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Aspen

[image: Icon

Description automatically generated]

Memories. Such an inconsequential word, and yet the very thing that defines our existence. What are we if not for our memories? Who are we? Who would I be without the memory of what came before? Without the memory of him? The memory that never leaves, like a silent whisper at the back of my mind, demanding to be heard.

I can still see his face. The curve of his jaw. His crooked smile that made my knees weak every time it touched his lips. Eyes the color of the sky on a cloudless, sunny day.

Sutton...

I remember the first time I saw him in perfect detail—like a fragment of time suspended in front of my eyes. I remember his shirt—faded blue against tanned skin that had seen countless hours of the summer sun. Wet droplets peppered his shoulders from where his still wet hair had dripped onto the fabric.

He rounded the bottom of the stairs, our eyes meeting for only a fraction of a second before he looked away, but it was long enough for me to know right then and there that nothing would ever be the same again. And I was right. At thirteen years old, I had predicted exactly what was to come. Some things you just know are an absolute inevitability.
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“Earth to Aspen. Come in, Aspen.” 

I blink at the sound of Remi’s voice, glancing up to see him looking back at me with a halfcocked smirk, his shoulders shaking in silent laughter.

“What are you on about?” I drop my phone into my purse before slinging it over my shoulder.

“I swear, sometimes it’s like you exist in an entirely different world than the rest of us.” He shakes his head, a chunk of dark blond hair falling into his eye as he leans down to grab my duffel from the floor.

“I do not.” I stick my tongue out at him as if in a polite way of saying fuck off. “I’m trying to make sure I’m not forgetting anything.” I offer a half-truth, knowing I could never divulge the real reason I’ve been so distracted since finding out about our trip home a few weeks ago.

“We’re only going to be gone a few days.” He needlessly reminds me.

I dare say a few days are going to feel a hell of a lot longer to me than they will to him. He, after all, has a lot more to go home to than I do. His friends. His parents. His brother.

Just the thought of Sutton has the muffin I had for breakfast turning sour in my stomach.

“You’re sure your parents don’t mind that I crash at their house?” I ask for what feels like the hundredth time. “I’d hate to be an imposition.”

“An imposition?” He blanches at me. “You have been a part of my family since middle school. Not to mention, how many times have you stayed at my parents’ already? You could never impose, and you know that. So why don’t you tell me why you really don’t want to go?”

“I never said I didn’t want to go,” I argue.

“Not outright, no, but you’ve been dragging your feet about this since the moment I asked you to come.” He pauses, trying to read what I’m trying really hard to hide. “Does it have something to do with work? I thought you said they were happy to give you the time off.”

“They were. I have more than enough vacation time to cover a few days. It’s not that.” I shift my weight from one foot to the other. “I just...”

“Hey.” He steps toward me, his large, muscular frame dwarfing my petite one. “I told you, Dad said they moved away months ago.” His hand closes over mine, his fingers giving me a reassuring squeeze.

Of course he would then assume if not for work, my resistance has something to do with my foster family. And while that’s definitely been a factor in my not returning up to this point, it’s not the reason I’m so knotted up over returning to Ohio today.

No, that is reserved for none other than Sutton Barnett himself.

My first crush. My first love. My first heartbreak. My first regret.

The thought of seeing him again is almost as painful as it is exciting, because for as much as I loathe Sutton Barnett, a part of me, the younger part of me I haven’t been able to shake, still feels a hint of something in my chest every time I think of him.

It’s irrational, stupid, and pretty much makes zero sense, but a part of me has loved Sutton Barnett since the first moment I laid eyes on him. There’s no logic in my feelings. Nothing he’s ever done to justify why I feel the way I do. All I know is that it’s always been there.

Remi doesn’t know anything about what happened between me and his brother. It’s one of the only things I’ve ever kept from him. Partly because I was ashamed. Partly because I thought he’d never be able to look at me the same if he knew.

But mainly because of a promise I had broken before I even made it.

But when Sutton took my hand that night, not a single other thing mattered. I didn’t care that he didn’t feel for me what I felt for him. In that moment, I needed him. I needed him in a way I don’t think anyone besides me could possibly understand.

Sutton Barnett, the boy I had pined after for three years, had finally noticed me, and I wasn’t going to waste a single moment thinking about the consequences of my actions or what the next day would bring.

In case you’re wondering, it brought me heartache and shame, and guilt like I had never felt before. And given that my life was basically a never-ending sad song, that’s saying something. But weirdly, it also opened my eyes to what life could really be like. What it meant to feel happiness and pleasure and... safety.

“No, I know.” I let him believe his assumptions are correct. “Just weird... Going back.”

“I know.” He gives my hand another squeeze. “But you’ll have me. And my parents, who are so excited to see you. And Sutton, but no one really counts him.” He snorts out a laugh.

I do, I think to myself. That’s the problem. I’ve always counted him.

“Is he staying there, too?” I swallow past the knot that builds in my throat. “At your parents’ house, I mean.”

“I’m not sure. Probably. Is that a problem?” He steps back, adjusting the bag on his shoulder.

“No. Just curious who all’s going to be there.” I do my best to keep my expression relaxed.

“I don’t think anyone outside of the immediate family is staying at the house. Most will either stay with other family or in a hotel.”

“So this is going to be a big event, then.”

“You only renew your vows once. Well, I think you only do it once.” He chuckles. “And you know my mom, she doesn’t do anything halfway.”

“That she doesn’t,” I agree, the thought of Summer bringing a smile to my lips.

She’s the closest thing to a mom I’ve ever had, which is the absolute only reason I agreed to this. It will be the first time I’ve been back in Ohio since I graduated high school. While my foster family still resided there, I swore to never return. But they’re gone now, and because of that, Remi was not going to let me get off the hook on this one.

“We should probably get going if we don’t want to miss our flight,” Remi offers.

I nod, doing one last sweep of my small apartment, making sure I’ve shut everything off.

When we first graduated college, Remi and I lived together—mainly because I couldn’t afford to live on my own—but after two years of listening to him shag every blonde, brunette, and redhead he met—he’s a bit of a player, that one—I decided it was time to get my own place. Unfortunately, living expenses in D.C. are not cheap and even with my job as a legal assistant, I ended up having to settle for something much smaller than I was originally looking for.

I don’t much mind, though. I like the cozy feel and the incredible location right in the heart of everything. It helps that Remi lives right around the corner, too. I may not want to live with him, but having him close was a must, given that we’ve pretty much been attached at the hip for the last twelve years.

When I decided to go to GW, so did he. When I went into political science, he went into business so that we’d share a lot of the same classes. And when I decided to stay in Washington, D.C. after graduation, he had already secured us an apartment before I could even ask what his plans were. Honestly, had he been interested in law, I dare say he’d probably work with me too, instead of working at a marketing firm a few blocks away.

So, yeah, I think it’s safe to say that Remi and I are kind of a package deal. I’m sure his future wife is going to love that.

“Okay, I think I’m ready.” I blow out a slow, steady breath, though it does little to calm the rapid thrumming against my ribs.

“After you, Pen.” Remi’s green eyes follow me as I slip past him toward the door.

Taking the stairs down to the lobby, because Remi parked in the visitor section, his car is waiting for us just a few steps from the front door.

“You sure it wouldn’t have just been easier to drive?” I ask, waiting for him to unlock the door before tugging open the passenger side.

“You know how much I hate being in a car.” He tosses my bag into the back seat next to his. “An hour maybe... But eight. Pass.”

“And yet, with traffic getting to the airport, security, and waiting to board our flight, it’ll take us just as long to get there.”

“Better than driving the whole way.” He slips into the driver’s seat just as I settle into the one beside him.

“For you maybe,” I mutter.

“We’ve been over this. Flying is safer than driving a car.”

“And yet, this fact does very little to soothe me when I’m thirty thousand feet in the air,” I fire back.

“How is someone as fearless as you scared of flying?”

“Control,” we both say in unison.

Remi knows me well. Well enough to know that I don’t like to find myself in any situation I can’t control. Some might say I’m a control freak, but anyone who actually knows me, knows I just don’t like to be at the mercy of anyone but myself. If you grew up the way I did, you’d understand. I always have to feel like I have the upper hand, even if I don’t.

“I’ll hold your hand the whole time,” he reassures, firing the engine to life.

“Because holding my hand will save me when we’re plummeting to our deaths.”

“I’m pretty sure we’ve had this conversation every single time I’ve gotten you on an airplane,” he needlessly points out.

“And? Keep forcing me to fly and we’ll keep having it.”

“Worth it.”

“You’re such an ass,” I sneer, a smile playing on my lips.

“An ass you love.” He glances at me as he puts the car into drive, his eyebrows shooting up suggestively.

“Don’t be gross. I doubt you want to clean my breakfast off your dashboard.”

“Ouch, Pen. You wound me.”

“The thought of your ass wounds me.”

This earns me a playful shove to the shoulder.

“Focus on the road, please.” I shove him back.

“Says the girl who’s gonna make me crash if she doesn’t keep her hands to herself.”

“Ugh! Remind me again why I’m friends with you?” I sink into my seat, crossing my arms in front of my chest like a pouty child.

He doesn’t have to tell me why I’m friends with him. I know why. Because he basically saved my life. If it weren’t for him, had he not come into my life when he did, who knows where I’d be. In prison for murder. Dead. A homeless junkie. All seem like possible outcomes given my living situation at the time. Not that I’ve ever done drugs a day in my life or had the stomach for murder, but there’s no saying what I would have done to escape if Remi hadn’t come along.

“Because you love my ass,” he teases again.

“Would you shut up about your ass already?” I grumble, not the slightest hint of aggravation in my voice.

“Why, when you’re picturing it right now as we speak.”

“All right, I’m done.” I toss my hands up, reaching for the door handle, knowing there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to open it considering he’s weaving through traffic like a getaway driver who just robbed a bank.

Maybe I should be glad we’re flying after all.

“Okay, I’m done.” Laughter dances through his words. “Even though secretly I know you really do like my bum.”

“Well, I’ve seen it enough times, that’s for sure.” I snort.

“So you did look?” He chuckles.

“I lived with you for two years and you made a habit of not putting on clothes when you walked from your room to the bathroom. Yeah, I’ve seen it and many other things I’ll likely never be able to scrub from my brain.”

Don’t get me wrong, Remi is about as attractive as they come. He puts me in mind of a young Matthew McConaughey, though he lacks the dimples and his eyes are more green than blue. In another life, I’d probably fawn all over him like all the other women in his life do. And while there was a time that I wondered if maybe there would be more between us, once I met Sutton, everything changed.

It didn’t matter that for years he barely acknowledged me unless forced to do so. He was the one I wanted, and I was prepared to wait a lifetime for him. Of course, that was back before I was mature enough to realize what being with someone like Sutton meant.

He made me feel like a dirty secret. He made me feel ashamed. And given my past, given everything I had already been through, it was the equivalent of holding a gun to my head and pulling the trigger—an emotional kill shot of epic proportions.

“You’re welcome.” Remi breaks into my thoughts with a quick-witted reply that takes me longer than it should to place.

“Ha. Ha,” I deadpan, pushing all thoughts of Sutton down deep, in a way I’ve perfected over the last few years. When you’ve been through some of the things I have, you get good at learning how to shut things out. And while yes, he manages to creep in more times than I’d like, he doesn’t consume me the way he used to.

Returning home has stirred up a lot of things I’ve kept buried.

“Can I ask you something?” I wonder aloud as we near the airport.

“Anything.”

“Do you know where they went?” By pushing Sutton down, another has taken his place. I don’t have to elaborate for him to know what I’m asking.

“No. Only that they moved away last fall.”

The image of that old house, tucked back off the road, flashes through my mind. The pit I used to feel in my stomach every time the school bus pulled up beside its long, gravel driveway returns with it.

“Did your dad say how they seemed? Before they left, I mean?” I swallow hard, not sure why this is the question I thought to ask. Maybe because deep down I’m hoping that karma finally landed a blow. If there’s anyone who deserves it, it’s Rick and Jean McKinney. Just the thought of their names makes my skin crawl. And don’t even get me started on Harris... Bile rises in my throat like being shot out of a catapult from my stomach. I pull in a deep breath, trying to quell the ache it leaves behind.

“Do you really care?” Remi throws me a sideways glance before his eyes once again go back to the road.

“Not really. But if you say they seemed bad, it might make me feel a little better.” I force a smile to my lips, but it’s solely for myself. I don’t have to pretend with Remi. At least not when it concerns most things. Or, well, all things that aren’t his brother, really.

“In that case, they looked like shit and their lives had completely fallen apart. And last I heard, that asshat of a foster brother of yours is biding his time before someone finds him dead with a needle in his arm. How’s that?”

“Better.” I let out a soft laugh. I know he only said it for my benefit, but in some weird way, it does bring me a tiny sliver of solace.

I like to think the people who treated me so poorly got at least a little of what was coming to them.

“I know you’re nervous about going home, and I get why, but don’t let what those assholes did to you blind you from all the good stuff.”

“Oh yeah, like what?” I’m poking fun at him now, and he knows it, too.

“That’s your one freebie. Next time, you pay,” he warns, his warm laughter filling the car.

“Because I’m so scared of you.” I bite down on my lower lip to keep my own laughter from spilling out.

“You forget I know exactly where you’ll be sleeping for the next seven days. When you wake up with shaving cream all over your face, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“You wouldn’t.” I glare at the side of his face, watching his smile spread further.

“Oh, I would.” His eyes dart to mine for a split second and then back to the road. “Payback nine years in the making.”

“You can’t blame me for something I did when I was fifteen.”

“Oh, but I can. And I do. All I’m saying, it’d be best if you slept with one eye open this week.”

“Stop it.” I call his bluff. “You love me too much to do something like that to me.”

“Is that your way of saying you didn’t love me?” He quirks a brow.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Sounds like what you meant,” he teases, slowing the car as he veers into the airport parking garage.

“I know what you’re doing, you know.”

“What’s that?”

“Trying to distract me.”

“Is it working?” He smiles again.

“Maybe.” I audibly sigh in fake annoyance.

“Sometimes you just gotta get out of your own head, Pen. Stewing on all this shit, it’s giving them a power you took away a long time ago.” He pulls into a vacant spot and shifts the car into park, seconds before killing the engine.

“I know,” I admit as he unbuckles his seat belt and shifts toward me.

“We’re going to have fun this week. You and me. Fuck everybody else. Fuck the past. Let’s just focus on us.”

“Well, and your parents.” The corner of my mouth twitches. “We are flying home for them, after all.”

“Okay, and them too. But only for a little bit. The rest of the time, you’re all mine.”

“So selfish,” I tease.

“I’ll admit, part of the reason I pushed you to come with me is because I wanted to spend some real time with you. I feel like I never see you anymore.”

“Remington Jonathan Barnett, what are you going on about? You see me almost every single day.”

“Not like I used to.”

“That kind of happens when you no longer live together.”

“Well, I don’t like it. Why did you have to move out?”

“You know why.”

“I told you I’d stop bringing girls back to the apartment.”

“Remi, you are an attractive man in your twenties. You deserve to be able to have fun and do whatever you want without me getting in the way.”

“But I like you in the way.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m serious, Pen. I miss you.”

“I live around the corner.”

“I miss living with you.” He pouts out his bottom lip in the most pathetic display I’ve seen in a while. “Do you miss living with me?”

“Do I miss trying to sleep while it sounded like your bed was going to come through the wall into my room at any moment? No, I can’t say that I do.”

“I think secretly you liked listening.” He leans in, doing that thing he does. That sexy smirk where he tries to convince you he’s into you, and what’s worse, you’re into him. Yeah, I’ve seen him use that look on me more times than I can count. He’s messing with me, of course. That much couldn’t be more clear.

Even if he wasn’t, I would never go there with Remi. Mostly because of what happened with Sutton—something I don’t think Remi could get past—but also because I couldn’t bear to lose him if things went sideways. I won’t lie and say there’s never been a time when I’ve thought about it. Of course I have. It’s hard not to when a man as good-looking and fun as Remi makes you feel like his world begins and ends with you.

“And this conversation is over.” I push open the passenger door and quickly climb from the car, his laughter trailing after me as I do.

“You’re so easy to rile up,” he tells me as he, too, exits the car.

“Probably why you keep doing it.” I crinkle my nose.

“True,” he agrees, laughter still shaking his shoulders.

“Come on, Casanova. We need to get inside before our plane leaves without us.”

“So bossy.” He tugs open the back door and pulls our bags out, sliding one on each shoulder. I don’t even bother to offer to carry mine. I already know he won’t let me. And while usually I hate other people doing things for me that I’m perfectly capable of doing myself, I’ve learned to just let Remi do what he pleases. It’s easier that way.

“You ready?” I ask when he rounds the car, joining me at the back.

“What? Don’t I look ready?” He gives me a cheeky grin.

“Sometimes I don’t know about you.” I take off walking without waiting to see if he follows, because I know he will. He always does. Remington Barnett has been following me everywhere for the last twelve years. No reason to believe he’s going to stop now.

“So, what’s the first thing you want to do when we get there?” He’s beside me in an instant.

“Visiting with your parents seems like the appropriate thing to do, does it not?”

“Lame.”

“Kind of the reason we’re doing this,” I remind him.

“Okay, but what about after?”

“After?”

“After we visit with my parents, then what?”

“Do we need to figure that out right now?” I quicken my steps, eager to get inside the air conditioning. It suddenly feels ten degrees hotter than it did when we left my apartment. We’ve only walked a few feet and already I feel sweat forming at my hairline.

“I say we raid my dad’s liquor cabinet and lounge by the pool.”

Even I can agree that sounds pretty damn good.

“Under one condition... You promise not to throw me into the pool.”

“Oh, my sweet Aspen, we both know that’s not a promise I can keep.” He steps ahead of me through the door, waiting for me to follow him in before he’s once again at my side.

“Promise or you’ll be swimming alone.”

“Okay,” he finally concedes. “I promise not to throw you into the pool.” He emphasizes the word throw.

“You can’t push me in either.”

“Damn, you’re raining all over my parade here.” He visibly pouts as we make our way toward security. “But fine, I’ll agree to your terms. Especially if you brought that little red two-piece I love so much.”

“Remi.” I shove his shoulder. “Why do you always have to be such a pervert?”

“What?”

“You know what.” I shake my head, blowing out a heavy puff of air when I realize the line to get through security is so long we’ll be lucky if it doesn’t take us an hour to get through it. “See, we should have driven.” I gesture to the line of people.

“Relax. You’ll be thanking me when we’re landing after only a couple of hours rather than still looking down the barrel of five or six more hours in the car.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“Trust me.”

“Like I’m supposed to trust you not to toss me in the pool later?”

“Hey, I promised.” He knocks his shoulder into mine.

“You’ll find a loophole.” I turn my back to him before muttering, “You always do.”
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Eleven years earlier

“Why do you look like you’re about to vomit all over the sidewalk?” Remi cocks a brow at me, adjusting his bookbag on his shoulder.

“Because I might,” I admit, a slight tremble in my voice.

“If you don’t want to come over, you don’t have to. Though my mom has been hounding me about meeting you for months.”

“That’s your fault for telling her about me.”

“Come on, Pen, you’re my best friend. Of course I’ve told her about you.”

“My foster parents don’t know about you.”

“That’s because you don’t talk to your foster parents about anything.”

“You’re not wrong there, I guess.”

I stare down at my shoes, at the hole that’s forming between the fabric and the sole. It won’t be long until the whole thing rips apart. I make a mental note to look for superglue when I get home. It’s either that or go to school with half my foot hanging out because there’s no way I’m asking the McKinneys for a new pair. Not that they’d buy me some even if I did. And even if they were willing, it’s not worth what it would cost me.

“What size do you wear?” Remi seems to read my thoughts perfectly. It’s scary really, how he always seems to know the direction my thoughts have taken.

“What?” I try to pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about as I turn my gaze forward.

“Your shoes. What size?”

“You are not buying me new shoes.”

I love Remi. Ever since the day he walked into Social Studies and complimented the flower I had drawn on my hand with a pen. He is the closest friend I’ve ever had. I can’t imagine surviving this past year without him. But sometimes I want to punch him in the face for making me feel like a poor, little charity case.

“Your birthday is coming up,” he offers.

“You are NOT buying me shoes,” I say again, more firmly this time.

“Okay. Sorry.” He holds his hands up as if to say, I surrender. “Just thought it might be a nice present, is all.”

“I don’t want any presents from you.”

“Too bad for you, you can’t stop me from buying my best friend a birthday present. So there.” He tips his chin as if the matter is settled.

“I can manage on my own.”

“I know you can.” He bumps his shoulder into mine, trying to lighten the sudden heavy mood. “I’m sorry if I made you feel like you couldn’t.”

“Thank you.” I manage to push down my pride long enough to see he didn’t mean any offense.

Sometimes it’s hard for me to accept help from others. To feel inferior to them, like they’re better than me. I often forget that Remi isn’t like the rest. He doesn’t care that my foster parents would rather spend the state’s money on booze and drugs than on the actual child they get the money for. How the two of them ended up as foster parents is beyond me. I guess at this point there are more kids than foster families and the state can’t afford to be that picky.

“So, tell me again what your parents’ names are.” I redirect the conversation.

“My mom is Summer. My dad is Randel.”

“And your brother’s name is Sutton.” That much I remember, mainly because Remi spends a lot of time complaining about him.

“Yes.”

“And what if they don’t like me?” I fiddle with the threaded bracelet on my wrist. I used some of Jean’s thread to make it, which she thankfully hasn’t noticed I did. Otherwise, she’d probably have me scrubbing the floors with a toothbrush to pay her back. And no, that’s not an over exaggeration.

“Impossible.” He gives me a warm smile, nudging my shoulder again. “Come on, we’re here.” He grabs my hand, tugging me toward a large, two-story house with dark blue shutters and a bright red door.

It’s nicer than I imagined. Way nicer than where I live, that’s for sure.

Remi keeps a tight grip on my fingers as he leads me up the stairs onto the front porch and then through the front door. The smell of cinnamon hits me in an instant, the scent warm and inviting.

“My parents won’t be home for a bit. We can hang out in my room if you want.”

“In your room?” I swallow hard. I’ve never been in a boy’s room before. Well, none that I didn’t live with anyway.

“We have to leave the door open. Mom’s rules.”

“Right.” My tension eases slightly.

It’s not that I don’t trust Remi—I do, probably more than I’ve ever trusted another living person—but the thought of being alone with him in his room does make me a little nervous. It’s hard to convince my body of the difference between going to Remi’s room or being forced into Harris’s. And while I know there couldn’t be more differences between the two, my brain seems hardwired to feel fear when it’s not always warranted.

I look up when I hear a door close above us, my chest tightening at the sight of the boy who appears moments later, coming down the stairs toward us. I know it’s Remi’s brother, mainly because I know there are no other teenage boys living here other than Remi and his older brother Sutton, and my God... is he beautiful.

I suck in a hard breath as time feels like it slows down around me. Every movement I see in perfect detail. The way his muscles flex as he moves. The way his faded blue shirt seems to cling to his lean body just right, the soft color accenting his tanned skin. The way his hand trails along the stair rail, a soft brush of his fingers as he makes his way down.

He reaches the bottom of the stairs, and I swear it feels like my heart might beat right out of my chest at the sight of him up close. Take the most attractive boy you’ve ever seen, multiply his looks by a hundred, and then you might, maybe, have an understanding of my reaction to Sutton Barnett.

When he stops in front of us, his dark hair still damp from the shower, I have to lock my knees to keep them from shaking. When Remi told me about his brother, this is not what I pictured. Not even close.

“Mom know you brought a girl home?” His voice, too deep to belong to any fifteen-year-old, kisses my ears.

“Duh.” Remi grunts. “And she’s not just any girl. This is Aspen.”

Blue eyes flick to mine. Eyes the color of the sky on a sunny, cloudless day. Eyes I swear I could lose myself in for a million years and never find my way back. I haven’t even processed the feelings suddenly swimming through my gut when he looks back at his brother.

“Whatever. Just stay out of my room.” Sutton pushes past Remi, knocking his shoulder hard enough to cause Remi to take a step back.

“As if I’d want to go in there.” Remi turns, calling to his brother’s back seconds before he disappears through the front door. “So, yeah.” Remi’s attention comes back to me. “That’s Sutton. Don’t take his attitude personally. He treats everyone like that.”

“I see.” I try my best to seem unaffected, but the truth is I am. I am very, very affected. In a way I didn’t know was possible.

I mean, I’ve seen attractive boys before. Heck, Remi is one of the most sought-after guys in school. Every girl wants to date him. But Sutton... There’s just something about him. Like a siren pulling me in, lowering my inhibitions with his lethal song.

“Come on, I’ll show you my room.” Remi takes off up the stairs and I’m quick to follow after him, still trying to wrap my head around what the heck that just was and why all of a sudden I feel like my whole world is about to change.
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Walking into Remi’s parents’ house feels like traveling back in time. Everything is exactly as I remember it. From the cream-colored walls to the dark wood flooring, to the weird painting Summer hung in the foyer the fall of our junior year. I still remember Remi’s reaction when we walked in and saw it. He said it looked like a spilled litter box with cat turds spread all around. If it weren’t for the nervous pit in my stomach, the thought might bring a smile to my lips.

“Mom. Dad,” Remi calls through the house, dropping our bags next to the front door before heading down the hallway where the living room and kitchen open up into one large space. I follow closely behind, my heart hammering so hard against my ribs I’m fairly certain it might blow a gasket and send me straight into cardiac arrest.

“They’re here!” I hear Summer squeal before we round the corner. By the time we enter the room, she’s standing in front of us, pulling Remi into a tight squeeze. “My baby.”

“Hi, Mom.” I can hear the smile in his voice.

It’s only moments before her arms close around me next, the sweet smell of her dark hair invading my senses. I hug her back, having not realized how much I missed that smell until this very moment.

“And my girl.” She kisses the side of my head before releasing me. “My God, how beautiful are you?” She picks up a strand of my long hair, letting it slide through her fingers.

“Hi, Summer.” I finally manage to say, the smile on my lips as genuine as they come.

“Honestly, could you be any prettier? Randel, would you get a look at this girl?” she asks her husband, who steps up next to Remi, clenching his shoulder as both men look on at me and Summer.

“As beautiful on the outside as she is on the inside.” Randel smiles at me, and despite the blush creeping up my cheeks, I smile back.

“I can’t believe how grown you are,” Summer continues on. “What’s it been, five years?”

“Six,” I correct her.

“Six years. And all I had to do was get married again for you to come visit.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“No apologies needed. Remi’s told us how busy you’ve been. We’re just glad you’re here now, aren’t we, Randel?” She glances back at her husband, who looks so much like Remi it’s uncanny.

It’s funny how that worked out. Remi looks just like his father. Same blond hair. Same green eyes. Same build and height. But Sutton... Sutton looks just like Summer. Dark hair. Eyes so blue it’s as if they’re looking right through you into your very soul. He’s beautiful. They both are.

Then again, it’s been six years since I’ve seen him, the last time being Christmas break of my senior year when he came home from college to visit, so maybe he’s not that gorgeous anymore. Maybe he gained a few hundred pounds and all his hair fell out. Unlikely, but a girl can dream, right?

“We sure are.” Randel squeezes Remi’s shoulder again.

“Where’s Sutton? He here yet?” Remi asks, unknowingly sending my insides into a tailspin.

“He won’t be here until later. Dad and I have some errands to run, and we’re going to swing by and pick him and Olivia up at the airport this evening. They actually agreed to let us pick them up instead of insisting on letting a stranger drive them.” She steps back, looking between me and her son.

I force a smile, but it’s difficult to do given the downward spiral my mind suddenly finds itself in.

Who is Olivia and why is she coming with him?

I mean, the writing is on the wall, right? If he’s bringing a girl home for his parents’ vow renewal, that must mean it’s serious, right? I mean, this is Sutton. The guy who refused to take a girl to prom because he didn’t want to be tied down to dance with just one person. Sutton, who never had a steady girlfriend a day in his life—that I’m aware of.

I should be relieved. That he has a girlfriend. That I no longer have to obsess over what might happen if maybe, just maybe, he looks at me and sees more than just his younger brother’s annoying friend. So why does it suddenly feel like someone has just sucker punched me right in the stomach?

To be honest, I’ve tried not to think about where Sutton’s life has taken him over the last few years. I know from Remi that he moved from Dallas, where he’s been since college, to Chicago last year, that he’s working as a structural engineer or something like that. But he never once mentioned he was dating someone. Then again, I have not gone out of my way to ask anything that Remi didn’t offer up in casual conversation. Mainly because I was afraid of what I’d find out, but also because I didn’t want to seem too eager to care about Remi’s brother when as far as he knows, other than a casual conversation in passing, we’ve barely spoken.

“Who’s Olivia?” Remi asks, seeming just as confused as me.

I guess it makes sense that Remi wouldn’t know much about his brother’s personal life. Remi and Sutton were never close. Sutton has always been the darker of the two, the one who always seems to have a chip on his shoulder, and no one ever seems to be able to figure him out. He’s quiet and mysterious and plays people like they are nothing more than strings on a guitar. Remi, on the other hand, wears his heart on his sleeve, loves having a good time, and is always the life of any party. The difference between them is staggering. Hard to believe they grew up in the same household if I’m honest.

“She’s Sutton’s girlfriend.” Now Summer seems confused. “He didn’t tell you? They’ve been seeing each other for a few months now.”

A few months... God, kill me now.

Okay, so I get it. I’m supposed to hate him. I should hate him. I do hate him.

Good luck, Olivia, you’re going to need it, I think to myself in the snarkiest voice I can muster.

Now if only I could get my heart on board...

“We haven’t spoken in a while.” Remi rubs the back of his neck, like admitting this to his parents makes him uncomfortable. “Is it serious?”

“Seems to be. I haven’t met her yet, but I’m excited to. This is the first time he’s ever brought a girl home. Now, if only his brother could follow.” She arches a brow at her youngest son.

“I did.” Remi’s arm slips over my shoulders as he tucks me into his side. “The best girl ever.” I don’t have to look up to know he’s smiling.

“You know I love Aspen like a daughter, but unless you’re planning on marrying her and giving me grandbabies, she doesn’t count.”

“One step at a time, Mom. I gotta woo her first.”

“He’s full of crap, Summer,” I tell her pointedly, elbowing Remi in the side, who makes an oomph sound before dropping his hold on me. “One day I’m going to convince him to settle down with a nice girl and give you grandbabies.” I trace my fingers over my heart in the shape of an X. “I promise.”

“And that is just one of the many reasons I love you.” She pats my cheek. “I’m so glad to have you both here. To have you all back under the same roof for a few days.”

“Don’t go getting sappy on us now, Mom.” Remi rolls his eyes with a grin.

“I’m entitled to some sappiness every now and again,” she fires back. “I am your mom after all.” I swear I see a hint of tears fill her eyes, but she quickly blinks them away. “So, you two will have the house to yourselves for a few hours to get settled. We have a lot to do tomorrow, so no staying up until all hours of the night, understood?”

“What am I, ten?”

“Remi.” She gives him the kind of look only a mother can give.

“Understood.” He smiles past a chuckle.

“Understood.” I quickly tack on when her gaze comes to me.

“Good.” She turns, heading back into the kitchen. “Why don’t you two take your things upstairs. Aspen, you’re in your usual room and, Remi, well, you already know.”

“What if Aspen and I wanted to room together?” Remi quips, throwing me a smirk.

“Now why on earth would I make her sleep with you, who snores loud enough to wake the dead, when she can have the guest room to herself?”

“She has a point,” I tack on, trying not to laugh.

“Ouch.” Remi grabs his chest like I’ve physically wounded him.

“There are fresh sheets and blankets on the beds already. I’ll whip you up a quick snack while you take your things up.”

Even though I’m the furthest thing from hungry, I nod, following Remi back toward the front of the house. Collecting our bags, I follow him up the familiar staircase, trying not to think about the first time I saw Sutton as he came down them, to the oversized landing that overlooks the foyer.

“So, Mom and Dad are out this evening. Sounds like the liquor cabinet will be fair game.” Remi leads me down the hall, stopping in front of the guest room door that was practically the bedroom I lived in for half of high school—that’s how often I stayed over.

I move past him, having the strangest feeling as I enter the room. Like when I stepped inside the house just a few moments ago, it feels like stepping back in time.

“Sounds good,” I finally say, dropping my bag onto the neatly made queen-sized bed that takes up nearly half of the small room.

“Hey, Pen.” Remi waits until I turn to where he’s still standing in the doorway before continuing. “You okay?”

“What do you mean?” I try to scrub my expression from whatever it is he might be seeing.

“You just seem... I don’t know... off.”

“Sorry.” I make my way back toward him, which takes me all of three steps. “I think I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night. Anticipation of flying and all.”

“You sure?” His hand finds mine, his thumb skirting gently across my knuckles.

“Yeah. Don’t worry. I’ll be more than ready to drink you under the table tonight. Or under the pool chairs, as it were.”

I’m not much of a drinker, but tonight... Tonight I think I’m going to need it.

“You know I take that as a personal challenge, right?”

“That’s why I said it.”

The humor in his expression quickly fades.

“I know it’s weird, being back here. If you need anything, I’m right across the hall. You’re more than welcome to come snuggle with me on a sleepless night. You know I’m the best cuddler around.”

“I know.” I smile up at him. “And thank you.”

He nods, releasing my hand as he slowly backs out of the room.

“Meet you downstairs in ten?”

“I’ll be there,” I promise, watching him push open his bedroom door, which is directly across from my room, and steps inside.

Needing just a few moments to collect myself, I slowly close the door between us before turning and pressing my back to the wood.

Taking a deep breath in, I blow it out slowly.

Remi’s right. It’s weird being back here. And yes, being anywhere near Wilmington is like reopening a wound that’s barely scabbed over and pouring a bucket of salt into it. And seeing Sutton again, along with his new girlfriend, will likely be even more painful. But I am skilled in the art of not letting my emotions stop me from carrying on as if nothing is wrong. This week will not be any different.

Sutton made his choice eight years ago, and truthfully, so did I. He’s taken enough from me. I won’t let him take what will otherwise be a great week with my best friend and people I love like family.

I may have loved him once upon a time, but I am not that girl anymore. Hate has filled the void he left behind. Instead of letting the way I used to feel cloud my sight, I’ll let the way I feel now take the reins.

I don’t care about Sutton. I don’t care about Olivia. And I will continue to repeat that until eventually, I actually believe it.

He once treated me like I didn’t even exist. I think it’s about time I return the favor.
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Sutton
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“Well, how does it feel to be home?” my dad asks, following me and Olivia inside, my mom trailing just behind him.

I resist the urge to tell him I don’t want to be here or pretend to give a shit about this vow renewal bullshit that sounds like an epic waste of money if you ask me, and instead, give him a soft nod.

“Good,” I lie.

I’m not happy to be home. Not even a little. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that I’d rather stick forks in my fucking eyeballs. But alas, here I am.

Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents, I do. But being here means having to deal with distant relatives I haven’t seen in years who will no doubt pretend to give a shit about my life when really they’re just selfish pricks like everyone else and couldn’t care less about what I’ve been up to. And then, of course, there are the family friends I couldn’t give two shits about. The ones who would ask why I’m not married and try to set me up with a niece or daughter had I not brought Olivia along. Fuck, that’s precisely why I brought her along. The only reason, really.

And then there’s my brother and her. Don’t even get me started on how many ways that situation is fucked.

Picture this: you get drunk at a party a week before you leave for college, fuck your little brother’s best friend, who’s barely sixteen, leave her passed out in your buddy’s bed, and then the next day your brother confesses he has feelings for her when you fish around to see how royally you screwed up.

You see? Fucked...

She never brought it up afterward. And I sure as shit didn’t either. I also never told Remi what happened. Given that he hasn’t tried to beat my face in, I think it’s safe to say she hasn’t told him either. Which I do find interesting. Maybe, like me, she was really drunk and didn’t remember much of what happened. Not that I intend to ask her about it. I have zero intention of going anywhere near her if I can help it.
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