
  
    [image: The Past Never Forgets]
  


  
    
      THE PAST NEVER FORGETS

    

    
      
        K.M. SCOTT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Blurb

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by K.M. Scott

      

      
        Also by K.M. Scott writing as Gabrielle Bisset

      

      
        Also by K.M. Scott writing as Anina Collins

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Connor Jennings has always aimed higher.

      

      He wasn’t meant to rot in that dying western Pennsylvania town or settle for a middling management job and a mortgage he can barely afford. He’s got a wife, two daughters, and a future he’s determined to secure, no matter the cost.

      

      The past? That was another life. The reckless kid he used to be, the mistakes he buried right after high school? None of that matters now. He’s not that person. Not anymore.

      

      But when someone from that buried life suddenly reappears, Connor’s carefully built world begins to crack. Because what he left behind didn’t stay buried.

      

      And this time, it’s coming back for him.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      My two daughters barely let me put the brakes on before they fling open the doors and jump out of the backseat of my Camry with their gym bags in tow. Thankfully, I’m already in a parking space, but I don’t even get to shift the car into park before they’re gone.

      “Watch for cars!” I yell, but neither one is paying attention to me.

      It’s like this every day when I drive them to gymnastics practice. I appreciate their excitement, especially since their father routinely questions if we should bother continuing this afterschool activity. I just wish the two of them didn’t have to run off like wild animals each time.

      I sit for a few minutes, deciding whether or not I should go relax at a coffee shop around the corner or sit and watch the practice. Most of the mothers attend every practice, as I have for the past two years, but now that the girls’ spots on the team are secure, I think I can spare myself one gymnastics practice.

      A tap on my driver’s side window tears me from my deliberations, and I jerk my head to the left to see Maris Durante smiling at me. A somewhat attractive woman with nice teeth and big brown eyes, she has the misfortune of being married to a man who is nothing less than a complete jackass. A lawyer, he never fails to offend whenever he attends any of the team’s get-togethers. I don’t know how she puts up with him, to be honest.

      I lower the window and smile at her. She really does have the loveliest almost black hair that falls halfway down her back. It’s a little long for my taste, but she’s the one who has to deal with it.

      “Hey, Jamie! You going in?” she asks in her perky way.

      “I’m thinking I want to go relax and have a coffee at that little shop down the road. Want to join me?” I ask, knowing the answer before I even say the words.

      Horror fills her face for a few fleeting moments before she shakes her head and forces a smile. “Oh, no. You know how it is. Tiffanie always feels better when I’m there watching.”

      That’s a lie, and Maris knows it. I doubt her kid even notices when she’s there. None of them do. It’s Maris who feels better when she’s there because she knows that’s the only way she can influence the coach.

      She doesn’t dare not sit through every minute of practice today. Her daughter Tiffanie has been struggling for the past two months and hasn’t been able to land a single vault in weeks, even though that’s supposedly her best event. If she wants to stay on the team, her mother is going to have to be front and center schmoozing with the coach before the roster for the big meet at the end of the month is set.

      That’s how the world of children’s sports works. I don’t like it any more than anyone else. I certainly have better things to do than sit around with other parents and watch little girls jump around for hours, especially since most of their mothers peaked in high school, but if you want your kid to be noticed, then you need to make an appearance so the coach can see how committed you, and by extension, your children are about being on the team.

      Not that my Cassandra and Danielle need that anymore. Thank God, they’re gifted at the sport and have already secured their spots.

      “Oh, okay,” I say, forcing myself to look disappointed that she can’t join me. “See you later!”

      She hurries off to get a good seat on the bottom row of bleachers right in front of the coach. I doubt it’s going to do much good, but I have to give it to her. She does what’s necessary to make sure her daughter has every chance to be on the team.

      It’s a beautifully sunny May day, already warm enough to be in the mid-eighties. As I drive over the streets that lead to the coffee shop, I pay attention to the tree line on Park Street. I’ve always loved streets that have a wonderful canopy above. My husband thinks that’s simply a reason for people to want more for their houses, so we never even bothered looking at any with that feature when we were searching for a house to buy.

      By the time I pull into the coffee shop’s parking lot, I can feel myself grow irritable. It’s a stupid thing, really. What does it matter if Connor decided all on his own that we couldn’t live on a tree-lined street? Our home is beautiful. Newer than any house with that perk, it’s got virtually everything I wanted in a new home and absolutely everything my husband demanded.

      I love my house. I’m just being silly.

      Just like Connor always says I am.

      Walking into the coffee shop, I look up at the sign and see the first three letters of the word coffee are out on the sign. Well, it’s still right, technically. We all pay a fee for our drinks.

      I usually go through the drive-thru after the girls’ practice, so I’m surprised to see the inside of the business is quite homey. A warm brown shade on the walls sets the tone and blends well with the dark brown tiles covering the floor. As I wait in line, I study the colorful framed posters of coffees from around the world hung on the walls.

      Thankfully, once I finally get my coffee and blueberry scone, I quickly find a seat near the front window of the shop. Taking a deep breath, I relax after the frantic drive to gymnastics. Every day when I pick the girls up from school, they’re wired like someone’s been giving them caffeine and sugar all day. They talk nonstop to one another the whole ride across town to practice, never letting me get a word in edgewise. All I’d ask, if I could, would be how their school day was for them, but I never even get that chance.

      I guess it’s a good thing the girls have lots to talk about after a school day. They’re both very popular in their classes, Cassandra having many friends in sixth grade and Danielle always in demand for sleepovers with fellow fifth graders. In fact, now that I think about it, I shouldn’t worry at all. If they were outcasts and had no friends, those would be things to be concerned about, not being the most popular girls in their respective years.

      With all of that running through my mind, I break off a piece of scone and pop it into my mouth. It’s unbearably dry, so I quickly gulp down some of my coffee to get the bite of pastry to make its way down to my stomach. I know these things are supposed to be dry, but it’s like this blueberry scone has dust coming off it.

      “Those things are like the Sahara desert. They should give customers a warning before selling them.”

      I look up to see a woman holding a cup of coffee and a cookie and smiling down at me. Instantly, my attention is drawn to the scars that transect her face. One runs from the corner of her right eye to the outside of her nose, and another cuts the left side of her face in half. Makeup covers them, and it’s a very good job, but the scars are raised, so it’s impossible for her to completely conceal them.

      Sure I’m staring at them, I force myself to look up at her eyes. Blue, they show a sadness her smile is trying to obscure. Her light brown hair hangs just below her shoulders, and other than being pin straight, it’s unremarkable.

      All of this races through my mind before I say to the woman, “They really are. I think next time I might get a glass of milk instead of coffee if I decide to get a scone.”

      The woman nods while her smile remains the entire time. I can’t help but wonder what happened to her to leave those terrible scars, but the fact that she can smile about anything says they likely bother me far more than they bother her.

      She motions toward the chair on the other side of my small table and asks, “May I join you?”

      A quick glance around the shop tells me she might be lonely since there are at least four empty tables, but I don’t mind the company. Chatting with someone is better than fixating on whatever thoughts pop into my head. Like my husband says, I become obsessed with too many silly things.

      “Sure!”

      She sits down, and just as I’m about to ask her name and tell her mine, she says, “I’m so sorry. I don’t know where my manners are today. My name is Kelsey. Thanks for letting me sit with you.”

      I wave away the compliment since it was nothing to let her join me and say, “No problem. Nice to meet you, Kelsey. I’m Jamie. Jamie with the super dry scone.”

      That makes her laugh, and it’s delightful, almost lyrical to my ears. “I learned my lesson a few weeks ago with those things. It’s better if you have them heat it up and then put some butter on it. It helps moisten it, even if it’s just a little.”

      “That’s a great idea! I think I’m going to see if they’ll pop mine into the microwave.” Jumping up from my seat, I smile and say, “I’ll be right back.”

      Thankfully, the young woman behind the counter obliges me since there’s no one waiting in line, and a minute later, I return to the table to sit with my new friend and my hopefully slightly moister scone. Kelsey’s busy enjoying a chocolate chip cookie with her coffee, and when I sit down, she once more smiles at me.

      “I hope that fixes the problem for you.”

      After taking a bite of my now warm scone, I savor the butter flavor as it makes my mouth water, helping the scone to be as moist as I could ask it to be. “It’s so much better!” I say with a mouthful of crumbs. “Sorry. My manners are usually much better, but I just got so excited that your trick worked.”

      Kelsey shakes her head like my concern about talking with my mouth full isn’t something to even think about. “I’m just happy I could help. I like to pay things forward. One good turn deserves another my mother always liked to say. Thank God that woman told me about the butter that day she saw me sitting here struggling to wash down my scone, or we’d all be suffering.”

      Something in the way she talks reminds me of Connor, so I ask, “Are you from around here? I swear I hear some kind of accent, but I’m not sure. To be honest, you sound like my husband.”

      Her smile fades ever so slightly, making me think she’s insulted by my question, so I quickly add, “I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m sorry if I did.”

      I’m relieved when she shakes her head, but still her smile doesn’t return. “It’s okay. I think my parents’ Pittsburgh accent rubbed off on me, even though I’ve never lived there. Is that what you’re hearing?”

      Excited I’m right, I nod my head. “Yes! My husband is from western Pennsylvania, and he has that accent too. It’s slight nowadays, but when I first met him, it came through loud and clear.”

      “You should have heard my parents when they talked. They never lost that accent, even though they moved away from Pittsburgh before I was born.”

      That makes her chuckle, and her smile returns, brightening her face. In the very short time I’ve been around her, I already know I prefer when she’s happy because those terrible scars look ten times worse when she’s not smiling.

      Our conversation falls silent for a minute or so as I eat the rest of my scone and she finishes her cookie. While I enjoy my treat, I study her. She’s taller than I am. Then again, at five foot four, mostly everyone but children are taller than me. Her body is thin like mine, but something about her says she can eat whatever she wants while I’m going to have to watch my calories for the rest of the day because of my stop here.

      What’s most noticeable about her, though, is how stiffly she moves her head. I hadn’t noticed it before, but as we sit together in silence, someone drops a glass on the other side of the coffee shop, and when she turns to look at what happened, it’s like her entire upper body must turn at the same time. It reminds me of that time Cassandra hurt her neck in gymnastics and couldn’t move her head for nearly a week.

      “I guess he’s cut off,” she says with a chuckle, and when I don’t laugh because I’m so transfixed by how she moves, Kelsey adds, “Well, maybe not since he’s only drinking soda.”

      I realize she tried to make a joke, so I belatedly laugh, and that smooths things over once more.

      “Do you come to this coffee shop often?” she asks. “I am seriously addicted to caffeine, so I’m here all the time.”

      Taking a sip of coffee, I let the flavor sit on my tongue for a moment before swallowing and then answering, “I come here a lot too, but I usually do the drive thru since I have my daughters with me after practice.”

      That piques her interest, and she asks, “What kind of practice do your daughters have?”

      “Gymnastics. Both Cassandra and Danielle are very talented gymnasts. They’ve already both made the team, so now I don’t have to hang out and watch their practices. That means I can come here and actually see the inside of the building.”

      As I brag about my girls, Kelsey nods, as if she’s actually interested in my family. “Oh, that’s great. How old are they?”

      “Twelve and eleven. We had kids very quickly one right after the other. We stopped after two.”

      I hope my unhappiness about that topic doesn’t come through loud and clear. I’ve been trying very hard not to show people how much I wanted to have another child. Connor says it makes people uncomfortable.

      But Kelsey doesn’t seem to sense my long-simmering disappointment and gives me a big smile when she hears how old my daughters are. “Oh, that’s a wonderful time in a girl’s life. You know, before boys become the be all, end all. I remember being in fifth and sixth grade. Good times. My best friend and I would spend hours outside after school talking about everything under the sun.”

      There’s a sadness in her voice as she talks about her younger days, so I hurriedly change the subject. “Are you married? Any children?”

      “I am. We couldn’t have any children because of something that happened to me when I was a teenager. It’s okay, though. My husband and I are very content with it being only the two of us.”

      I believe her when she says that. I don’t know why, but I see true happiness in her eyes as she talks about her husband and their marriage. Knowing they likely can travel far more than Connor and I can because of the girls, I imagine she could be happier than me.

      Not that traveling the world is better than having two wonderful daughters. I don’t mean that at all. It’s just that without children, I bet Kelsey and her husband get to enjoy a lot more freedom than Connor and I do.

      “Do you travel much? I always think when the girls go off to college that we’re going to go to Europe. My husband isn’t entirely convinced he wants to yet, but it’s Europe, for God’s sake. I mean, Italy itself is reason enough.”

      Kelsey shrugs. “Not a lot. My husband would love to, but I’m not a good traveler.”

      As she finishes her answer, she covers the scar on the right side of her face with her hand. I have the feeling she doesn’t like to travel because that would mean strangers reacting to her deformed face. I understand that. Fear of the unknown that can be a formidable opponent to living the life you want.

      Before I can say another word, she stands up and gathers her coffee cup and napkin that came with her chocolate chip cookie. “I’m sorry, but I have to go now. I hope we can share a coffee another time, Jamie.”

      Sure my question about her traveling is the reason she’s in such a hurry to leave, I nod excitedly. “Absolutely! I’m going to be stopping in here more now that I have a couple hours to kill when the girls are at gymnastics practice.”

      Kelsey smiles and nods her head. “Great! Then I look forward to seeing you again.”

      She leaves me feeling like I want to apologize for asking a question that bothered her so much. Since I can’t, I’ll be sure to look for her when I come here again.

      It’ll be nice to have another person to pass the time with.
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      Connor

      

      The girls squeal and shout outside in the pool as I try to read the news on my phone. Nothing but garbage. Doesn’t anyone do anything good anymore? Why does it always have to be murders and people hurting one another? I’d kill for a story that involved someone fucking smiling.

      Jamie putters around in the kitchen a few feet away from me making snacks for our daughters and their friends. This day is a celebration for both girls after both finishing in the top spots at practice this week. They’ve talked about nothing else but that and this party today since their mother suggested a celebration was in order. Four days of nonstop chatter about it, and then their mother jumps in with her ideas on how great the two of them did compared to the other girls.

      It's enough to make a man wish he had a son or two to even things out.

      That’s not possible, unfortunately, but I still wish for it from time to time. Reality at the moment, however, is I have a beautiful wife who’s given me two lovely daughters, and when I’m not trying to drown out their yelping and hollering, I’m the most grateful man in the world.

      “Honey, do you think three bags of chips will be enough?” my wife asks, tearing me out of my thoughts.

      I look up and shrug. I have no idea if three bags of chips will be enough for eight girls. Aren’t they athletes? Should they even be eating chips? The thousand dollars I spend each month on gymnastics makes me wonder if my wife should have picked up some protein bars for them instead.

      “Well, I thought it would be enough, but now as I stand here listening to them having such a good time out there, I wonder if they’re going to be hungrier than I anticipated when I was standing in the junk food aisle at the store,” Jamie says, punctuating her statement with a heavy sigh.

      “I’m sure they’ll be fine,” I say as I sneak a glance down at my phone and some story about a local woman who found a shell estimated to be worth ten thousand dollars.

      For a shell? What the hell kind of shell is it? Did someone famous used to own it, or is it from the time of the dinosaurs? Christ, why don’t I ever find shit like that?

      “I don’t know,” she says, continuing this conversation. “Maybe I should run to the store and get more. I do have a bag of pretzels and some of those pizza bagels the girls love. Well, Cassandra loves them. Danielle only picks at them every time I make them for sleepovers.”

      Already, I’ve heard enough about how much my two daughters eat. Neither one of them is more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. I doubt they need as much food as my wife thinks they do. As for the other kids, I don’t care. Let them go back to their own homes to eat if they don’t like what we’re serving here.

      I don’t dare say that to my wife. She’ll practically fall apart at the mere mention of not caring about what six pre-adolescents think. Then she’ll give me the lecture on how important it is for the girls’ success in gymnastics for them to be seen in a positive light, and the best way to do that is to have their teammates over as often as possible and show them a wonderful time.

      It’s keeping up with the Joneses on a level even the most ridiculous social climber could never imagine.

      She acts as if they’ll be ostracized if our house isn’t nice enough and we don’t entertain the little darlings to their hearts’ content. Jamie nearly had a conniption one time when I mistakenly used the downstairs bathroom while three of their little friends were over one Saturday night. With tear-filled eyes, she explained I should have used our bathroom off our bedroom if I had to go. I wanted to ask if the little darlings are too delicate to deal with the faint scent of a man having used the toilet, but I did what I always do when my wife starts in on one of her things.

      I nodded and smiled before kissing her cheek and walking away. There’s no point in fighting with her on most of her crazy ideas. I’d only end up getting a long, drawn-out lecture about how I don’t care about my daughters’ well-being and happiness.

      “Whatever you think is best,” I mumble as I scroll through the sports section of the news.

      Then I realize if she does make a trip back to the store, I’ll be forced to watch eight pre-teen girls. Oh, no. Not happening. I did not sign up for that when I agreed our daughters should have some friends over.

      Quickly, I jump up from my chair and stuff my phone into my pocket as I hurry into the kitchen. “Honey, why don’t you let me run to the store for you? Just tell me everything you want me to get so the girls can be happy, and I’ll get it all. Easy, right?”

      She studies my face for the briefest moment before smiling at my suggestion. “Oh, thank you, Connor. I really appreciate you helping me with this. I’ll write a list of everything I think we need. Just give me a minute.”

      Leaning in, I kiss her on the cheek before turning to walk upstairs. “My pleasure, honey. I need to put some shoes on, so I’ll be back down in a minute.”

      I sometimes wonder if she knows I use these thoughtful errands as a chance to escape what she insists on doing around here. If she does, she hasn’t said anything about it. I doubt she knows. My wife, while a beautiful woman, isn’t exceptionally bright when it comes to seeing the truth of things in our life. It’s the secret to how she’s able to walk around with a smile all the time. Nobody’s that happy, but she always appears to be completely content.

      When we first got serious, I liked that about her. It made my life easier, so why shouldn’t I appreciate having someone who only saw the positives? It was one of the main reasons I wanted to marry her. While other men had nagging girlfriends and wives, or worse, women who constantly wished for more than my friends could give them, I had a perfectly content woman happy as a clam to marry me.

      It's become a trait I resent now, but not for the reason most people would think. It isn’t the apparent happiness that’s the problem. It’s how she uses it as a way to do things I hate. It bugs me that despite the fact that she has no job, she spends like a sailor on leave to make our house look more impressive to others and to make the girls seem like they come from far more money than we have. Whenever I say anything about it, she simply smiles and answers, “Don’t you want to be surrounded by nice things? A happy wife leads to a happy life, Connor.”

      And that right there is the thing I hate most. Her happiness being more important than mine because if she’s not happy, then none of us will be. Who the hell came up with that nonsense? Why isn’t it a happy husband leads to a happy life? Is it because it doesn’t rhyme?

      Ridiculous.

      I mull all of this over as I sit on the edge of our king size bed and slip my sneakers on. Looking around the room, I see nothing I wanted here. It’s all very Town and Country and nothing that I’d ever want my bedroom to be, but Jamie claims it’s necessary, so it matches the rest of the house.

      As if anyone who comes to visit us ever walks upstairs to inspect our bedroom to make sure it’s not clashing with the other twenty-six-hundred feet.

      Closing my eyes, I stop myself from this spiral of discontent I get into sometimes. I have a very nice life. It’s more than I could have ever imagined as a kid growing up in western Pennsylvania. I’ve traded miserable winters for the relative warmth of southern Maryland, left behind a life of lower middle class struggling for a well-paying job as a salesman that’s given me the opportunity to have this beautiful, nearly three thousand square foot home with an in-ground pool in a gated community complete with tennis courts and nature trails only my neighbors and I can enjoy, and married a beautiful woman teenage me would have never been able to dream of getting.

      Life is good, especially considering what it could have been because of that one mistake I made right before I turned eighteen.

      I shake my head to stop my mind from returning to that night. I won’t think of that today. I’m happy and don’t need to remember anything from before I became this Connor Jennings. The person I was before isn’t me now. That person wouldn’t even recognize my life it’s so changed from what it was then.

      And that’s the way it needs to stay. In the past. Never to be brought up again.

      

      As I walk into the grocery store, I glance down at the list Jamie gave me. She should have been a doctor with handwriting like hers. Other than the additional bags of chips, I can barely understand a single thing on this paper in front of me. I should have asked her about it before I left, but I was in such a hurry I didn’t have time. The last thing I wanted was to be cornered by one of my kids on my way out. Like their mother, my daughters think only of what I can buy them.

      I squint as I try to make out some of the items my wife wants. Is that first line gummy bears? All those girls seem too old for that kind of candy, but what do I know? The next line might be vanilla ice cream. I remember her and the girls making ice cream sundaes a few months back and them dumping those colored gummy bears over the top, so that would make sense.

      Looking up, I barely have time to step out of the way of a harried looking woman with her blond hair up in a bun rushing down the aisle. Jesus, slow down, lady. What’s the hurry?

      A man behind her passes by and gives me a tiny smile as if he’s thinking the same thing. In a split second, I decide they’re together. I don’t know why I think that because she’s got to be at least a decade younger than him. Or maybe he’s just prematurely gray. I can understand that. I found my first gray hair a few weeks ago. Right near my left temple. I’m only thirty-six, but I’m already beginning to go gray.

      When she turns around at the end of the aisle, she snaps, “Gregory, we’re in a hurry. Our son and daughter are expecting us to be finished here and all set up for the end of their cello lessons. At the rate you’re going, they’ll already be first and second chair by the time we get out of here.”

      I watch his jaw tighten as he grits his teeth and hurries to catch up to her when she turns to walk to the next aisle. That’s the kind of marriage I’d hate. See, there’s a woman who nags. No doubt about that. I’d venture to guess she does even more than nag. She hectors him. I bet he never intended on his life being this miserable. It just happened. One day he was the man of the house with a wife and two children, and the next he was some jackass whose wife publicly humiliates him at the grocery store.

      Yes, I really do have a good life. I need to remember that more often.

      If only I could read my wife’s chicken scratch she calls handwriting. Oh well. She and the girls will have to be happy with what I bring back.

      I roll up to the register with a cart of things that might have been on the list and begin unloading items onto the conveyor belt behind an elderly man who’s stacked his cans of dog food three high and six wide. I watch as he keeps a careful eye on them, moving once and then twice when he thinks they’re about to tumble into a heap right before they get to the cashier. He’s an odd-looking guy too with dark eyes that bug out a little too much and a strangely small nose for a man. Then again, it may only seem tiny because of those bizarre googly eyes. Reminds me of an older neighbor who used to live down the street from me when I was growing up, except Mr. Danson wasn’t as tall as this man.

      “I like things to be orderly,” he says without a hint of guilt when he looks back at me.

      With a smile, I pretend like he’s not the oddest duck I’ve seen all day and keep piling up the items from my cart. The cashier tries to make small talk with him, asking about what kind of dog he has, but the man simply nods and points at the cans like he wants her to scan faster.

      The grocery store is sure full of weirdos for a Saturday afternoon.

      Ten minutes later, I’m all checked out and pushing my cart full of bags toward the store exit when I see the dog guy stop dead and point at some woman in the self-checkout area. He seems even more excited than he was about the way his dog’s food was stacked a few minutes ago.

      For a moment, I consider stopping to ask if he’s okay, but the last thing I need is to be stuck here at the grocery store for God only knows how long while this guy has his attack or whatever it is. I’ve got two gallons of vanilla ice cream to get home and into the freezer.

      I walk past him and glance over at a woman with dark hair and sunglasses. She looks like she’s staring at him, but I realize it’s not the old man she’s interested in.

      It’s me.

      My ego pleased I still have it, I smile at her, but then I notice something about her that makes my heart skip a beat. She looks so much like someone from my past.

      Someone from back there, back where I left.

      But that’s impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Connor

      

      All the way home, I try not to think about that woman, but it’s like her face is tattooed on my brain. Dark hair. Big sunglasses. Straight, white teeth like she wore braces for years when she was young.

      No, that’s impossible. My mind is playing tricks on me. She couldn’t have been standing in the self-checkout area of my neighborhood grocery store. She’s dead.

      This is because I let my mind go back to that night all those years ago. I knew this would happen sometime. My brain would get the best of me, and then I’d be fixated on all that happened. Dammit! I’ve been so good for so long. Why is this happening now?

      I pull into the driveway as I decide it’s stress. Work has been a fucking bear lately. Between those two new guys coming out of the gate and making sales most of us haven’t seen in two or three years and my boss Martin practically breathing down all our backs to do better this quarter, I’ve been a huge ball of stress from head to toe.

      And Jamie hasn’t been much help. Between her saying we need to find a new school for the girls since they’ve outgrown their current gymnastics teacher, which means I’ll have to fork over more money for those damn sessions each week, and her claiming we need to hire a landscaper to make the yard look as good as all our neighbors’ yards, I’ve had to listen to a near constant stream of we need talk for the past month or so.

      Yes, it’s definitely stress. My mind is playing tricks on me. I couldn’t have seen who I thought I saw. Not possible. Dead people don’t hang out at the grocery store.

      I chuckle at that idea and silently joke to myself that they don’t use self-checkout either. A dead person would definitely use a regular checkout. I mean, if they’re dead, the last thing they want to do is scan their own damn items. Hell, most living people don’t want to do that.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The stress is getting to me. I need to get my head together. In two minutes, I have to deal with my wife and eight screaming girls. It was just my mind playing games with me. That’s it.

      After grabbing the four grocery bags, I head into the house where my daughters and all their friends have set up camp in the living room. I level my gaze on Jamie as if to ask, “Why the hell aren’t they outside?” but she doesn’t understand my look and simply hurries over to grab the bags out of my hands.

      “Girls, look what Mr. Jennings got! Ice cream, gummy bears, the works! Let’s get this party started!” she squeals, and I swear she sounds just like one of the preteens surrounding me.
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