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      Come Back to You is a second chance romance. It can stand on its own, but if you’d like to know more of the Kennedy and Liam’s backstory, you can get the prequel here: https://books2read.com/stay-with-you

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      KENNEDY

      

      Hi Liam,

      Yet another email I’ll never send you.

      I was offered an acting job yesterday by one of Malcolm’s old clients. It’s just a minor part. A fill-in, really, but it pays well. We’re not hurting for money, but only a year after Malcolm and Mom died, I’ve already gone through a scary amount of what should be saved for the kids’ college funds. Maybe I should start working to make sure I don’t inadvertently limit their options. But then, is it better for them to have that money in the future, or for them to have me around 24/7 now?

      I’ve got no idea. You’d know better than I would. Your family has always been so strong. I feel like I screw up every day, and I worry I won’t give them what they need. I wish I could talk to you about it.

      I miss you.

      Love,

      K xx

      

      I drove into Destiny Falls as dusk was settling over the township. The last rays of sunlight gilded the colonial style shopfronts of Centennial Street in gold. To the right, an older lady wrapped in a fluffy purple jersey and a matching knit hat brought in the Open sign outside Destiny Fibers. I smiled. Desdemona Smith. It was nice to know some things hadn’t changed.

      The street was mostly empty of people, with a few gathered outside Drunken Destiny, which looked to have been repainted during the eleven years I’d been gone, and several others clustered around a cafe a couple of buildings down from Desdemona’s shop. That was new. I glanced at signwriting on the window. Taste of Destiny. My lips curved into a smile. I’d always loved the way the locals played up to the town’s name.

      For a brief moment, I considered pulling over for a coffee. I’d flown from Los Angeles to New Zealand the day before yesterday, and then I’d been driving all day yesterday as well as today. Prior to leaving, I’d been rushing through a tourist Visa application. Now, I was exhausted and not in the mood to deal with the possibility of tourists at the cafe recognizing me. Being a successful actress had its perks—I never needed to worry about money again—but it had downsides too.

      A shiver ran through me. Serious downsides.

      Like the stalker who’d been hassling me with anonymous social media messages, disturbing videos, and had escalated to infiltrating my house. I still didn’t know who the person was, but that shouldn’t matter, since they’d surely never follow me halfway around the world—assuming they’d be able to locate me in the first place.

      Not that the stalker was the reason I’d decided to return to Destiny Falls. They—and my friend, Gray—had just prompted me to look at my life, and I hadn’t liked what I’d seen. Beneath the glitz and glam, I wasn’t happy. Hadn’t been in a long time. Blair, Mina, Joel, and Jamie had all moved out, so for once, I’d been able to put myself first and come back to the place my heart had yearned for since the accident that changed everything.

      Back to the man I’d never stopped loving.

      I didn’t know anything about Liam’s life now. He could be married with kids. He might have moved away, although I highly doubted it. He’d always been so determined to stay in Destiny Falls. Even if he was single and still in town, he probably wouldn’t want anything to do with me. But I was no stranger to adversity. I’d raised my half-siblings when I wasn’t much more than a child myself. I wasn’t afraid of working hard for forgiveness and a second chance.

      I pulled onto a side road and followed it for a couple of blocks until I arrived at the cottage I used to rent from Grace Smith, a woman a couple of years older than me. I scanned the outside. The weathered boards were the same shade of white they used to be, with no sign of wear and tear. Perhaps they’d been repainted over the years, or maybe Grace had simply maintained them in pristine condition. The door was a muted green with a metal flap for letters to be pushed through and an old-fashioned brass ringer. The tiled roof had the same cozy appeal that had once drawn me to it. In short, it looked like I’d never left.

      Pocketing the keys, I got out of the car and headed for the main house. As far as I could tell, Grace still ran the operation here. I’d made my booking through an automated online system under a different name—partly because I was worried she’d cancel it if she knew who I really was and partly because it was just good sense to do that as a celebrity. Hopefully Grace wouldn’t be too angry about the deception. I paused for a moment to gather my courage, then pressed the doorbell. I could hear it ring through the house, and I gnawed on my lower lip, preparing for a hostile welcome.

      The door swung inward, and there she was, as beautiful as I remembered. Her face had more maturity, but nothing else seemed to have changed. I fought the urge to hug her, knowing she probably wouldn’t return the affection.

      Her smile faltered, and she stopped abruptly, crossing her arms over her chest. “Let me guess. Katy?”

      I winced. “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “I never thought I’d see you again. Not after all this time.”

      I shifted from one foot to the other, unable to read her. She clearly wasn’t pleased, but she didn’t seem furious either. More… cautious.

      “Things changed,” I said, knowing the weak excuse couldn’t possibly sum up the many ways in which my life had been tipped upside down over the past decade. I’d need hours to explain the whole painful story. “I can leave if you don’t want me here.”

      Grace pursed her lips and was quiet for a long moment with her hand on the door, effectively barring me from entering the house. She searched my eyes. I didn’t know what she hoped to find, but I held her gaze.

      Eventually, she spoke. “If you’re expecting to be welcomed back with open arms, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      I released a bitter laugh. “I know. Believe me.”

      “People are going to be upset,” she continued, her tone level despite her words. “They won’t be happy if I open my doors to you.”

      I nodded. She was probably right.

      “Why the subterfuge?” she asked. “I’m sure you have plenty enough money to buy your own place and not feel a pinch in the pocket. Why rent mine?”

      Honestly, I’d wondered the same thing.

      “Nostalgia, I guess.” It was the closest thing to the truth I could offer her. “I have a lot of good memories here.” I’d been happy in the cottage with its pink curtains and cute kitchen.

      Grace’s hand dropped from the door. “You can stay,” she finally said, though she didn’t invite me in. “I always thought there was more to the story than what you told Liam.” She reached out to touch my shoulder, and I felt like crying just from that small gesture of acceptance. “You were smitten with him, and you never seemed homesick while you were here. I figured you must have your reasons for ending things with him and staying away, but others aren’t so open-minded. They’ll take a while to come around. Assuming you’re not just here for a visit?” She arched a brow.

      “I’m here to stay.” No amount of frostiness would deter me.

      “Good.” She withdrew her hand. “Don’t make me regret my decision.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      Grace passed me a key from the pocket of her jeans. “Here. Let me know if you need anything.”

      A fraction of the tension that had gripped me eased. “Thanks. Is there anywhere new I can buy dinner?”

      “No.” She looked sympathetic. “The cafe will be closing at any moment. Other than that, it’s just the pub, unless you want to drive to the resort. Tabitha extended their coffee shop into a full restaurant a few years ago.”

      Damn. No avoiding confrontation then.

      “Okay.” I could do this. I needed to woman up and bite the bullet. There would be no driving to the resort, where I knew I’d get a warmer reception, just to avoid an uncomfortable situation that would have to happen sooner or later. It wouldn’t be easy, but if it was a choice between temporary ease and long-term disappointment, there was no contest. “Thanks, Grace.”

      Next stop: Drunken Destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      LIAM

      

      Is it possible to love and hate someone at the same time? - Unsent text message from Liam to Kennedy

      

      The pub was relatively quiet. But then, it was a Monday night, and most of the locals were at home, so that was no surprise. I sat at a table near the bar, cradling a pint of beer and listening to Toby brag about the hot tourist from the resort he’d been hooking up with. Apparently she was Swiss, blonde, and adventurous as hell, although I tuned out most of his colorful description. The state of my own sex life was nonexistent, and I didn’t need a reminder of how great his was. It would only make me feel pathetic.

      I drank more beer. Thirty should be too young to feel this old. Toby was only five years my junior, and he was out there, playing the field. Why couldn’t I bring myself to do the same anymore?

      I reached for a chip and popped it into my mouth, scanning the other occupants of the pub while Toby rhapsodized about his hookup’s killer body. Dad was behind the bar because it was Bailey’s night off. Mum and a couple of her friends sat on stools, chatting to each other and bringing him into their conversation every now and then. A group of weather-beaten men clustered in the back, alternating between drinking and playing darts. They were doing surprisingly well considering how much beer they’d drunk. But then, these craggy old guys could put booze away like no one’s business.

      “…you, Liam?”

      “Huh?” I snapped around. Toby and Asher, my best friend, were looking at me, both wearing wry smiles.

      “I asked if you’ve been seeing anyone lately,” Toby said, apparently unconcerned that I’d zoned out.

      I huffed. “No.”

      “That makes….”—Toby pretended to do math in his head—“a fucking long time without any action, am I right?”

      Asher gave him a light shove. “Don’t be an asshole. We can’t all be as girl crazy as you. Some of us actually have to work around here.”

      Toby launched into a protest about how being a ski instructor counted as a real job, even if he was technically only employed for half the year. I sent Asher a smile, grateful for the distraction. He knew I hated anyone prying into my affairs. Especially when there wasn’t anything to talk about.

      I tuned back in to the conversation, and that was when the pub fell eerily silent. I looked around, expecting to see that someone had broken a plate or a chair, but nobody cursed or shouted an apology. Instead, all attention was focused on the door, where a woman stood silhouetted against the rapidly descending darkness.

      Fuck. It couldn’t be.

      I stared, taking in the long blonde hair that was darker at the roots, the cute upturned nose, and the unique eyes I thought I’d never gaze into again for as long as I lived.

      Kennedy.

      She was back in Destiny Falls. In the pub. Only a handful of yards away.

      Why was she here?

      Someone coughed, breaking the hush. Eyes burned into me as our audience waited to see how I’d react so they could follow my lead. The community had been a great source of support when she first made a name for herself in Hollywood. They’d rallied around me, boycotting everything Kennedy Carter. The store had refused to sell any tabloids with her picture on the front. The movie theater had never played the films she starred in. And if anyone ever happened to learn anything about her, they sure never mentioned it to my face. A few had gone further and helped shield me from reporters who’d come to town, trying to dig up dirt about Kennedy’s time in Destiny Falls. Now, she was here. Inexplicably.

      I had no doubt someone here would toss her out if I gave any indication that was what I wanted. Hell, either Asher or Toby would gladly volunteer for the job. I just needed to force myself to move.

      “Liam.” Someone jostled my elbow. Firm fingers gripped it. “Let’s go, man.”

      It was Asher, trying to get me to leave. But I couldn’t look away from the woman who’d crushed my heart and stolen my future.

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” he muttered. “Come on.”

      I stood up.

      “Help me, Tobes,” Asher urged.

      Before my brother could move, Kennedy lifted her chin and crossed the room. I caught a waft of her scent as she stopped in front of me. Slightly sweet but unfamiliar. My throat threatened to close over. I didn’t even know what she smelled like anymore. Somehow, that made me want to kick shit down.

      I could still read her face though. She was nervous. Rightfully so.

      Asher tugged my arm again. “Liam has nothing to say to you,” he snapped at her.

      It wasn’t true. I’d had plenty to say to her over the years. Questions, angry rants, random observations I knew she’d have appreciated. But she hadn’t been around to share them with. Because she hadn’t wanted me enough to stay—or rather, to come back.

      “Can we talk?” Her voice was deeper than it used to be. Smoother. That tiny discrepancy jolted me into action.

      “I wanted to talk eleven years ago,” I bit out, “but you weren’t interested. So no, we can’t talk.” I brushed past her, heading for the exit with Toby and Asher flanking me. As soon as the door swung shut behind me, I released a shaky exhale. “Did that just happen?”

      “Yeah, mate.” Asher clapped me on the back. “Come on. We’re going back to your place.”

      “She’s in Destiny Falls.” I could scarcely believe it. Kennedy had become something of an urban legend in these parts. The Hollywood It Girl who’d broken the hometown boy’s heart—discussed in whispers behind my back but never, ever to my face. “Why the fuck is she here?”

      “Who cares?” Asher guided me to my Ute. “I’m driving. Toby, you get beer and meet us there. We’re going to need lots of it.”

      Toby saluted. “Aye aye, captain.”

      I climbed numbly into the passenger seat, registering that it felt odd not to be driving my own vehicle, but my whirring thoughts kept me from dwelling on it as Asher started the engine. Kennedy Carter—or Cox, whatever stage name she was calling herself these days—had a lot of nerve showing up in my father’s pub.

      “She won’t stay,” I murmured to myself. I needed to remember that, and hold onto my anger at her for leaving without even giving me the chance to consider going with her. Many years had passed, but no matter what had brought her back here, I couldn’t afford to let her into my life. Kennedy was a chapter of my past that needed to remain closed.
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      KENNEDY

      

      Hi Liam,

      Someone asked me on a date this morning. It was the first time that’s happened since we broke up. I was at a coffee shop, enjoying some downtime for once. I hardly get any of that these days.

      Even though it’s been months, and even if I thought I’d have the time to date, I couldn’t say yes. It felt wrong. The only man I’ve ever wanted a future with was you.

      Love,

      K xx

      

      Well, that had been a dismal failure.

      I let myself into the cottage and locked the door behind me. Then I set my takeout meal on the kitchen counter and flopped onto the couch, drawing my knees to my chest and resting my forehead on them. I’d wanted to go after Liam, but when I’d gotten outside, he and Asher had already been climbing into Liam’s Ute—the same one he used to drive—and then I’d been accosted by two teenage girls who’d apparently seen me go into the pub from their car and came to check if I really was who they thought I was.

      After I’d dealt with them as politely as I could, I’d returned inside to order dinner. Eugene Braddock had served me but suggested it would be best if I didn’t return. His iciness had been difficult to stomach. He’d always been such a warm, open person. But I hadn’t expected anything less. At least he’d spoken to me. Heather had just glared with open hostility.

      My stomach growled. I’d better eat. I went back to the kitchen and opened the paper-wrapped bundle of fries and chicken, serving a portion onto a dinner plate. My personal trainer would have a conniption if she could see me, but I’d already decided I was saying goodbye to Hollywood Kennedy. No more calorie counting and insane workouts. I’d keep in shape, but I’d do it how I wanted. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to stock the pantry tomorrow so I could cook something healthier. For now, I’d enjoy the treat.

      I bit into a fry. It crunched satisfyingly. I ate in silence, then cleaned the dishes.

      The quiet unnerved me after years of sharing a house with my siblings. When Jamie and Joel had moved into their frat house a few months ago, I’d kept expecting to hear them banging doors or talking too loudly. The solitude had felt strange. Unsettling.

      I washed my hands, unzipped my suitcase, and pulled out the faded scrapbook tucked inside the lid. I carried it to the bed, sat cross-legged, and flipped through, perusing the photographs I’d long ago glued into place.

      Liam in front of the lookout.

      Me with the entire Braddock clan at Eugene’s birthday party.

      Me and Summer, arms around each other.

      Liam and me at the waterfall.

      I paused on that one, my heart aching as I remembered how hopeful I’d been, excited for a future that had never happened.

      With a sigh, I set the scrapbook aside and opened the email account on my phone, thumbing through my draft box until I found the one that had been sitting there for ten years. Once I’d finally managed to pull the broken pieces of myself together after my parents’ deaths, I’d wanted to explain everything and let him know how much I’d cared. I’d only ended our relationship because I thought I’d been protecting him. My life had turned upside down, and I’d suddenly found myself unable to come back to him as I’d promised to. By breaking up with him, I’d been trying to prevent him from coming after me and being miserable. He’d always insisted he could never be happy away from Destiny Falls, and I’d no longer been in a position to leave L.A.

      But even once the mental fuzziness caused by my grief had cleared, I’d never sent the email. I didn’t think I could have handled it if he’d lashed out, or worse, never replied. At least this way, I’d been able to wonder what might have happened if I’d been braver.

      I exited the draft and composed a message to Gray, who I’d visited briefly when I’d first landed in New Zealand. He was a former costar and one of the few genuine friends I’d made in Hollywood. He’d had a rough time in the past but seemed to be coming out the other side better off. He was healing. I suspected his new girlfriend had a lot to do with that.

      Kennedy: Safe in my cottage in Destiny Falls. Had my first encounter with Liam. Didn’t go well, but they didn’t run me out of town with flaming pitchforks, so I guess it could have been worse.

      Gray: Glad to hear you’re safe. Be careful out there. Don’t forget that you deserve to be treated well.

      My heart melted. Gray wasn’t generally a warm person, so his reminder meant a lot. I shot him a quick reply, thanking him, and switched over to my latest text conversation with Blair, my brother and only full sibling.

      Kennedy: In Destiny Falls. Still alive. The locals haven’t discovered how to kill with their eyes yet, but it didn’t stop them from trying.

      The reply was instantaneous.

      Blair: Not funny. Don’t joke about shit like that. Glad to hear you’re okay.

      I sighed. While Blair was younger than I, he’d appointed himself my personal protector since I’d risen to fame. His attitude was sweet but a little frustrating. He liked to say that I’d given up my twenties to raise him and our other siblings, so I deserved to have someone watching out for me, but I didn’t necessarily see it that way. Yes, I’d sacrificed a lot when I decided to stay in Los Angeles, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat. My brothers and sister were the most important people in the world to me. I loved them, and I’d never regretted choosing to stay and care for them, even when it hurt. But if it made Blair feel better, I didn’t mind checking in with him. Especially not when I was closer to him than pretty much anyone else on the planet.

      Kennedy: Sorry. Bad taste. Booked any gigs lately?

      Blair was lead guitarist in a band that fit somewhere between the realms of pop and folk music. They played at bars and clubs most weeks but hadn’t had a big break yet. He could easily have used his connection to me or Malcolm to shortcut the process, but he was determined to make it on his own, and I respected that.

      Blair: Nothing major. Does the place where you’re staying lock?

      Kennedy: Yes.

      Blair: Does it have security cameras?

      Kennedy: Not that I’ve seen. But I’m in the middle of nowhere, and no one knows I’m here. I’m safe.

      Blair: You’d better be.

      I felt a pang of guilt. Part of his protectiveness stemmed from the fact we’d lost our father as kids and then our mother and stepfather as teens. He didn’t want to lose anyone else. He probably thought he was well on his way to losing me simply because I’d left L.A.

      Kennedy: Cross my heart. Love you, B.

      Blair: Yeah, yeah. Enough of the mushy stuff. Go get your beauty sleep, it must be night there.

      Kennedy: Talk soon?

      Blair: Count on it.

      Before I put my phone on to charge, I decided to do a quick check of my social media accounts. I had an assistant who used to run those for me, but I’d let her go before moving here—although I’d made sure she was set up with another actress I knew would treat her well first. Now, I was on my own.

      I scanned anything I was tagged in. Unsurprisingly, my absence from an annual party held by a wealthy socialite had been noted. Sources close to me apparently claimed we were on the outs. I smirked. Total bullshit. But that was what you got. Most of the so-called news about me was fake these days.

      I’d been mentioned in a review of a film I’d starred in that had recently premiered. According to the review, my performance had been the only thing holding a lackluster plot together. My lips twitched. I’d have to pass that comment on to Gray, since he’d written the screenplay and it would no doubt amuse him.

      I opened my private messages and scrolled through. It looked to be mostly notes from fans. I replied to a couple, but I decided to leave the rest until later. I needed a good sleep or my head was going to explode.

      But then something caught my eye. A message from a user with a generic name followed by a bunch of numbers. There was a video attached. Dread formed a hard pit in my stomach as I clicked onto it. The clip was only a few seconds long, but that was all it took to make me gag as a stranger jerked off over a photograph of me. The photo looked to have been taken at the airport, shortly before I’d boarded a flight to come here.

      I dropped the phone and ran to the bathroom, emptying the contents of my gut into the toilet. I wretched again, then wiped my mouth, slammed the lid down, and flushed. I rinsed my mouth at the vanity, then sank against the wall and buried my face in my palms.

      It was him.

      That photograph hadn’t been in any tabloids. As far as I was aware, nobody other than my trusted friends, family, and former employees even knew I’d left the country, which meant he’d been following me. Watching me.

      A shudder ran through me, and my stomach threatened another purge. I rose onto shaky legs and went to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d sent a video like this, but it was the first one I’d seen. My assistant had found the others and flagged them with security before I’d known they even existed. If he’d held true to form, it would be the kind of recording that self-deleted as soon as it had been viewed once.

      Regardless, I finished my water and went back to my phone to let the company who managed my security know. They replied that they’d see if they could trace it, but I doubted they’d find anything. They never did.
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      LIAM

      

      I saw you in a magazine today, and it sucked. Please stop putting your face where I can see it. - Unsent text message from Liam to Kennedy

      

      “Please tell me you’re not thinking about Kennedy.”

      I glanced up from where I was ensconced in one of the armchairs at the Fire Station to find Asher standing over me. “Of course not.”

      He sighed and sank onto another chair. “Liar.”

      I gave a half-hearted shrug. “I can’t help it. I want to know what it means that she’s back in town. It must mean something.”

      I’d spent years trying to get over her, and it felt like they might as well not have happened. The wound she’d caused by leaving felt as raw as it had when we were young. Although, perhaps it had festered a little.

      We’d had something real. Something that mattered.

      Or so I’d thought.

      I’d never been able to work out what had been true and what must have been in my imagination because, if we’d loved each other the way I’d thought we had, she’d never have cut me off so abruptly.

      “It means she’s selfish,” Asher said without an ounce of doubt in his voice. “If she gave a crap about you, she wouldn’t be here, stirring up old feelings.”

      I frowned because I got where he was coming from, but I also didn’t understand why she’d be here if she’d moved on without looking back as I’d once believed.

      “Stop thinking so hard,” he chided. “It shouldn’t matter why she’s here. You need to steer clear of her so she can’t get her claws into you again.”

      “I know.” I grabbed my water bottle and drank just so I’d have something to do with my hands. “But I never connected with anyone like I did with her.”

      “And you never had your heart broken that badly either,” he reminded me.

      It was true. Maybe if she’d simply vanished from the face of the earth, I’d have eventually gotten over it—although I doubted that—but when I’d unexpectedly seen her in a film a couple of years later, while I’d been visiting a friend in Christchurch, all of those old hurts had resurfaced. I’d wanted to walk out as soon as I realized who was on the screen, but I hadn’t been able to make myself move, so I’d sat there and watched her pretend to fall in love with another man. I’d known it was fake, but I’d seethed, and when they’d kissed, something inside me had broken. Perhaps they’d been acting, but she’d still kissed him for half the world to see.

      When I’d left the cinema, my world had been fractured. Ever since then, no matter how well the township tried to shield me, evidence of her existence slipped through the cracks. It had been utter hell.

      Now, she was back. And I wished she’d stayed gone.

      “Fuck.”

      “Mm,” Asher agreed. “Amen to that.”

      My phone buzzed, and I checked it. The moniker “The Sheriff” filled the screen. That was our nickname for my older brother Nate who was now in charge of the local police force.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Grace is a goddamn traitor,” he growled. “Do you know where That Woman is staying?” He didn’t give me a chance to answer. “In her cottage, that’s where. The same damn cottage she rented back then. It’s like she thinks this is some kind of fucking fairytale reunion.”

      “Kennedy is staying with Grace?” Talk about nerve.

      “Yeah, I just found out. Gracie should have kicked her to the curb the moment she showed up, but you know what a soft touch she is.” He made a sound of disapproval, even though I knew he loved Grace’s big heart, just not at times like this. “I told Grace to pack her things for her and make sure she got the message she should leave. Do you know what Gracie said?”

      I had a feeling I was about to find out. Usually, Grace could do no wrong in Nate’s book, but they’d clearly discovered how far his faith in his friend extended.

      “She said they had a contract. I said to tear it up, and she said not to tell her how to manage her business.” He seemed to be running out of steam. “The woman is too fucking generous.”

      “Kennedy is at Grace’s,” I repeated, because that was all I’d been able to process. I didn’t like the fact that Grace had rented her a place, but it wasn’t her fault Kennedy had returned, and I didn’t hold it against her. She was a businesswoman, and she’d never been one to cast judgment like Nate did.

      “That’s what I said.” Nate sounded impatient. “Talk to her, Liam. Make her see reason.”

      I rubbed my temples. I didn’t need this. Not today. “She’s running a business. Neither of us like it, but that’s the way it is.”

      Nate scoffed. “Nope. I’m not going to accept that, and neither should you.” There was a buzz in the background of the call. Perhaps his police radio. “Shit, gotta go. There’s been a traffic accident on the highway.”

      At that moment, an alarm blared through the fire station. I shot up and Asher did the same.

      “We’ve got the call too,” I told Nate. “See you there.”

      I’d have to mull over Kennedy’s reappearance later. For now, there were people who needed my help.
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      KENNEDY

      

      Hi Liam,

      It’s been a year today since Mom and Malcolm died. We went to the cemetery and left flowers. The kids took turns talking to them, except for Blair, who has a lot of anger toward Mom for abandoning us. I don’t know how to help him. Especially when I’m so busy with the younger ones. I’ve tried to get him to talk to a therapist, but he’s not interested. He’s great with the others. A godsend, in a lot of ways. But I worry.

      You were a teenage boy once. What would you do?

      I wish I had the courage to send one of these emails, but I know they’ll gather virtual dust in my inbox until I finally delete them.

      Love,

      K xx

      

      In the morning, I donned a summer dress and tied my hair back before I covered it with a floppy hat. I applied sunscreen and walked to the coffee shop I’d seen yesterday, Taste of Destiny. A queue stretched across the room, and I stood in the back and pretended to look at something on my phone, surreptitiously scanning my surroundings. I saw a few familiar faces but no one from the Braddock clan. Probably just as well, after last night.

      When it was my turn to be served, the girl at the counter’s eyes widened comically. “Oh my God. You’re—”

      I held a finger to my lips and gave her a meaningful look.

      She glanced around, not subtle at all, then leaned forward. “You’re Kennedy Cox.”

      I sighed, sensing the man behind me glance at his watch impatiently. At least the girl had been quiet enough that no one had heard the announcement. “Yes, I am.”

      “People around here like to say they knew you before you were famous, but I thought they were full of it.” She shook her head in wonder. “But here you are, in little old Destiny Falls.”

      My jaw tightened. She was sweet, but the last thing I needed was more attention. Redeeming myself would be difficult enough without anyone making a fuss about my presence. “Here I am.”

      “But why?” she mused, as the man behind me cleared his throat.

      “I missed it.” May as well be truthful. “And I missed Liam.”

      “Ooh.” She winced. “You’ve got your work cut out for you there. People have been calling him the broken-hearted Braddock for as long as I can remember.”

      “Yikes.” Being stuck with a moniker like that wouldn’t sit well with him, even if nobody said it to his face. “Thanks for the tip.” I forced a smile. “Want me to sign something for you?” She thrust a napkin toward me, and I took a pen from the counter and autographed it. “What’s your name?”

      “Eden.”

      I added a small personal note and passed it to her. “Here you go.”

      She clutched it to her chest. “Thanks. Now, what can I get you?”

      Finally. “A trim latte please.”

      “Sure, no problem. To take away?”

      I glanced around, noting several people watching us. “Yes, please.”

      “That’ll be five dollars.”

      I paid, left her a tip, and then stood aside so the guy behind me could be served. A few minutes later, with my coffee in hand, I made my way along Centennial Street, the thriving hub of Destiny Falls. I passed several historic buildings, including one that housed the museum. Across on the other side of the street stood the Information Center. I knew better than to pop in and have a look around, since Heather Braddock used to be in charge and might still be. Instead, I continued past the commercial district, reaching an intersection. If I turned left, I’d come across the fire station, or at least, where it used to be. I hesitated for a moment, then detoured in that direction. Not to see Liam. Just because I wanted to know if the station was still there.

      It was. And Asher Heaton sat on a foldout chair near the open garage doors. He shot to his feet as I approached and stalked toward me with a dark scowl.

      “No.” He waved his hands as though ushering me backward. “You can fuck right off.”

      “I wasn’t coming to see Liam.”

      His glare was full of disbelief—and okay, maybe I’d been hoping to run into Liam. I’d imagined seeing his face so many times, and I hadn’t had the chance to catalog all the differences yesterday.

      “You need to go before he realizes you’re here.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.” His hands landed on his hips, and fury flashed in his eyes. “I encouraged him to give you a chance back then. Did you know that?” He didn’t let me respond. “I told him he should put himself out there, and that you were different from his ex. I’ve regretted that every single day since you broke his heart over a goddamned phone call.” His expression twisted in disgust. “You didn’t even have the decency to see him face-to-face. It fucking broke him.”

      Shame and guilt, my familiar friends, tangled in my chest. I didn’t argue because I deserved his censure. I’d promised Liam I’d come back, and I’d let him down. I have to live with that.

      Asher stepped closer. “If you really care about Liam, you’ll leave town and never bother him again.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said softly.

      His eyes narrowed. “No one wants you here. Least of all Liam.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and strode back to the fire station. I bit my lip almost hard enough to break the skin, and tears prickled in my eyes. The pain in my chest burned hotter. The words Asher had fired at me felt like bullets. I couldn’t blame either of them for being angry with me. All I could do was prove with my actions that this time I was here to stay.

      As I started walking back the way I’d come, my phone pinged with an email from my security company. I read it quickly. They wanted me to return to L.A. or to hire someone local to play bodyguard. I couldn’t do that. Besides the fact there was no need because hardly anyone knew where I was, it wouldn’t make a good impression on the locals if I had hired muscle following me around. I typed a quick reply, vetoing the idea, and sent it. I was safe here in Destiny Falls.
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      LIAM

      

      Miss yu Kenmedt. Why’d you have to rune evertng? - Unsent text message from Liam to Kennedy, after having had too many drinks

      

      By Wednesday, I’d managed to go nearly two whole days in the same town as Kennedy Carter—Cox, or whatever she called herself—without seeing her again. Considering the size of Destiny Falls and the fact that she wasn’t making any attempt to keep to herself, that was a damn good effort on my part. Unfortunately, my streak came to an end when I walked out of the fire station at the end of a shift and found her standing outside, a cardboard box clutched in her hands.

      “Hi.”

      She hurried over to me, looking as drop-dead gorgeous as ever. Now that the shock of seeing her again had worn off, I noticed the regrowth of her brown hair beneath the bottle blonde she’d sported since becoming famous. I hated those dark roots. They reminded me of the girl I’d known. When she was perfectly styled and camera-ready, I could almost pretend she wasn’t the person I’d once loved with all my heart. Now, the past and present were coalescing in my mind, and it was ugly.

      I ignored her greeting and moved toward my Ute. She trotted beside me. I glanced down at her feet and noticed she was wearing open-toed sandals with a sensible sole. Perhaps she’d suspected she might need to chase me.

      “I have brownies,” she said.

      I spun to face her. “Brownies?”

      As if that could possibly make up for what she’d put me through.

      She smiled, the expression so full of hope, it was painful to see. “They’re homemade.”

      “I’m not interested in your bribery brownies.”

      Since when did she bake? She never used to, and I couldn’t imagine Hollywood encouraging actresses to make junk food. She opened the container so I could see them. They smelled amazing, and my mouth watered.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” she replied. “Just listen for two minutes, and if you want me to leave after that, I will. You can have the brownies either way.”

      Could I really be bought by brownies?

      Tempting, but no. Not when they came from a heart-breaking she-devil. I unlocked my car and got in, pretending not to see the hurt in her eyes. I wished I could take some form of petty satisfaction from her pain, but I didn’t, because even though she’d screwed me over, I’d never wished anything bad on her. Perhaps it would have been easier if I did feel that way.

      I pulled away from the curb, making a concerted effort not to look in the rearview mirror, and breathed a sigh of relief as I rounded the corner. The relief was short-lived when I arrived home and noticed Summer’s Ute—emblazoned with the logo for Destiny Falls Veterinary Clinic—parked in front of my house. No doubt she was here about Kennedy. She’d been calling over the past two days, and I’d been dodging her. Summer liked to overanalyze. I preferred avoidance.

      I got out of the vehicle. When I reached her Ute, she wound the window down.

      “You haven’t called me back.” Her tone was deceptively casual. If not for the slight narrowing of her eyes, I might not realize she was annoyed with me. “What if it had been an emergency?”

      “Then you’d have called emergency services.”

      She scowled. “What’s the point in having a firefighter, a doctor, and a cop in the family if I don’t get to take advantage of that sometimes?”

      I didn’t reply because we both knew that wasn’t what she’d come to discuss.

      She studied me curiously. “Asher said he’d seen you and Kennedy together. He was worried about you.”

      “So he messaged you?”

      She grinned and got out of the car. “I’m the peacemaker. Everyone knows that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Max is the peacemaker. You’re just the one we love best, so you get away with anything.”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps. Being the only girl has its perks.” She rounded the hood and leaned on the passenger door. “So, what did you and Kennedy talk about?”

      “Nothing. She offered me brownies, and I turned her down.”

      Summer looked disappointed. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah. She wanted to chat, but I wasn’t interested.”

      She made a thoughtful sound I didn’t like.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She waved a hand dismissively. “I always thought there was something strange about the way she ended things. She obviously cared about you. Everyone could see it.”

      I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “You never did the sisterly stalking-my-ex thing to find out what else might have been going on?”

      She hesitated, then shook her head. “I was tempted. So tempted. But you didn’t want to know, so out of respect for you, I kept my nose out of her business.”

      I huffed a laugh. “That’d be the first time.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. All I’m saying is, maybe you should listen to her.”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll just sit down and give my ex the chance to tell me all the reasons why I wasn’t enough for her to leave her home and family behind. That sounds like a really good time.”

      Summer sent me a look of almost maternal disapproval. Damn, Mum had taught her well. “Would you prefer never to get closure?”

      “I’d prefer to never discuss this with you again.”

      She sighed. “You never got over it properly. Maybe if you hear her out, you’ll be able to move on with your life. Date someone else and actually give them a fair chance.”

      Discomfort wormed up my spine. “It’s not your problem.”

      “You’re my brother.” She sounded exasperated. “I care about you. That makes it my problem.”

      “Do you think you could care a little less?”

      She pushed off from the car and stalked back around to the driver’s seat. “Think about it. If you don’t change something, you’re going to end up sad and alone.”

      She pulled away dramatically, no doubt pleased to have had the last word. I was just relieved she’d let it drop for now.
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