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DEDICATION
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I Loved You Yesterday is dedicated to my husband, Tommy. Thank you for showing me that it is indeed possible to find your soulmate at seventeen. 

You never forget your first love. 

I don’t have to.

I married mine. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Josh

The parking lot lights flicker on outside my office window, washing the pavement in a sickly yellow as a gray haze swallows what’s left of the Los Angeles skyline. Early December darkness always feels impatient—like the day quits before it’s finished.

I ball my hands into fists and rub my eyes. The burn behind my lids bites, sharp and hot, the price of hours spent hunched over a screen: charting, annotating, reviewing labs, and firing off follow-ups.

With a groan, I snap my laptop shut and stand. The end-of-day routine takes over because it’s easier than thinking. I pull a sanitizing wipe from the container and drag it across my desk, the antiseptic smell slicing through the stale office air. I lift the metal nameplate—Dr. Joshua Templeton, OB-GYN—and slide the wipe beneath it, polishing away fingerprints like they’re evidence.

My phone vibrates, the sound punching through the quiet. Each buzz rattles the fragile calm I’ve been trying to build in my head. I glance at the screen and bite the inside of my cheek before answering—metallic blood blooming on my tongue.

“What do you want, Tess?” The words scrape on the way out, and my stomach turns the moment I say her name.

“Lovely way to start a conversation, Joshua. Truly.”

I exhale through my nose. Four years of marriage has trained my brain to file her voice under tension headache.

“Again,” I say, “what do you want?” My palms tingle, numbness spreading into my fingertips. “And don’t call me that. You know I hate it.”

I drop the wipe into the trash, put her on speaker, and cup the back of my neck, kneading my sore muscles. 

It’s already been a long day. Now what?

“I have our final divorce papers,” she says. “And I would like your signature on them tonight.”

Oh.

The word doesn’t leave my mouth, but it lands in my chest anyway. I close my eyes and let out a slow breath. “I don’t trust you. I want Austin to look everything over first. If he can come over, I’ll sign.”

Anger pools low in my stomach, souring whatever is left of the veggie burger I ate for lunch. Nausea creeps up my throat. And a sheen of cold sweat prickles my forehead. 

“Well... text me,” she says. “I’m in the neighborhood.” She snickers and then ends the call.

A short, bitter laugh forces its way out of me. I stare at my phone like it might spit venom back. “Give my best to Dalton Sheppard,” I mutter into the dead line, each word puncturing the spot she keeps stabbing. 

My knuckles crack as I fire off a text to my brother. 

Me: Tess has the final divorce papers. Can you swing by the house and review them before I sign? 

I set my phone down and fold over the desk, pressing my forehead against the smooth wood. My cheek catches on the edge of my notepad, ink smearing against my skin.

A second later, my phone lights up.

Austin: On my way.

Relief should hit—something clean and simple—but it doesn’t. It just adds another layer to the tightness in my chest, a countdown I can’t stop. I pocket the phone, lock up my files, and walk out of my office like I’m leaving a normal shift, not stepping into the end of my life as I know it.

I don’t remember most of the drive home. I’m on autopilot, hands at ten and two, jaw clenched, thoughts looping in ugly circles. By the time I turn into my driveway, my house stands out like a bruise—dark, modern, and offensively undecorated. The only home on the street not participating in the holiday delusion.

I stare at my neighbor’s ten-foot inflatable Santa and the aggressive light show spilling across the cul-de-sac, then shift my Jeep into park and kill the engine. The sudden silence in the cabin is thick, pressing against my ears. Through the front picture window, the living room lights glare back at me—bright and sterile, like the house is awake and waiting to judge me.

This is the home Tess and I bought together. The future we planned. The life we pretended was stable.

I drop my head to the steering wheel and inhale. Exhale. Inhale again, trying to force air into the uneasy pit spreading in my stomach. I start counting, because numbers are easier than feelings.

Five... This will be over soon.

Four... She’ll finally be gone from my life.

Three... The nightmare is almost over.

Two... This is the hardest thing I’ll ever have to do.

One—

No—wait. That’s not true. The realization hits so fast it turns my blood to ice. I’ve experienced one thing harder. One moment my mind won’t ever stop replaying. One name my heart still answers to, even when I’m doing everything I can to feel nothing at all.

I shove the thought away before it can open me up. I let anger replace it instead, sharp and reliable, and I slam my car door hard enough to make the windows tremble.

Inside, each step through the entryway lands heavier than the last. The house smells like nothing—no candles, no pine, no warmth. Just still air and echoes.

“Hey,” Austin says from the dining room table, pushing a place setting aside.

“Hi,” I say, but my voice sounds far away. I drop my backpack on the bottom stair and sigh. The acid in my stomach burns through the final, minuscule shred of desire I have to salvage anything.

A moment later, heels click on the front porch. Tess materializes at the screen door, pale-blonde curls bouncing like she’s arriving for brunch instead of a funeral. Out at the curb, her prized Mini Cooper idles in the dark, and her lover’s silhouette remains behind the wheel—present, waiting, a shadow she doesn’t even bother to hide anymore.

“You’re alone?” I ask, holding the door open. 

“Did you want an audience?” She flicks her hand over her shoulder, nails painted her signature bubblegum pink, like this is all mildly inconvenient.

Sadness crests, sudden and suffocating, and then she sweeps past me like I’m a doorman instead of the man she married. She heads straight to the dining room table and drops a thick blue folder onto it. A pile of divorce papers. Heavy. Clinical. Final.

Austin slides his reading glasses on and takes a seat, shooting Tess a glare before she stalks away.

“Give me a few minutes to look these over, Josh,” he says.

I nod because what else is there to do? 

Tess stands near the doorway, gum smacking the roof of her mouth as she blows a neon-green bubble. I stare at her and try to force my brain to see past the woman in front of me—past the affair, past the contempt, past the way she treats commitment like a costume she got tired of wearing.

“What are you thinking?” she asks, eyes narrowing.

I look down at the floor because if I look at her too long, I might say something I can’t take back. “I’m thinking about where it all went wrong,” I say. “When it went wrong.”

She waits, like she’s entertained.

I swallow, hands shoved deep into my pockets, fingers curling tight. “I’m thinking about what I did to make you feel like you wanted—needed—someone else.” A dull ache beats behind my ribs, grief punching through my bloodstream.

For a brief second, when I lift my gaze, I see her the way she used to be. The girl from college. The one who laughed with her whole face. The one I believed in. The one I fell for. And for that split second, the memory grips my heart hard enough to hurt. 

Then she laughs. It’s shrill. A cackle that pops the moment like a needle to a balloon. “Oh, please,” she says. “It was all wrong from the start. I never should’ve married you when you were still in love with someone else.”

My head snaps back. “What?”

“All right,” Austin cuts in, rising from his chair as he removes his glasses. “Everything’s in order. You can sign these, Josh.”

Tess arches a brow. “Told you so.”

“Can’t blame me for not believing you,” I say, the words tasting bitter. “Honesty hasn’t exactly been your strength.”

She rolls her eyes and I take the pen from Austin before dropping into his seat. My hand moves automatically, signature after signature: Joshua Michael Templeton. But each stroke of ink feels like a stamp of failure. Each highlighted line is a reminder of what I promised and couldn’t keep.

When I finish, I set the pen down and return the papers to the blue folder, carefully, like the neatness might stop my hands from shaking. 

“I can take these to City Hall in the morning,” Austin says softly. “Get them to the judge.”

I nod, throat tight. “That would be great,” I manage. “Thanks.” 

Tess swings her purse over her shoulder. The fringe sways with the click of her heels as she cracks the front door. She glances back like she might say something—like she might offer a final, human scrap of closure. But she bites it back. Leaves in silence. And closes the door behind her instead. 

It’s over. My marriage is over. 

Austin grips my shoulder. “I don’t know what to say,” he admits. “I’m sure it hurts like hell right now, but trust me, you are way better off without her.” He squeezes. “Want me to stay? Put a game on? Take your mind off it?”

For half a second, I hear the squeak of sneakers on a hardwood court in my head. The comforting rhythm of something predictable. But what I want is quiet. What I want is to stop feeling anything.

“No,” I say. “Thanks, Austin. I appreciate you coming over so late.” My lips try to shape a smile, but the muscles betray me. “I think I’m just going to go to bed.”

He nods, eyes soft. “Okay. Call me if you need anything.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I will.”

He leaves through the side door. The garage opens, then closes. His Corvette backs out and disappears down the street, and the house falls into complete silence.

And the truth lands clean and brutal. 

I’m absolutely fucking alone.

I force my legs to move, but every step toward the stairs feels like dragging a body through wet cement, like someone strapped lead to my ankles and called it consequence.

Upstairs, my bedroom door creaks as I push it open. The empty bed waits for me—solemn, inviting—and I step inside with one clear intention: to collapse face-first into the mattress and disappear for a while.

But I don’t make it that far. Colored snowflakes drift across my bare walls from a neighbor’s overzealous holiday display—cheerful, festive, and completely wrong. The light feels like an intrusion. I cross the room in three long strides and yank the curtains shut, cutting the forced merriment off at the source.

In the walk-in closet, I unbutton my shirt and toss it aside. When I twist, my back flares in protest, a sharp reminder of the hours spent hunched over a computer, pretending work could outrun the rest of my life. And that’s when I see it. A cardboard box, tucked deep into the back corner.

Something inside me splits open. The chill I forced down in the car comes rushing back, ricocheting through my body as I stare at it, frozen. It looks harmless enough. Ordinary. But I know better. It’s both a bomb and a lifeline, waiting to detonate—or save me—depending on how close I dare to get.

I pull the box down from the shelf and carry it to the bed like it has weight far beyond cardboard. I sit, pry the flaps open, and stare at the contents as if they belong to a stranger: science medals, old football photos, yearbooks, a dried flower from senior prom.

I lift the flower between my fingers. The petals disintegrate at the slightest pressure, collapsing into dust. My breath leaves me in a rush like something inside my chest has been trapped too long and is finally fighting its way out.

“Duchess,” I whisper, unearthing her photo next. Her beautiful face. Her dark head of curls. Her bright, impossibly green eyes that always looked like they held a secret just for me.

My fingers glide over the paper and my throat tightens as if her name is a hand around it. I close my eyes and my brain does what it always does when I’m too tired to defend myself—it pulls her back in full color.

Her soft giggle. The way she looked at me like she saw me. The way her heartbeat seemed to synchronize with my own. Tender companionship. Youthful certainty. Her memory walks across my soul like fresh footprints on a grave.

A tear slips free before I can stop it, and once it’s there, everything follows. It’s too much—too sharp, too heavy, and too damn loud inside my head.

I shove the box away without thinking. Cardboard scrapes, memories tumble out, and the contents scatter across the floor in a clatter that feels like my insides cracking open. The photo slips from my fingers and drifts down with the rest of the wreckage, landing face-up like it dares me to look.

I don’t. Instead, I flop onto my stomach and wedge the lone pillow under my chest like it can keep me from collapsing completely. One long, hollow breath leaves me and exhaustion finally drags me under.

***
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Thunder booms and lightning splinters the inky sky outside, cutting bright through the cracks of the curtains. I jerk awake, disoriented, heart thudding hard as rain lashes the windows in sheets.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groan, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. My feet collide with the debris on the floor—each toe meeting a relic of my childhood. I stare down at the mess before clicking on the lamp, resigned to shoving my past back into the box, back into the corner, back into the place I keep locked.

Then I see it. An envelope—crumpled and innocent-looking—stares up at me from the floor. My name, written on the front in loopy cursive.

My stomach tightens, pain biting deep. Because I know what that envelope contains. 

My hands hover, then pick it up. The paper feels thin. Fragile. Like it can cut. I slide a finger beneath the lip and hesitate, flirting with the idea of reopening the Seventh Circle of Hell.

“Damn you, Mavis,” I whisper as I pull the letter free. The envelope flutters to the floor, and when I read the first line, her words ripple through me like a rusted razor dragged across skin.

My dearest Joshua,

By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. I’m not asking you to understand—only to let me go. Please don’t try to find me.

I left because I didn’t see another way. If you learned the truth, you’d put your dreams on hold for me. And I can’t be the reason you shrink your life. I can’t be the weight that keeps you from your future, from the man you’re meant to become.

I didn’t know what else to do, Josh. I’m scared. I’m terrified. I’m making the worst kind of choice. All I can hope is that one day you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. To forgive us.

Until then, my love...

I loved you yesterday, I love you today, and I’ll love you tomorrow, Joshua Templeton.

Mavis

By the time I reach the end, my throat has tightened into a knot, my eyes burn, and my hands tremble around the thin sheet of paper. The pain hits all at once, sharp and immediate, and so fresh it’s like no time has passed at all.

Nausea surges up the back of my throat as the memories I’ve kept buried claw their way to the surface. My chest caves under the weight of it, and I fold in on myself, breathing shallow, like my body is trying to protect whatever is left of my heart.

“I loved you,” I whisper, my voice fracturing on the words. 

The confession falls into the room like something breakable—into the quiet, into the rain tapping the window, into the space her name still occupies like a ghost. My fist tightens until the paper crumples, and I drop my forehead to my knees, breathing through the ache like it might pass if I stay small enough.

Outside, the storm begins to lose its edge. Inside, the house turns unnervingly still. Silence gathers around me, thick and unyielding, until it presses against my skull and I can’t tell if what I hear is rain on glass or my own pulse pounding in my ears.

Then a laugh breaks free—short, stunned, and stripped of humor. More exhale than sound, like my body doesn’t know what else to do with the wreckage.

I lift my head, and the truth locks into place with a clarity that hurts worse than the lie ever did.

“Tess,” I whisper, “you were right.”

I’ve always been in love. Just not with you. It’s always been Mavis.

My hands shake as I flatten the paper, smoothing the creases one by one, and slide it back into its envelope—careful, almost reverent—like that small act of gentleness might hold me together long enough to continue to breathe.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mavis

Ten Years Before

“Do you see it?” Josh points past the curve of the Ferris wheel, his finger cutting through the late-morning sky.

I squint, leaning into his side as the ride reaches its highest point. “Yeah, I think I can.” The white letters of the Hollywood sign shimmer in the distance, half swallowed by hills and haze. I grin, letting my gaze sweep the rolling city below us. “It’s gone. I think you can only see it at the very top,” I say. 

“My view’s still pretty good from here,” he teases, pressing a kiss on my forehead.

I glance up at him and smile. The spring breeze ruffles his short brown hair, and the smirk tugging at his mouth makes my stomach dip in a way that has nothing to do with the ride descending.

“You’re such a cheese, Joshua.” I jab my fists playfully into his stomach, laughing when his arms circle me and pull me flush against him, stopping my attack cold.

“Yeah,” he says, voice warm in my ear, “but you love me anyway.”

“Guilty,” I admit.

Sunlight dances in his dark eyes when I look at him, and my heart answers without question. It always has. Even when we were kids, something invisible pulled us together—like gravity itself bent toward him. The center of my world has always lived right here, in the way he looks at me.

I lift my hand to his cheek, my thumb brushing the small scar above his upper lip. 

My one and only. Joshua.

The Ferris wheel jerks to a stop at the platform. Josh lifts the safety rail, and we step out together, hopping down the wooden stairs just as Austin appears with Lauren waiting at the bottom.

“Always the gentleman,” I say with a grin as Austin offers me his hand, the afternoon light catching in the faint scatter of white lashes along his left eye.

“All hail the princess,” he teases, only letting go once my feet hit solid ground.

My palm tingles where his fingers lingered, the touch leaving behind something private and electric. I lace my fingers together, pressing my hands tight as Mitch breaks through the crowd a moment later, grinning like he’s already won whatever game he’s playing.

“Your brother looks way too happy,” Josh whispers, slipping his arm around my waist.

A stuffed purple dolphin arcs through the air, and Lauren snatches it out of the sky like she’s been waiting for the pass her whole life.

“Told you I could shoot hoops,” Mitch says, all swagger as he slings an arm around her shoulders. “You can keep him as proof of my talent, Peaches.”

Lauren rolls her eyes, but she smiles as she smooths a hand over the plush toy. “I never said you couldn’t shoot hoops,” she insists, then giggles. “I think I’ll call him Finn.”

“Your creativity knows no limit,” Austin deadpans, bonking the dolphin lightly on the head before steering us away from the Ferris wheel. “I’m starving. Let’s go eat lunch.”

We weave through the crowd at Pacific Park until we find an empty picnic table. The air is thick with the scent of fried batter and sugar, with sweet, slushy lemonade lingering beneath it. Popcorn crunches underfoot, dropped and trampled like nobody’s worried about waste today.

Josh slides into the seat beside me and tucks a loose curl behind my ear, his fingers warm against my skin. “Hungry?” he asks, voice soft like it’s just for me. “What do you feel like?”

“Funnel cake and cotton candy,” I say without hesitation.

“Why did I even ask?” Josh laughs, already pushing up from the bench. He kisses the top of my head before I can answer. “Be right back.” With a wink, he takes off toward the food stands, Austin and Mitch trailing behind him like loyal understudies.

I squirm on the bench and slip my toes out of my flip-flops. Lifting my right foot, I rest it on the seat and trace a finger over the angry red blister where the cheap material rubbed against my skin.

“Ouch,” I whisper.

“You need new shoes.” Lauren squints at my foot across the table. “Wanna trade or something?” She lifts her leg to offer up her leather sandals.

I shake my head. “You’re sweet, but you don’t have to do that.” I shove my toes back into the offending flip-flops and drop my feet back to the ground. “I’ll tough it out. It’s fine.”

A sudden spray of pebbles pelts the tops of my feet, sharp little stings against raw skin.

“Ouch!” I growl again, yanking my foot back up onto the bench on instinct.

A blonde girl passes by, snickering. “Oops, sorry.” Her curls bounce as she walks on, giggling to herself.

Lauren wrinkles her nose. “Oh, real nice, Tess.”

“It was an accident!” she calls over her shoulder, bubble-gum-pink nails covering her mouth.

“Like hell it was,” I mutter.

I drop my foot back to the pavement just in time to see Tess fall in line behind Josh at the funnel cake stand. Her hands glide over his forearm, deliberate and lingering, trying to pull his attention her way.

“What a bitch,” I whisper, swallowing the sharp bubble of jealousy swelling in my chest.

“Hmm?” Lauren strokes the stuffed dolphin absently, studying it like it might blink.

I force a smile and tap the dolphin’s tail, eager to put Tess out of my mind. “You like him, don’t you?”

Her cheeks flush as she quickly sets the toy down. “The dolphin? Absolutely. Purple is my favorite color.”

I roll my eyes. “I meant my brother. You totally have a thing for Mitch.”

She ducks her head, suddenly fascinated by her cuticles. Crossing her legs beneath the table, she mumbles, “It’s just a little crush. Not a big deal.”

I glance up. Ten feet away, Mitch squeezes a mountain of ketchup onto a plate, sneaking a quick look back at Lauren before grabbing extra napkins.

“He likes you, too,” I say softly.

“Really?” Her eyes brighten before she reins it in. “You think so?”

Before I can answer, the boys return, arms loaded with fried food.

“Funnel cake with extra powdered sugar and pink cotton candy.” Josh drops into the seat beside me. He kisses the top of my head, then pulls a small bottle of hand sanitizer from his pocket and rubs it between his palms. “Want some?”

I snort and hold out my hand. Because I swear, he’s been on a mission to eradicate germs since the day he learned to walk. 

“Hey, have you heard from Harvard yet, Austin?” Mitch asks through a mouthful of kettle corn.

Austin grins, popping open a soda. “They accepted me yesterday.” He rolls his still-steaming corndog through ketchup like it’s ceremonial.

“Oh my, God, Austin!” I jump up and throw my arms around his shoulders. “That’s amazing. I knew you’d get in!” I yell and plant an exaggerated kiss on his cheek. “Congratulations.”

He laughs, cheeks turning red as his fingers brush the spot my lips touched.

“Damn! Ivy League all the way for the Templeton twins,” Mitch says. “First Josh gets into Georgetown, now Austin into Harvard. No pressure, Lauren.”

“Don’t remind me.” Lauren groans. “And stop feeding their egos. They’re unbearable enough already.” She tosses the last bite of corndog into her mouth and drops the stick onto her plate. “What about you? Where did you apply?”

“College?” Mitch shakes his head. “Nah, not for me. I’m enlisting in the Navy right after graduation.”

“The Navy?” Josh asks. “Since when?”

Mitch shrugs. “I’m not built for classrooms. Doubt even Rosewood Community College would take me.”

I tilt my head. “Shop class and a football field? Sounds like a good match to me.” But a knot tightens in my gut. 

The Navy. Really?

Lauren turns to me. “What about you, Mavs? Where do you think you’ll go when it’s our turn next year?”

“Me?” I hesitate. “I haven’t really figured it out yet. I’ll never get into Georgetown like Josh, and I couldn’t afford it anyway. I don’t know.” I smile faintly. “I like the snow. Maybe somewhere in the Midwest. For journalism. Or creative writing.”

“You like the snow?” Josh teases.

“I do. I think it’s pretty. Magical, even.” I shrug. “So yeah, I’d pick a school where it snows.”

Josh slides his arm around me and pulls me closer. “Sand or snow, Duchess—I’d follow you anywhere.” His lips brush mine, sending a shiver straight down my spine.

Austin groans. “Okay, I’ve seen enough of this. Who’s up for the West Coaster again?”

Mitch and Lauren jump up immediately, already buzzing at the thought of more lines and louder rides. I start to rise with them until Josh catches my wrist.

“You really want to ride more roller coasters?” he asks, tugging me gently back onto his lap. His hand slides along my thigh, firm and sure, tightening at my waist. His voice drops, just for me. “Because I’ve got another idea... if you’re interested.”

My stomach flips, a slow, dizzy plunge that has nothing to do with height. 

I glance toward the crowd, the noise, the spinning lights—then back to him, to the familiar warmth of his body and the promise in his eyes. And no roller coaster can compete with that.

***
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We drive back to Josh’s house—Templeton Manor—just outside Rosewood, where the land opens up and the world feels quieter. The Victorian mansion rises out of the hills like something out of a storybook, all white trim and history and impossible beauty.

Built in the early 1900s, it sits on three sprawling acres of manicured green, rolling hills dotted with weeping willow trees that look like they’ve been posed there on purpose. Everything about this place feels intentional. Perfected.

Compared to our foster family’s bungalow Mitch and I call home, Templeton Manor is a fairytale—an honest-to-God castle suspended in a dream I never quite believe I’m allowed to step into.

“My parents aren’t home,” Josh says casually as he pulls into the garage. “Dad mentioned a fundraiser at the golf course. I don’t think they’ll be back until late. So... we’ve got the place to ourselves.”

My heart stutters, then takes off at a sprint. A soft ringing fills my ears as nerves coil low in my gut. I draw in a slow breath, trying to steady myself, to push the leftover carnival jitters aside, but my thoughts won’t cooperate. My mind skips ahead, filling the quiet with possibilities, my pulse answering questions I haven’t yet worked up the courage to ask.

“What’re you thinking?” he asks quietly.

The garage is dim when he cuts the engine, shadows stretching long and soft around us. For a moment, neither of us moves. His eyes find mine in the half-dark—curious, careful, like he’s asking more than the words suggest.

“Probably the same as you,” I say, reaching for the door handle. But I don’t open it. My feet stay planted, my body suddenly unsure of the next step even though my heart seems to know exactly where this is headed. 

The pause stretches, charged and fragile, until Josh rounds the car and opens the door for me. “Hey,” he says gently. “What’s wrong?”

I look at him—really look at him. At his familiar grin. At the way the scar above his lip tightens when he smiles, a reminder of a reckless Fourth of July and an ambulance ride I still feel in my bones. 

“Joshua...” I reach for him without thinking, my palm settling over his chest, feeling his heart beat beneath my fingers.

He covers my hand with his and guides me down, pulling me into his arms. Peppermint fills my lungs as I press into him, my nose tucked against his chest like it belongs there. Two halves of one whole.

“You okay?” he asks softly, fingers threading through my hair. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel pressured by bringing you back here.”

My stomach flips at his honesty, funnel cake and nerves swirling together. “No, don’t apologize. I think... all the college talk just got to me. I can’t picture you leaving this fall.”

His arms tighten. “It’s months away, Duchess. Let’s not worry about it yet, okay?”

I nod, but it feels forced. 

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s go inside. Nothing kills romance like a garage.”

I laugh into his chest, glancing at the shelves of tools and equipment nearby. “I don’t know... the way Mitch looks at that impact driver, you’d think no greater love existed.”

Josh snorts. “You’re not wrong.”

He tugs me toward the steps, our shoes thudding against the wood as we enter the house. Templeton Manor greets us in silence, broken only by the grandfather clock ticking steadily down the hall. 

Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

“Want something to drink?” he asks, pointing toward the kitchen.

“Water please.”

He disappears, and I drift into the sunroom. White wicker furniture fills the space, bright cushions splashed with red and yellow. I sink onto the loveseat and cross my legs, breathing in the ocean air drifting in through the windows. And the spinning in my head finally slows.

Josh drops beside me and sets a cold bottle of water on my lap, kissing my forehead as he exhales. “I know we’re both thinking about it,” he says gently. “But we don’t have to do anything we’re not ready for.” 

My chest tightens at the sincerity in his voice. I know he means it—that he would never push me. And yet, I also feel the quiet truth: we’re standing on the edge of something new, something inevitable, and pretending otherwise won’t keep it from arriving.

“Josh, it’s not that I don’t want to be with you,” I say softly. “Like that.” I hesitate, the words catching as I glance down at the patterned carpet beneath my feet. “I just...” I trail off, searching for language that feels right. “I’m nervous because I don’t know how to do it. Or what I’m supposed to feel like when it happens.”

The admission leaves me exposed, but also strangely lighter—like saying it out loud is the first real step forward.

Josh doesn’t laugh. Instead, he studies me for a beat, something thoughtful and serious settling into his expression. Then he exhales, slow and honest. “And you think I do?” he says quietly, not teasing—more confessing than joking. “Because I don’t either. Not really. I just know I want to figure it out with you.”

He shifts closer and holds out his hand. “How about we go for a walk,” he adds gently. “Get some air. We don’t have to rush anything.”

The invitation feels less like an escape and more like a promise. I nod, set the water aside, and take his hand.

We walk through the backyard and into the overgrown land beyond the gate, the place where our childhood imaginations once ruled. Trees arch overhead like a cathedral, and memories flood back—enchanted forests, brave princes, imaginary dragons.

“What’s funny?” he asks as a giggle sneaks out of me.

“What was the dragon’s name again?”

“Smaug,” he says immediately. “Bilbo Baggins would be disappointed in you.”

I laugh, but my flip-flop catches on a stick at the same moment. Then my blister screams. The raw spot on my toe splits open—hot, sharp pain that makes my eyes water instantly. I suck in a breath and freeze, instinctively lifting my foot off the ground. “Ow—”

But Josh is there before I can even finish the word. No jokes, no teasing—just that steady, immediate concern I’ve grown to adore. He drops into a crouch in front of me, then shifts closer, angling so he can see my foot.

“Let me look,” he says, voice soft but firm. He gently cups my ankle like I’m something fragile. His brow furrows as he examines the angry, split skin, the fresh shine of pain. He swears under his breath. “Damn, Mavs,” he whispers. “That looks like it hurts.”

“It’s fine,” I lie automatically, even as my eyes sting.

He looks up at me, and there’s something protective in his gaze that makes my chest ache in a different way. “It’s not fine,” he says, not unkindly. “But I’ve got you.” He turns his back to me, bracing his hands on his knees, solid and sure. “Hop on, Duchess,” he says gently. “I’ll carry you.”

I climb onto his back, my arms sliding around his shoulders like I’ve done it a hundred times—because I have. Josh carries me through the woods until the trees open into our meadow. California poppies blaze across the field, orange and wild and breathtaking.

I slide off his back and kick my stupid sandals into the grass, then take off toward the poppies—laughter spilling out of me as I run, light and breathless, as if the pain can’t keep up.

“Save me from Smaug, my prince!” I call. 

Josh catches me without effort, hands firm at my waist as he lifts me into a spinning arc of sky and color. Laughter tears out of both of us, breathless and unguarded, until the world blurs and my feet barely remember the ground.

When he sets me down, his hands don’t let go. They steady me, anchor me, and then his lips find mine—sure and familiar and somehow brand new all at once. The noise fades. The meadow softens. And the world narrows to the quiet certainty of us, held together in this single, shining moment.

“I love you, Mavs,” he whispers. “I always will.”

My knees give out, and we tumble into the grass together, laughter dissolving into something quieter as sunlight warms my skin. The earth feels solid beneath me—steady and safe. Josh plucks a poppy from the ground and presses it into my hand like an offering, bright and impossible and alive. 

And in this moment, something inside me settles. All the nerves. The questions. The fear of doing it wrong. They fall away. Because nothing about this feels rushed or forced or uncertain. It feels like it arrived exactly when it was supposed to—no pressure, no expectation. Just us. Just this.

“Joshua,” I whisper, my voice softer now, steadier.

“Hmm?” He lifts my chin with a single finger, turning my face toward his. His eyes search mine, open and careful, like he’s willing to wait as long as I need.

And that’s when I know. I’m not afraid anymore. I don’t have to be. There is no doubt, no second-guessing tugging at my heart. If this moment is meant to happen with anyone, it’s him.

“I changed my mind,” I whisper. Not because I feel pushed. Not because I feel obligated. But because it feels right—because he is right.

“You mean... like right now?” His brows lift, surprise flickering across his face.

I let out a soft, nervous laugh. “Yes. Right now.”

He exhales slowly, his gaze dropping to my neckline. His fingers trace the delicate chain there, brushing the small silver heart resting against my skin—a quiet reminder of everything we already are, everything we’ve already chosen. My chest tightens at the tenderness of it, at the care in his touch.

He nods once, more to himself than to me, then leans in.

His lips meet mine again, gentle and unhurried, and the world tilts. His hands thread through my curls like he’s committing the feel of me to memory, like he’s afraid of forgetting even a single second of this. When he pulls back just enough to speak, his voice is steady, but I feel the effort behind it.

“Just... tell me to stop if you change your mind. Anytime. Okay?”

I nod, my heart pounding so loudly I’m sure he can feel it between us. The breeze slips across my skin while his hands skim along my sides—warm, careful, like he understands this moment isn’t something to rush. Like he knows it will live inside us forever.

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” he admits with a quiet, breathless laugh.

The honesty makes my throat ache. “Together, then,” I whisper.

He eases closer, the solid warmth of him anchoring me as the grass presses cool beneath my back. The air smells like poppies and sunshine, and somewhere nearby a bumblebee hums, oblivious to how monumental this feels. My heartbeat stutters and races all at once, breath coming uneven as everything rises to a precipice—no past, no future, just this. Just us.

“I love you,” he says again, the words steady and sure, like a vow spoken without ceremony.

“I love you, too,” I answer, and I feel it everywhere—in my chest, in my bones, in the way my body instinctively welcomes his. 

His forehead rests against mine, his breath unsteady, his presence reverent. The meadow hums around us as we find the right way to move together. The poppies sway. His arms draw me close, protective and certain, as the world quietly recedes and leaves us alone inside something tender and lasting and entirely ours.

It’s a moment I will remember forever—not for what we do, but for how it feels. For the certainty. For the way loving him feels inevitable and right, like coming home without realizing I was lost.

And as the world slowly comes back into focus, Josh looks at me like I already belong here. Like I always have.

“Let’s get married right here one day,” he says softly.

I smile, my heart full, steady, and unafraid.

“I do.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Josh

Present Day

The meadow opens up in front of me as I step out from the forest. And my chest hurts so suddenly I have to stop. Just for a second. Just to breathe.

This place used to be beautiful. Now it’s overgrown in a way that feels all wrong—tall stalks of dead grass choking the space where California poppies once burned bright, wild and alive. It’s not the kind of wild that breathes. It’s the kind that forgets.

My shoes sink into the damp soil with every step, mud clinging to my soles like it wants to keep me here. The grass brushes against my calves, and the strangest thought hits me—that the land doesn’t recognize me anymore. Like I’ve been gone too long. Like I forfeited my claim to this place when I lost her.

Ten years. Days. Hours. Minutes. They all vanish in my mind like smoke, each one pulling me farther from Mavis. Farther from the boy I was when we stood here barefoot and fearless, believing love was something permanent because we wanted it to be.

The memory crashes through me so hard my vision blurs. It feels unreal, too vivid, too intact, like something my brain invented just to survive everything that came after. Like maybe this meadow and our love never actually existed.

“Was it even real?” I whisper.

The field doesn’t answer. The words just sink into the weeds and disappear.

I move forward anyway, slow and deliberate, my fingers skimming the tops of the dying grass the way they used to skim her back when we would lay here together. Nothing looks the same. Nothing feels right. And yet, my pulse starts to race. Excitement hums through me, sharp and undeniable.

Because she was here. She is here. Her presence clings to the damp air, settles into my lungs, threads through the whistle of a songbird perched somewhere above me. I feel her in the quiet, in the way my chest aches with something that isn’t just grief.

You’re still here, Mavs. We’re still here.

The sun breaks through the clouds and I tilt my face toward it like instinct takes over. I close my eyes and let the heat soak into my skin, and for one suspended moment, I pretend it’s her warmth instead.

I grab onto the memory this meadow holds with both hands, willing the poppies to bloom again in my mind—orange and reckless and alive. I see her running through them, laughing, hair wild, hands reaching back for me like she never doubts I’ll follow.

And then I hear it. Her laugh. Bright. Unrestrained. Wrapped in sunshine and youth and certainty. It squeezes my heart so damn hard it hammers against my ribs, like it’s trying to escape the cage of my chest and go back to where it belongs. Her name slips from my mouth before I can stop it, familiar and devastating on my tongue. 

“Mavis...”

But when I open my eyes, reality rushes back in—green and brown and dead grass reclaiming the field. The poppies fade one by one until they’re nothing but ghosts.

“It was real,” I say, my voice rough as I pull her letter from my pocket.

The paper is soft with age, the edges curled and worn thin. I trace my finger over her handwriting, every loop uneven. I can see it now—how her hand shook as she wrote this, the weight of whatever she carried pressing down on her every word.

“What happened, Mavis?” I whisper. “Why did you leave me?”

The questions used to haunt me, looping through sleepless nights like a song stuck on repeat. Asking them now doesn’t bring clarity, just the same hollow ache, the same unanswered echo.

Maybe whatever drove her away is buried too deep in the past to uncover. But then another thought stirs—quiet, electric, and dangerous in the best way. A shiver runs up my spine like an instinct waking up after a decade of sleep. 

Ten years may have passed, but time hasn’t healed this wound. It just taught me how to live around it. Her letter sat in a box in my closet like a loaded gun I kept pretending wasn’t there, but every time I unfolded it, it split me open in the exact same way.

Nothing dulled it. Not work. Not marriage. Not distance. Not time.

And then the thought hits—quiet at first, then roaring. Blood surges through my veins at the possibility, at the sheer, reckless simplicity of it. What’s stopping me from finding her?

I look down at the line I’ve stared at a thousand times but never really accepted.

Please don’t try to find me.

I broke that promise within minutes of her disappearance. I went to the police. I dragged strangers into our lives. I begged for answers like begging could bring her back. But there was no case. No trail. No evidence of foul play. Just her choice, written in ink, treated like the final word.

I swallow hard, staring at that sentence until it blurs. Because that was then—when I still had a future I was trying to protect, when I still believed I could lose something bigger than this ache.

But now?

Now my marriage is ash. My house is empty. I’ve spent years doing everything “right,” building a career, building a life, trying to outrun a girl who left a hole clean through my chest—and none of it has filled it.

I lift the paper closer, my thumb brushing the crease where it’s been folded and refolded a hundred times. My voice comes out rough, almost angry—not at her, but at the universe that stole our ending from us.

“But it’s been ten years, Duchess,” I whisper to the page. “Ten years.” I inhale, and the morning air cuts through me. “And I have nothing left to lose,” I add, the truth landing like a verdict. Only something to gain. 

Her.

The realization steadies me in a way nothing has in years. Because this isn’t about reopening a wound. It’s about finally stopping the bleeding. It’s about refusing to let the rest of my life be defined by a question mark.

My gaze lifts to the narrow path back through the trees—the way I came in. The way out. The way forward. The road back to her. It feels inevitable now, like the last ten years have been one long detour leading me right back here, to this exact moment, to this exact decision.

I shove my hands into my pockets, the letter tucked close, and take a step. Then another. Each one steadier than the last, like my body knows before my mind catches up—like my heart has been waiting for permission.

By the time adrenaline kicks in, I’m moving faster, breaking into a jog through the forest, branches brushing my shoulders, breath pumping hard in my chest. Her letter presses against me in my pocket like a vow. And for the first time in a decade, I’m not running from the past. I’m running toward my future. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Bosk Dhe IN THE TRADING HEARTBEATS TRILOGY

/wa/ %

*« g ‘v c'ﬂﬂ
AL | E NAﬁCKAS ¥





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





