong woman.”

“Still is.”

“That’s what I meant.” He was quick to clarify.

Slowly, I extricated my hand. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here. Mission City’s got nearly forty-thousand residents. And you’re likely not sticking around. Odds were, we’d never have run into each other.” So you tell yourself. Truth was, in many ways, Mission City was still a small town.

“I’m sticking around, Wyatt.”

I searched those blue eyes for sincerity. Surprisingly, I found some. He believes he’s staying. Well, some great opportunity would come along, and he’d be out like a shot without a backward glance.

“Did…uh…” He looked away, out the window over the sink, before looking back. “Did you ever come out to your parents?”

“When Dad was first diagnosed, he asked. I was, to say the least, shocked. And I considered lying—especially given how precarious his health had already become. But I didn’t lie.” I blinked several times. “He and Mom said they loved me the way I was, and their only regret was that I wasn’t likely to have children. Someone to pass the farm on to.”

Tate winced. “They do realize that gay marriage—and even gay adoption—are legal in Canada, right? For close to twenty years?”

I managed a smile. “They knew. Farmers can farm alone, but raising a child while running a farm like this on my own? Brutal. And likely not fair to the child. I don’t make enough to justify hiring help—and I work anywhere from ten to fifteen hours a day.”

“But you could marry.”

“Well, uh, to marry, then you likely would have to, I don’t know, meet someone?”

“You’re not dating?”

“Circles back to the working all the time.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“Well, I don’t see you married with a couple of kids.”

The slash of pain across his face nearly stole my breath. Okay, I just hit a nerve. “That was insensitive of me. Do you have a husband? Children?”

“My husband has two children.”

No missing the parsing of words.

After a moment, he continued. “My ex-husband.” He scrubbed his face. “I should be going. I just wanted to drop by to see how you’re doing.”

“Well, as you can see, I’m doing great.”

His scrutiny made me uncomfortable as the silence stretched out.

What does he see? A man who works all the time? A man who’s tired all the time? A man who’s driven much as his father had been?

I wasn’t going to ask—and he didn’t volunteer his thoughts. Which was unusual. Tate’d always been the first to tell everyone what he thought. Officious was the word I’d often used.

And sometimes nosy.

He rose.

Slower, I followed.

He cocked his head.

I waved him off. I tended to get stiff when I slowed down at the end of the day—part of the reason why I hustled right until the moment I was ready to drop. A step or two behind, I followed him through the house to the front door.

Once he had his shoes on, he hesitated with his hand on the handle.

In this space, the sound of the a/c was louder.

“We’ll talk.”

Before I could respond to that, he left.

Through the screen door, I watched him go.

He got back into his Kia and drove away.

A Kia?

Great little peppy cars. Super good on gas—which was good these days. But somehow, I expected him to be driving an Audi or a Mercedes or something like that.

I eyed the greenhouses, considered, and decided I was done for the day. I’d heat up some soup and sit down to the month’s books. A few days early, but that wasn’t a bad thing. And if I flopped on the couch and tried to watch television, I’d likely just think of him.

Which was the last thing I wanted.

I hoped we didn’t run into each other again.

Liar.








  
  
Chapter Two




Tate


Well, that wasn’t a  total disaster.

As I drove away from the first man I’d ever loved and the one place in the world that meant everything to him, I tried not to lose my shit.

I failed.

About three klicks down the road, I pulled to the shoulder of the road, put the car in park, turned off the engine, and sat in the silence.

Tears didn’t come—I wasn’t much of a crier—but the lance of pain that sliced through me devastated. I could tell myself that I’d only come out to warn him I was back in town, but that rang hollow. I’d wanted to see him. To see if he was okay. To see if he’d changed. To see if he’d stayed the same.

Yes to all of those things. Well, most of them.

Yes, he was the same. That dark-blond hair still had little highlights of gold, but was as short as it’d always been. He was stoic, smart, and perceptive. 

Yes, he’d changed. I spotted little fine lines around his eyes. The bags under his eyes appeared deeper. Is he getting enough sleep? Is he taking care of himself? Does he have any help, or is he stubbornly doing it himself?

Questions I didn’t have answers for.

Questions I didn’t have the right to ask.

Finally, I couldn’t tell if he was okay. I’d seen the subtle shifting that clearly came from discomfort. No way could I’ve failed to notice he was slower. For God’s sake, he was barely thirty-three. Surely a man made it to forty-five or fifty before he started to slow. To break down every once in a while.

Forty-nine.

They had diagnosed Gord Phelps with Parkinson’s at forty-nine? Would Wyatt suffer the same fate? Was he living with a ticking time bomb, or would he be in the clear?

And had he missed me the way I’d missed him? I’d hoped for some kind of indication—but nothing in his reception gave me a clue either way. I’d told myself for years that I hadn’t missed him, but in those darkest days after my marriage with Lewis ended, I couldn’t help thinking I’d made a big mistake in letting Wyatt go. Then I’d made an even more catastrophic error of judgement.

Now I was back home, tail between my legs, camping out in my parents’ basement while I sorted out my shit.

Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

I’d once owned a flat in central London. I was on the fast track to upper management with one of the biggest banks in Europe. In other words, I’d been hot shit.

Then I fell at breathtaking speed. In less than three years, I was down to a few dollars, couch surfing, and had zero job prospects.

Even the car was a loaner.

A friend from high school heard I was back. Clearly she hadn’t heard the rest of the story, as she’d offered me the car while she did a year of teaching in Japan.

I had to pay for mileage and maintenance, but this was simpler than her putting it on blocks for a year.

As I gazed off into the distance—staring at the dormant volcano, Mount Baker, over in neighboring Washington State, I considered my prospects.

Pretty fucking grim.

I was lucky my family hadn’t spread to too many people news of what I’d done. For self-preservation as much as any desire to save my reputation. Given the empty pantry at home, a run to the grocery store was in order. But first, I wanted coffee.

The drive-thru line for Starbucks was nearly merged with the line for Tim Horton’s, so might as well park and go inside. Getting served would still take a while, but I didn’t mind.

Yep, the line was exceedingly long. But this way I was out of the warmth of the day. We were heading into autumn, but summer clung on, today being the warmest in the last several.

I pulled my phone from my back pocket. Damn, I hadn’t given my number to Wyatt. The one I’d had in high school had long been surrendered, and when I’d arrived back in Mission City, I’d requested it, only to be told the thing was taken.

Was that really a bad thing? Fresh start, right?

“Tate McCready. Fancy seeing you here.”

With a sinking feeling in my gut, I turned to face the one person I’d hoped not to run into.

In some ways, Colton Pritchard hadn’t changed a bit—and, in others, I barely recognized the man before me. He had a good six inches on me.

I wasn’t short, at five-foot-nine, but he was certainly taller. In high school we’d been about the same height, so he must’ve had a growth spurt after. But probably before he’d left for Depot—the RCMP training facility in Saskatchewan.

And since I hadn’t heard otherwise, I assumed he was still a member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police in the Mission City detachment. He no longer wore a uniform, but his entire demeanor screamed don’t mess with me.

I wracked my brain. “How’s Sunshine these days?”

He scowled. “Last I heard, she’s doing well.”

I tilted my head.

“Divorced. For over a year.”

Shit. I winced. This past year’d been a blur, and I’d been incommunicado for much of that time. I had to stop assuming the world stopped turning and that all the gossip from last year was still accurate. On the other hand… “I’m sorry to hear that. Uh…”

“Nine months. Ended amicably. To the best of my knowledge, she isn’t seeing anyone.” He raised his hand. “Not that I keep tabs, or that it would be any of my business, even if she were.”

Fair enough.

“Last I heard, you were married. In London, England, right?” He glanced around. “What’re you doing back among the commoners?”

Ah, there he was. I’d wondered where the real Colton had gone. “Lewis and I are also divorced.” Not amicably, but I wasn’t going to say that. “I’ve been back in Canada for a bit—just getting my feet under me, you know?”

His eyes narrowed. “You’ve been in Mission City for a while now?”

I gulped. “No. I was elsewhere for a while. Back here for three days. Imagine the odds of the two of us running into each other…” Of course, that was the pretext I’d used for going out to Wyatt’s farm. But Colton didn’t—

“Have you seen Wyatt?”

Shit.

Lie? Prevaricate? Or be brutally honest because Mission City gossip was likely alive and well? “I just came from the farm. Wanted to see how he was doing.”

Colton nodded. “You two were really close. In fact, I wondered if you were together in that way.”

“That would’ve been none of your business.” Indignation rose, as did the heat in my cheeks. We’d been so careful and discreet. Had this man—or anyone else—known our secret?

The police officer waved me off. “You’re right. But we were teenagers—we speculated. I also assumed you’d stay in touch with Wyatt after you took off to Toronto, but I got the sense that you didn’t.”

“You stuck around Mission City?”

Wyatt had—choosing to go to the university just across the river.

Colton’s expression darkened. “I don’t know if you remember my dad died our senior year.”

Yet another inward wince. “Yeah, I remember. That was sad.”

“And a relief. He’d suffered, and the end wasn’t a surprise.” He scratched his scalp, the short, dark-brown hair reflecting some of the halogen lights.

His deep-brown eyes scrutinized me.

“I started university, but that fall, my mom died of pneumonia. I took care of my sister Mallory until she graduated from high school. Then I headed off to join the RCMP. Still a member, although I’m a corporal now.”

Well, damn. If I’d known about Colton’s mother, I’d completely forgotten. I remembered Mallory, though. She’d been two years behind us in school and a nice young woman.

“What’s Mallory up to?” Didn’t want to encourage him to talk about his years in law enforcement.

“Still living here in Mission City.” He eyed me. “She works in restorative justice. You know what that is, right? Where the criminal tries to make amends to his victims?”

Jesus Fucking Christ. Did he know? About me? And if he did, was he fishing? Or was he just making conversation, and I was totally overreacting? These days, it was hard to tell—my paranoia was pretty intense. “Oh, that sounds interesting.”

“I’m not a huge fan, I’ll be honest. I put bad guys away and never want to hear from them again. Mallory points out that most of them do see the light of day again, and isn’t it better they come out rehabilitated? That they’re able to see how their crime impacted their victims? Plus, the recidivism rate is lower for people who go through restorative justice—so that means fewer repeat offenders I have to go after.”

“Yeah, so that’s good.”

“Hello. Can I take your order?”

We’d shuffled along with the rest of the line, but I hadn’t realized I was next. I stepped forward and came face-to-face with an attractive young man sporting spikey blond hair and shining blue eyes.

His name tag said Tristan.

“I…uh…”

“Pumpkin-spice latté? Dark roast? Flat white? Or are we a tea drinker?”

I’d had enough of Lewis’s favorite drink while I’d been in England to last a lifetime. Hell no on the tea.

“Sure, pumpkin-spice latté.” I hadn’t had one since leaving Canada more than ten years ago. Last year, at this time, I’d been too busy with other things. To my own detriment. To my own chagrin.

I tapped my bank card and headed down toward where the drinks were being made.

An attractive young woman manned the bar. She glanced up when Colton walked by and called her “Blake.” In fact, a little blush stole across her face.

Cute.

Because I knew Colton—deep down where it counted—I knew he’d never act on something so innocent as a clear crush.

The barista must’ve been around nineteen. Maybe younger. Or maybe a year or two older.

Everyone looked young to me these days—a sure sign I was getting older.

“So you’ve seen Wyatt.” Colton’s gaze met mine. “How’s he doing? I saw him a few weeks ago at the farmer’s market. Bok choy, right?”

No clue. I’d seen the greenhouses, of course, but hadn’t known what crop was in them. “I’m not certain.”

“Ah, well, he seems to be doing well these days. Hard worker. Honest living.”

I froze.

He didn’t seem to notice. “So you’re back from London. High living not suit you?”

I cleared my throat. “Divorce.”

“Ah. She wanted different things than you did?”

Had that been the reason he and Sunshine split? I was curious, but I’d never ask. “Uh, yeah. He and I wanted different things.”

Colton arched an eyebrow.

“Yes, I’m gay.”

He held up his hands. “No judgement here. A few fellow officers are gay. They do their jobs competently, so it’s no skin off my nose. I don’t happen to swing that way myself.”

“Uh, pumpkin spice.”

The young woman pushed my cup across the counter.

I offered her a broad smile. “Thank you, Blake.” I loved when people wore their name tags because I could use their names and try to make them feel special in a job that often didn’t bring appreciation.

That blush was back.

And I tried not to stare, but something about her caught my attention.

Colton nudged me. “You’re staring.”

Immediately, I averted my gaze. “Sorry, didn’t mean to.”

“That’s okay. Just…she’s had a rough go of it, and lots of people know her story. She still gets harassed, which pisses me the fuck off.”

Ah. So possibly lesbian or even trans.

Yeah, people saying things behind Blake’s back—or even directly to her—would piss off Colton. He’d always stood up for the underdog. Never physically though. He’d known how to use words.

“Thank you for pointing out I was staring—I definitely didn’t mean to.”

“That’s okay.” He smiled and took the coffee Blake offered.

Again, the young woman blushed.

Colton nodded. “Thanks. You starting university?”

“Last week.” She beamed. “I got into the social-work program at UFV.”

“Congratulations. You’ll make a fantastic social worker.”

More blushing. “I hope so. I want to, you know, help people like myself.”

“You’ll be great.” Colton held up his cup. “I’ll be asking for progress reports.”

Tristan brought a bag for another customer. “We’re proud of Blake.” He met first my gaze, then Colton’s.

Ah, so protective. I didn’t think that was a bad thing.

Colton and I moved away so the next customer could approach the bar.

I headed for the door.

“What’s the rush? I thought we could talk. Catch up on old times.”

Jesus. The very last thing I wanted to do was sit and chat with a police officer. I might be able to fudge my way through the first fourteen years after I left, but if he started asking questions about the last year, I was screwed. I held up my cup. “Was getting this to go.”

“Fair enough. I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”

Unfortunately, I was pretty sure he was right.

I hotfooted over to my car and slid in before I dared look behind me.

Colton was nowhere in sight.

You need to calm down.

Yeah, I really did. The guilty acted guilty.

You are guilty.

Shut up already.

The Vancouver cops weren’t going to charge me, and the prosecution had asked me to be a witness because I was also a victim. I didn’t see myself that way, though. Getting duped made me stupid—not some victim who deserved pity.

No, that was reserved for the people who really got hurt. I might’ve lost my proverbial shirt, but I was still intact. Others weren’t so lucky.

I eyed the Save-On across the parking lot, and suddenly the thought of grocery shopping completely overwhelmed me.

Fuck it.

After managing to evade the hordes of drive-thru customers, I headed to Wendy’s. This wasn’t really money I could afford to spend—especially since I’d just dropped how many dollars on a drink?

The young man at the window handed me the food and offered a smile.

Somehow, I managed to smile back.

I headed out and soon was climbing Cedar Street and up into the residential area of Mission City.

My parents owned a nice four-level side split. Fortunately, that meant they had a basement.

Unfortunately, I had to go through the side door to get there. So, uh, no privacy. Phew, both their cars were absent. I parked on the street, grabbed the bag of food and my drink, and headed for the side door. I let myself in, shucked my shoes, and headed straight downstairs. Raid their kitchen—in case I got hungry later? No, my mother’d specifically said the money I gave them was for rent only.

Guess she remembered how much I ate as a growing teenager. I didn’t pack away nearly that much food anymore, but she was right—the amount I paid was paltry compared to what they could be getting if they rented to a stranger.

I ducked my head as I made my way down the stairs. I dropped the food and drink onto the little two-seater table, then I hung my coat in the laundry room. My mother said neatness was a necessity. And since she had to come down here to do the laundry, I figured the least I could do was keep things organized.

Returning to the main room, I sat. The chair was uncomfortable, but that didn’t matter. I opened my laptop, started it going, and dug into my food.

Twenty minutes later, I ate the last fry as I scanned the job listings.

Nothing.

Well, that wasn’t strictly true. A couple of customer-service jobs. Not awful, but most were retail—so I’d be facing people I knew. Probably people who knew I had several university degrees.

I sighed.

And shut the laptop.

All things I could deal with tomorrow.

Tonight I’d watch mindless television and try to forget how badly I wanted the one person in the world I didn’t deserve.









