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"Adhere to your purpose
and you will soon feel as well as you ever did. On the contrary, if you falter,
and give up, you will lose the power of keeping any resolution, and will regret
it all your life."


-Abraham Lincoln








CHAPTER 1


 


 


Evie Richelle soared down the cracked sidewalk, legs spread,
rubber tires spinning. Summer was here at last, fanning a soft, warm breeze
through the air that slapped her uncombed, blond locks against her face like
willows in the wind. Her new Roadmaster Aerobee Renegade bike was everything
she’d asked for in a bike, only it wasn’t new. It was something her Grandma
Ruby called “vintage.” Eleven-year-old Evie didn’t know what the word “vintage”
meant, and she didn’t care either. As far as she was concerned, it was cool.
And cool suited her just fine.  


Tough and yellow, the bike had a brawny bee painted on the side.
But the bee wasn’t what Evie loved most. It was the way the wide handlebars
curved down at the ends. When her fingers wound around the stiff, rubber grips,
she no longer felt like she was on an ordinary bike—she felt like she was on a
motorcycle.  


A few minutes earlier when she whizzed by the house next door,
Ronnie, the boy who lived there, shook his head and said, “You’re a girl. Why
are you riding a boy’s bike?” 


Evie snickered and replied, “No duh. Why do you play
with Barbie’s?”


Ronnie’s eyes widened. “Do not!” 


“Do too!”  


And he did. She’d seen him one day through her bedroom window.
She was one-hundred-percent sure it was him too because he had the most
oval-shaped head of any boy she’d ever seen. It made him look like an
extraterrestrial. So much so, sometimes she imagined what he’d look like if he
pulled his head off his body, revealing what he really looked like
underneath. 


Green. 


Rubbery. 


Alien. 


Ronnie threw a stick, narrowly missing Evie’s head. She thought
about turning around, waving her middle finger in his direction, something
she’d seen her grandmother do once when they were in the car together on the
freeway, but she didn’t. He’d just tell his mother, his mother would tell her
grandmother, and her bike would be taken away. 


No crybaby was worth that.  


Besides, she had places to go. 


She stuck her tongue out and cranked her foot down on the pedal
before Ronnie reached for a handful of gravel. Ronnie hurled the small rocks
into the air, aiming for her head, but his pitch was weak. Nothing hit her. Not
a single one.   


Crisis averted, Evie reached the park and rolled to a stop. She
hopped off the bike, leaning it against a sawed-off trunk of a tree. She was
debating whether or not it would be safe to leave it there when she heard a
sound—a voice—someone screaming. She climbed the grassy hillside to
investigate. In the sand in front of the swings, she saw a girl who looked to
be about her same age. The girl was on her knees. She was crying. But not just
crying. Out and out bawling. Two boys hovered over the girl—one of them
taunting, laughing—the other awkward and still. The boys looked older by maybe
a year or two. Given she could only see the backs of the boys’ heads, it was
too hard to tell their ages for sure.  


She needed to get closer, check things out. 


“What’s the matter, little girl?” one of the boys teased. “Did
someone take your swing away?” 


“My name’s not ‘little girl.’ It’s Quinn, and you pushed me!”  


“It’s our turn on the swings,” the same boy said.
“Besides, what are you going do about it?” 


Apparently nothing. 


Evie waited, giving Quinn a full minute to buck up and defend
herself. But the girl remained where she was, staring at the ground, still
crying.  


“Hey!” Evie yelled. “Maybe she’s not gonna do something
about it, but I will.” 


The boy responsible for the taunting roared with laughter until
he turned around, saw Evie standing in front of them, one of her fists raised
in front of his face. 


The other boy said, “Evie? What are you doing here?” 


Evie ignored him, looked at Quinn, noticed a tear in the knee
of her thick, light blue stockings, sand scattered throughout her long, dark
pigtails. Evie looked up at the boy who addressed her. “Roman Tanner, say
you’re sorry!” 


“He’s not gonna do that,” the other boy said. “We told little
girl here to get off the swing and she didn’t. Too bad if she got scraped up
when I booted her. She should have done what I asked the first time.” 


Roman stood still, his eyes never leaving Evie as he said,
“Dylan, maybe we should—” 


“You kiddin’ me?” Dylan said. “No way. Don’t let a girl
tell you what to do.” 


Evie drilled her fist straight forward. It connected with
Dylan’s nose. Blood splashed out. 


Quinn gasped. Roman froze. Evie produced a smug smile.   


“Did … you … see … what … she … did … to … me?!” Dylan cried. 


Evie turned her attention to Roman. “Say … you’re … sorry. Do
it!” 


Roman raised his hands in front of him. “All right, all right.
I’m sorry!” 


“Not to me, you idiot,” Evie said. “To her.” 


Roman pressed his eyes together until they were tiny slits.
“Sorry. Okay?” 


“Like you mean it,” Evie scolded.  


“Sorry!” 


“Good. Now get out of here. Both of you.” 


The boys turned and went, Dylan shooting Evie a look like she
may have gotten her way this time, but it was far from over. Evie didn’t care.
Grandma Ruby always told her bullies were usually the biggest wimps of them
all, and looking at the tear trailing down Dylan’s cheek now, she believed her.



Evie held out a hand, Quinn took it and stood up. 


“Wow,” Quinn said. “They’re really scared of you.”  


“Not me, my Grandma Ruby. She’s friends with Roman’s grandma.
He knows what would happen if I told her what he did. I wouldn’t though. I’m no
squealer. And I’ve learned how to take care of myself. You should too.” 


Quinn shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.” 


Evie knew Quinn wasn’t the type of girl to defend herself
though. One look at Quinn’s blue dress and matching hair bows, and she knew
everything she needed to know. She was soft, easy, the perfect kind of girl to
tease. And she was thin, a lightweight. Evie imagined if she jabbed her with a
pinkie finger she’d tip right over again. 


“Why haven’t I seen you before?” Evie asked. 


“We just moved here a couple weeks ago.” 


“Who’s we?” 


“My mom, dad, and my … umm … sister.” 


“Younger or older?” Evie asked. 


“What?” 


“Your sister.” 


“Younger.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “She’s a pain. Follows me
around everywhere.” 


Evie smiled. Maybe Quinn wasn’t so sweet after all. “I’m
Evie.” 


“Quinn.” 


“What grade are you going into this year?” 


“Fifth.” 


“Me too. Who’s your teacher?” 


“Landers.” 


“Hey, mine too.” Quinn may have dressed a little too girly for
Evie’s tastes, but Evie admired the chain she wore around her neck. It was
silver with two hearts interlocked around each other. “Cool necklace, by the
way.” 


Quinn reached a hand behind her, unclasped the necklace, held
it out to Evie. “It’s yours.” 


“Oh, hey. You don’t have to give it to me just because I like
it.” 


Quinn dropped the necklace into Evie’s hands. “It’s okay. I
want you to have it. Friends?” 


Evie nodded. “Have you met anyone else since you moved here?” 


“No, why?” 


“I was wondering if you wanna hang out with me this year at
school.”


Quinn shrugged. “Sure.” 


“Good.” 


In the distance, Evie heard someone calling Quinn’s name.   


“That’s my mom,” Quinn said. “I have to go. See you around
’kay? Hopefully we’ll be together next time those boys come around again.” 


Evie swished a hand through the air. “Aww, don’t worry about
them. When you’re with me, I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you.” 








CHAPTER 2


 


 


Fifteen Years Later


 


Quinn Montgomery woke to the kind of blank darkness that left
her feeling like she’d been tangled inside a web, suffocating for a good part
of her adult life. Only she wasn’t awake. Not really. If someone had asked her
to explain where she was or how she got there, she couldn’t say. At the moment
she was swimming inside a dream, but none of her dreams had ever been this
hollow before. 


Sounds bounced in and out of her consciousness—echoing,
swirling like they were being broadcasted inside her mind through an elongated
tunnel. The sounds wove together, forming words she actually understood for the
first time since her mind occupied this peculiar space. “Quinn, I need you to
listen to me, to hear my voice. Wake up. Open your eyes.” 


The words were crisp and decisive, laced with blind faith. The
voice was familiar, one she recognized. Her father.  


Where was he? 


Better yet—where was she?  


A damp mist warmed her face. Someone’s breath on her cheek.
Possibly her


father’s. 


“Come on, honey,” he prompted. “Please. Open your eyes. Come
back to us.”


How could she? 


She didn’t have the slightest idea how. 


In a futile attempt to disengage from the endless sea of black,
she endeavored to push her eyelids open. They wouldn’t budge. They were stuck
to her lashes, matted as if fused together, the weight of them pressing down
into her sockets. 


A mixture of odors, pungent and sharp, penetrated her nostrils.
She breathed, sucking in a lungful of sterile air. The smell was like a cloth
had been doused in blood and vinegar and then slathered all over the room, if
in fact, she was in a room. She imagined she was underwater, holding her
breath until she ran out of air. Anything to stop the foul stench from climbing
inside her again. For a moment it worked. The fetid odor was replaced by
another sensation—pressure, someone clutching her hand, squeezing so hard she
was sure one of her knuckles cracked.      


“Quinn, can you hear me?” 


This time the voice was a woman’s. Her mother. 


“We’re right here,” her mother continued. “Both of us. Right
here with you, honey.” 


Her mother’s voice was frail and thin. Scared.  


Fingers caressed Quinn’s hair, combing through a mass of long,
coffee-colored curls. 


She heard her father say, “She’s not responding. Why don’t
you give it a try?”


Who was he talking to? 


Her mother? 


Someone else? 


Give what a try? 


“I … I don’t know,” came the response.  


It wasn’t her mother. Her father was talking to someone
else. Talking to him. Marcus. Her husband. 


“I wouldn’t know what to say,” Marcus said.  


He never did. Admitting to it was the most forthright thing
he’d done all year. 


“I don’t think it matters what you say,” her father replied.
“Quinn needs to know you’re here, that you support her.” 


She wanted to laugh out loud. Support. She doubted
Marcus understood the true meaning of the word. 


“Talk to her like you would if she was awake,” her father
added. “That’s all you need to do.”   


Yeah, Marcus. Go on. Talk to me. Let’s hear it. 


“If she was awake, she wouldn’t talk to me,” Marcus said. “Not
after …” 


Her father’s confident words continued, his voice becoming
increasingly distant the more he talked. 


Where was he going? 


Was he leaving? 


“You’re her husband,” her father said. “Right now she needs
you.” 


Except she didn’t need him. Not anymore. 


Thick, calloused digits wound around her bony arm. Internally
she cringed. She knew those particular fingers all too well. She didn’t like
Marcus touching her, whispering in her ear, pretending to care with his fake,
detached sentiments. She didn’t believe him, didn’t believe a word he
said—until four simple words jolted her mind, making recent events clear again:
“I’m sorry about Evie.” 


Evie. 


That’s why all of this was happening, why she was here,
wherever here was. 


She remembered now. Everything. All of it. 


Evie was dead. 


Quinn supposed a part of herself had been in shock when she
received the bad news about Evie’s death over the phone the night before. She’d
fled the house after an inflamed argument with Marcus—the same tired, monotonous
quarrel they engaged in almost daily for the last several months. 


Quinn wanted to go back to work again. 


Marcus didn’t approve. 


He never approved. 


Her desire to get out of the house and do something with her
life baffled him. In his mind, she didn’t need to work. He made more than
enough money to provide for the two of them. He preferred her tucked away,
stashed on a shelf in a box where he could keep an eye on her.   


The sudden, unexpected news of Evie’s death had created a shift
in Quinn’s thinking the day before, and she realized something—she couldn’t
take one more second of Marcus’s bickering. One more second of living a life
she’d wanted to run away from for years. Her mind made up, she’d sprinted from
the house to her car and reversed, peeling out of the driveway. She hadn’t
bothered looking into her rear-view mirror as she sped off. She knew what she’d
see. Marcus chasing after her. After all, she’d broken one of his rules, one on
a long list of stringent house rules—never leave home before an argument was
resolved. 


Screw you. 


They were the last words to cross Quinn’s mind as she tore up
the hill, her tires spitting fragments of freshly laid asphalt back onto the
revitalized street. Her eyes flooded with tears. She couldn’t wipe them all away
before another gush sprang forward, taking their place. Thinking back now, it
must have been the incessant eye wiping that impaired her vision, causing her
car to veer off the road, careening into an old, knotty tree. 


Now she rested on a hospital bed, her body bruised, heart
broken. 


Desperate pleas emitted from her mother’s mouth, but they were
overshadowed by something else—a sound—long and steady. A beeping that refused
to end. 


An unidentified male voice barked commands. “Everyone clear the
room. Now!” 


In a strange, twisted kind of surreal reality, Quinn found
herself detached from her physical body, floating inside the room, hovering
between this life and the next. Time had spilled from the hourglass until all
that remained were a few tiny grains. She had a choice to make, and she needed
to make it now. 


And yet she couldn’t decide. 


Staring at her limp, lifeless body, a part of her preferred her
own death rather than living out her days knowing she’d never see Evie again.  








CHAPTER 3


 


 


Two Days Later


 


A decision had been made. Life. But not just life.


Living. Breathing. Existing. Over seven billion people did it every
day. Existing, the hum-drum, day in, day out kind, didn’t make a life. Not one
worth living. 


The last time Quinn had seen Evie, Evie said, “Are you happy?” 


She responded, “Yes.” 


Evie then said, “But, are you really?” 


While Quinn squirmed, unsure of what to say, Evie changed the
subject. She’d said what she set out to say. There was no need to press any
further. 


Thinking back on it now, all Evie had ever wanted was for Quinn
to live a life worth living. And at present, the opportunity for such a life
was being overshadowed by an oversized impediment, hollering his opinion about what
she needed to do. 


“I’m not asking for your permission,” Quinn stated, when Marcus
had finished speaking. 


Marcus’s bent pointer finger swooped through the air in full
lecture mode. It was just one in a plethora of unattractive habits Quinn had
grown used to over the years. In terms of how much his lecturing bugged her,
she ranked it at about a five, knowing the offense was still light years away
from the most grating pet peeve of all. 


“You almost died, Quinn. You can’t leave. The doctor hasn’t
released you yet.” 


Dressed in single-cuff, black trousers and a pair of striped
socks squeezed into new, pristinely polished loafers, Quinn wondered what had
happened to the board-shorts-wearing surfer dude she dated, the one all the
girls vied for. When they first met he was charming. Flirty. Curious. Five years
her senior. The man standing before her today was stuffy, his sense of humor
slipping until it was almost nonexistent. 


Unable to connect anymore, Quinn had withdrawn inside herself.
Marcus resorted to work. Loads of it. If she had to distribute blame somewhere,
she placed it squarely on the shoulders of his job. The higher he climbed the
corporate ladder at the law firm of Stanley, Moss, Roanoke, & Associates,
the more pretentious and distant he became, until he exhibited a “holier than
thou” attitude and she no longer recognized him at all.  


Marcus’s conservative slacks were just one indication of what a
difference several years made. Not that she judged him on his choice of apparel
alone. She didn’t judge him at all. She never had. It was Marcus who excelled
in the scrutiny department. 


Looking at him now, there wasn’t much left to say, so she
decided to keep it short. “It’s already done.”   


Quinn attempted to slide off the hospital bed onto a standing
position. Her wobbly legs disapproved. She coiled a hand around the railing,
doing what she could to steady herself while Marcus looked on, his arms folded,
disapproving. 


Always disapproving.  


“What’s done?” he scowled. 


“I’ve asked to be released. I have a few forms to sign and then
I’m free to go.” 


“Against Doctor Falcon’s orders?” 


“This isn’t the military, Marcus. If I want to leave, I can
leave.”  


He was pointing again. “That attitude won’t get you nowhere.” 


There it was. The ten out of ten on a scale of one to
irritating. The double negative. The cherry atop Quinn’s pet peeve list.  


“I’m flying home with my mom and dad tomorrow morning.”


“Cody, Wyoming isn’t home anymore, Quinn. Your home is
here, in Utah, the same place it’s been for the last six years.” 


But was it her home? 


Or was it his? 


The modest town in Utah, population just under five thousand,
an hour away from Marcus’s job in Salt Lake City, was where she’d resided since
they married. Here a handful of prominent families, including Marcus’s,
actually thought their surnames meant something special, gave them prestige,
the green light to gloat if for nothing more than the sake of hearing
themselves speak. An hour away, those same families weren’t regarded at all. No
one cared if they owned the only Ford dealership in their town, or the only gas
station. Their incessant chatter was nothing more than narcissistic puffery,
something Quinn found amusing. She had also been raised in a small town, but
the feeling there was different, a far cry from this place. 


Marcus stomped a foot onto the polished shine of the hospital
floor. “Quinn! Are you listening to anything I’m saying?” 


His anger fueled, she saw no point in starting a debate. It was
what he wanted. It was what he always wanted. “I’m going, Marcus. I want to be
there for Evie’s funeral.” 


The look on his face said: she’s dead. She won’t even know
if you’re there or not. He stepped forward, his face so close to hers the
snort he expelled from his nose fogged up his glasses. “You’re not going
anywhere.” 


How could he be so insensitive, so cruel, at a time like this? 


Two days ago, his insistent “you’re not going anywhere” comment
would have signaled the end of a discussion in which the old, timid Quinn would
have relented. A new, more determined Quinn had emerged since Evie’s death. And
new Quinn’s eyes were wide open. 


“I’m going,” she said. 


“I don’t understand what’s happening right now. You’re not
yourself.” 


“You’re wrong. I am myself. I feel like a completely
different person. I feel like me.”


“I’m your husband. I know you, and your actions, your behavior
… this isn’t you. You’re being erratic.” He removed the oval-shaped glasses
from his face, the ones through which he frequently looked down at her, making
her feel subpar. Always analyzing. Always criticizing. He stroked the pressure points
on both sides of his nose, said, “I don’t want you to go.” 


“You have no right to expect me to stay,” she said. “Evie was
my best friend.” 


“I’m not asking.” 


They squared off, Quinn eyeballing Marcus, Marcus eyeballing
her back. 


Marcus had never been unfaithful. He didn’t lie. He was
reliable. He had a good job. But he was a bully. He’d sucked the light from her
soul until all that remained was a mere flicker, a ray of light dancing in
front of her like a carrot dangling from the end of a string. Every time she
reached out, every time she tried to grab hold, another piece of herself
slipped through her fingers, a constant reminder of the woman she’d lost. 


Surely there was more to life than this. 


There had to be. 


“Let’s get you home,” Marcus said. 


He was right. She needed to pack. 


“Fine.” 


At least he’d relinquished her decision to leave the hospital. 


Or had he? 


“Once you feel better,” he said. “Once you get past this …
whatever is going on with you right now, everything will be fine. Everything
will be normal again.” 


Normal. It was the one thing she feared the most.  


“I’ve done a lot of thinking over the last two days.” 


“About what?” he asked. 


“About us. About our life together.” 


He raised a brow. “And?” 


“I’m not right for you, and you’re not right for me. I don’t
think we ever were.”


He responded with a simple shrug of his shoulders, unfazed,
acting as if she hadn’t said much of anything at all. “That’s just the meds
talking. You don’t mean it.” 


“You haven’t complimented me in … I don’t know how long. You
haven’t touched me. Really touched me.” She shifted her eyes away from
him. “I can’t even remember the last time we were … the last time we had sex. I
bet you don’t know either. That’s how long it’s been.” 


He backed against the tan, pebble-textured wall and rubbed his
hands together. “Where is all of this coming from?” 


“When the doctor was trying to save my life, a part of me
didn’t care whether I lived or died.” 


He shook his head. “You couldn’t possibly remember what
happened. You weren’t conscious.” 


But she did remember. Every sound. Every second. 


“I want to find purpose and meaning in my life again. I can’t
stay shacked up in our house forever, living in fear, holding on to the past.
Our son has been dead for two years now. It’s time I let go. I have to move on,
Marcus.” 


“Who’s stopping you?” 


She wanted to scream: YOU ARE—can’t you see that?! 


He’d stopped her at every turn, treating her like she was a
shattered bottle, the kind no amount of glue could ever fix. And she was done feeling
broken.  


He reached out, using a single finger to brush up and down her
arm, a look on his face like he was touching a thorny rose and trying to avoid
getting pricked. 


“You know I love you,” he said. “You know how much I care.” 


His words were dull. Lifeless. Monotone. 


“Do I?” 


“Honestly, Quinn. I’m trying here. But I don’t know how much
more of your ignorant behavior I can take.” 


Yeah, because for once in your life, you’re not winning. 


“I’m leaving.” 


His eyes slanted to the point where he looked cross-eyed. “So
you’ve said, over and over again. If I wanted a constant repeat, I’d buy a
parrot.” 


“No, Marcus. I don’t just mean I’m leaving for Evie’s funeral.
I mean I’m leaving for good.” 


“Leaving what for good?” 


“Us. You. Me. This relationship. It’s over. I’m done.” 


There it was. The simple, ugly truth. The whole truth. Finally.
She’d said it. 


He fisted his hands. She waited for him to hit something.
Anything. He didn’t. He suppressed it, just like every real emotion he’d ever
had in life. 


“I’m sorry, Marcus,” she said. “Truly, I am.”  


“Don’t be.” 


“I’m not saying any of this to hurt you.” 


“Oh, don’t worry,” he scoffed. “You haven’t.” 


He blew past. She closed her eyes, listened to the high-pitched
squeak of the rubber on the bottom of his shoes as they accelerated down the
hall. Away from her. Away from their life together. 


The veil of darkness had finally been lifted. 


She reopened her eyes and breathed. 








CHAPTER 4


 


 


Eighteen medium-sized boxes. It was hard to believe a few
handfuls of square cardboard was all Quinn’s life had amounted to after so many
years. She peeled a piece of clear tape from the dispenser, spread it over the
last box, and stood, hands on hips. She looked around. At the age of
twenty-six, she was moving back in with her parents again. Sure, she’d have her
own room. She’d even have a separate apartment behind her parents’ main house,
but who was she kidding? It was like her life was being experienced in reverse.
Who would have thought that could happen? 


Quinn smoothed a hand over a box her mother had labeled
“Isaiah” in black, permanent marker. The name had been scribbled inside a
heart. Quinn outlined the heart with her finger, her only solace in believing
Isaiah was no longer alone in the afterlife. At least if she didn’t have Evie,
he did. 


In many ways she felt like she had nothing. A blank page to a
new life she cared little about. Instead of the beginning of a new chapter, her
book of life seemed closed, the pages stuck together, unable to turn.    


Quinn’s father entered the room, placed a supportive hand on
her shoulder. At six foot four, he towered over her five-foot-eight frame. In
his early sixties and with alabaster hair, he still looked as fit as she
remembered him being when she was a child. A devout vegetarian with a workout
regimen that included jogging five miles a day, it wasn’t hard to see why his
body had held up so well. Or why he was the perfect match for her mother, a
woman with a cocoa-colored pixie cut and the looks of a modern-day Grace Kelly.



“I’m surprised Marcus isn’t here to see you off,” her father
said.  


She wasn’t. And frankly, she couldn’t believe her father was so
optimistic after she’d explained the uncomfortable altercation she had with him
the day before. 


“He won’t be here, Dad. He doesn’t want to see me right now. He
might not ever want to see me again after yesterday. And the truth is, I don’t
blame him. The decision I made was the right one. Still feels lousy though.” 


Since announcing her decision to divorce, her mother had spent
a fair amount of time humming. Although she’d always kept her feelings about
Marcus to herself in the past, Quinn knew her mother never felt he was the
right man for her. Hence the humming, and the permanent smile affixed to her
face. Quinn was surprised her mother hadn’t purchased a pair of streamers and
broken out in a celebratory dance. 


Then again, she hadn’t ruled it out. 


There was still time. 


Time. 


Quinn glanced at the antique clock on the wall, at the slender,
gold pendulum swinging back and forth, ever smooth, ever steady. The dark wood
case may have been carved by hand, but it meant nothing to Quinn. To her the
clock was hideous. Three years earlier, she’d tried to replace it with a metal
one she ordered from Pottery Barn. In less than a day, the old clock had been
returned to the wall, and along with it, a stern warning. “This was handed down
to me by my mother,” Marcus had said. “She received it from her mother before
her.” He went on to say the clock was rare, made of something he called
“serpentine”—whatever the hell that was. Looking at it now, she giggled just
seeing that old clock, realizing it had outlasted her in the end. 


No matter. 


She was done with this life. 


In the corner of the room, Quinn’s parents were engaged in a
conversation, their voices too low for Quinn to catch what they were saying.
They glanced her direction then hushed their voices again. Her mother was no
longer smiling.


“What’s going on with you two?” Quinn asked. “If you’re worried
about me because of all that’s happened over the last couple days, don’t be. It
will take some time, but one of these days I’ll pull myself together.” 


“Quinn, why don’t we all sit down for a minute?” her father
suggested. “There’s something we need to talk to you about.” 


“If it’s about Marcus, I’d rather we didn’t. Not yet. I mean,
I’d rather you give it—” 


He held a flat hand in front of him. “It isn’t.” 


She shuddered, a cool tingling trailing up the sides of her
arms. She didn’t know why, only that the somber look on her father’s face was
cause for concern. Her friend was dead. Her marriage was dead. How much worse
could it get? 


Clear liquid streamed down her mother’s cheeks, dripping
droplets of water onto the front of the cotton T-shirt she wore. 


Quinn’s father reached out, draping an arm around his wife. “If
this is too hard for you, Jane, you don’t have to be here for this.” 


Her mother shook her head. “Evie was like a daughter to me,
Mitchell. To both of us. I’ll stay. Quinn deserves to know the truth.” 


What truth? 


“Dad?” Quinn asked. 


“When I called you a few days ago, told you Evie had passed
away,” her father began, “I suppose I … didn’t tell you everything.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“I’d talked it over with your mother beforehand, and we decided
it would be best to wait until you arrived back home before giving you all the
details. Then we received the call from Marcus letting us know you were in the
hospital. We boarded the next plane, and, well, you know the rest.” 


A rush of vertigo swept through Quinn’s body. She sagged onto
the couch. “Obviously, I don’t know the rest.” 


“On the phone I told you Evie’s death was an accident,” her
father continued. 


“You said she fell off her bike, hit her head on a rock.” 


Her parents exchanged glances, remained silent.


“One of you say something,” Quinn said.  


Her father cleared his throat once, then a second time.
“There’s no easy way to say this, Quinn. I wish there was. Evie’s death wasn’t
an accident.” 


“If it wasn’t an accident, what was it?” 


“Honey, she was murdered.” 








CHAPTER 5


 


 


Bo McAllister blinked several times before convincing himself
what he was seeing was real—


Quinn Montgomery, sitting two rows in front of him, the
closest they’d been to each other since she broke off their relationship at the
end of their senior year in high school. Over the years, he heard she’d been
spotted in town from time to time visiting her family, meeting with old
friends. Hanging around with Evie. The small town in Wyoming was home to less
than ten thousand residents, and yet she managed to evade him every time she
visited. Sometimes he wondered if it was on purpose. Other times he knew it
was. 


Seeing her again, his stomach festered with a sick,
uncomfortable queasiness. It felt like indigestion, only worse. He thought of
her often since they’d been apart, always hoping one day he’d get a chance to
clear the air, to resolve the one thing she never allowed him to explain. Give
her the opportunity to do the same. Part of him still resented her for what
she’d done. Another part longed to be in her presence again. Now here she was,
dressed in a fitted black dress with capped sleeves, looking fragile and pale,
like if the slightest gust of wind drifted past her, she’d be swept away.  


It wasn’t the kind of reunion he’d imagined. 


Not like this. 


Not with Evie gone. 


Despite the gap in time, Quinn had aged like a fine wine.
Sophisticated and well preserved, with the same dark, lustrous hair he
remembered. The same long, thin neck and defined collarbone that set her apart
from every other woman in a crowd. Different eyes though, although it was
obvious she’d been crying. He remembered her eyes changed on occasion, much
like the colors in a mood ring. Today the bright orbs of jade had turned a hazy
shade of gray. And why wouldn’t they? She was grieving.  


Evie had been more like a sister to Quinn than a friend. He
assumed the news of her murder had come as a shock. Murders rarely happened in
Cody. Bo wondered how much Quinn’s parents had told her about the way Evie
died, how much she still didn’t know, or if the tears were the result of her
knowing too much.  


When she entered the funeral home an hour earlier, he observed
a nasty two-inch gash over her right eye. It looked fresh. It was obvious she’d
tried blotting makeup over the wound in an effort to conceal it. It hadn’t
helped much. He wondered how it got there. Had it been an accident, or
something else?  


When their eyes met earlier, he raised a hand, tried to get her
attention. She discounted the gesture, acted like she hadn’t seen him, even
though he was certain she had. He wasn’t surprised. She could hold a grudge
longer than any woman he’d ever known, living or dead. 


Seven years. He hung his head, stroked the hair on his chin.
Seven years, and he could tell she was still not over it. Maybe he was the
idiot for thinking one day she would be. Some things never changed.


Bo’s attention switched to Jacob, Evie’s four-year-old son. The
boy slid off his father’s knee, his arms outstretched toward Quinn. She waved
him over, pulling him onto her lap, her slender arms wrapping around him. Jacob
leaned against her, his eyes fluttering open and closed as she rested her cheek
on the side of his head, stroking his fine tufts of blond hair while she rocked
him. She lulled him to sleep for a short time before his eyes shot open, a look
of fear and panic coating his face. He buried his head in Quinn’s chest,
locking his arms around her neck. 


Quinn stood, a tear trailing down her cheek as she cradled
Jacob in her arms, carrying him to the back of the room. She glanced in Bo’s
direction for a split second when she passed before her eyes darted away again.
Bo heard her soft voice singing into Jacob’s ear, the melody erasing the
child’s fear until it appeared he was sleeping again. 


He’d been so caught up in Quinn’s presence he hadn’t noticed
the minister was no longer standing at the pulpit. Ruby, Evie’s grandmother,
had taken his place. She was a spirited old woman with a kind of vehement
personality that rivaled every old-timer in town. At eighty-two years old, some
of the locals thought her mind was starting to go, though no one was brave
enough to challenge the theory—not to her face. 


By the looks of things, her talk was nearing the end, an end
that sent a wave of horrific gasps throughout the room when Ruby reached a
frail hand inside the front of her pleated drainpipe pants, hoisted a pistol
into the air, and waved it around. Eyes wide, she said, “I intend to find the
person responsible for robbing me of my final years with my granddaughter. And
when I do, no judge or jury will decide his fate. I personally will see to it
the son of a bitch is sent straight to hell!”
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