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      Five Years Ago

      

      Raelynn

      

      My throat is tight as I toss the test into the trash. Negative. Again.

      We’ve been trying for eighteen months to conceive, and once again, we’ve failed. The hole in my heart is aching as I brush the tears away and touch up my makeup.

      The last time I broke down in front of Cam trying to explain my grief, I could see how much it hurt him, and he shut down for days after. Some new game taking his full attention. I can’t go through that again, have him pull away. It hurts more than all the negative tests combined.

      When there’s no trace of the anguish on my face, I rejoin him in the living room. He looks up at me, his face shifting into one of hope when he sees my face clear of the emotions boiling inside me. Sitting next to him, I shake my head. “It was negative.”

      He sighs, the hope falling and his hazel eyes dim. “That sucks, but we can keep trying if you want.”

      My heart sits heavy in my chest. He doesn’t understand the anguish. Every month, my hope builds that maybe it’s this month. Maybe we can finally celebrate together, the frayed edges of our relationship mended. I figured kids would come someday, and I know Cam has always wanted to be a dad. I’ve had this idea in my head of the family we would create together. We’ve dreamed of it and talked about it for almost as long as we’ve been together. He continues to play his game, and almost through a fog, I hear him ask what we should have for dinner.

      My throat constricts and it feels like I’m suffocating. This endless loop of hope and disappointment. The whittling away at our relationship. I look over at Cam and at this moment, he’s not the man I love. The man with whom I have built a vision of a future. He’s a man who is a walking reminder of what I can’t and will never have. The person I have continuously failed for a year and a half.

      I can’t do it.

      This endless disappointment, feeling like I can’t share with him how I’m feeling about it without hurting him, it’s too much. Somewhere in this journey to build a family, we lost us.

      “Cam, I can’t. I can’t do this anymore. Trying to get pregnant. Us. It’s not working, any of it.” My words come out emotionless, everything locked up tight. My mind is a black pit of despair, and sitting with him only drags me down deeper. At least this way he can get out.

      I stand up before he can say anything and walk out the door of our apartment without looking back. I know he will try to stop me, to say it’s okay, but it’s not. I can’t keep shielding him from this hurt because it’s broken me, us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Raelynn

      

      My phone dings, and an alert pops up, letting me know I have a match on the newest dating app I’m trying.  Adeline and Elise convinced me it was a good idea, but until today I haven’t bothered to do anything with it.

      The client I’m showing hems and haws as he pulls out his measuring tape for the fifth time since we got to the house an hour ago.

      This is the only reason the app was opened today. It’s been like this at nearly every house, and whenever I try to talk to him about the features of the home, he ignores me.

      Checking the alert, I see Caleb has already sent me a message.

      Glancing over at where Bill jots a note on his legal pad, I open the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Caleb: Hey! I’m glad we matched! I’m new in town and was excited to see someone as witty and beautiful as you appear on my feed. You said you’re a Realtor. I always thought that would be an interesting job.

      

      

      

      

      

      Pulling up his profile, I’m drawn in by his friendly smile, dark skin, and the fade he’s rocking is sexy as fuck. Willowbrook Lake is fairly diverse for a small town, but I’m one of only a handful of Black women in town. My dad has lived here his entire life and my Momma moved here from Jamaica when they met on vacation and fell in love. This town accepted them back when biracial couples were still uncommon, but it’s nice to see that we’re attracting more people of color. I know it’s a passion of my mother’s. She works hard to ensure Willowbrook Lake is inclusive, and she does a damn good job of it. The mayor even formed a committee that she heads. Every so often, I participate in the things she plans, but it’s her baby and I only help when asked.

      His bio describes him as hard working, up for adventure, and looking to meet like-minded people. It doesn’t give a lot, but his smile definitely grabs my attention. As much as I dread the idea of dating, I long for the kind of love I’ve only known once. Maybe it’s time, time to finally move on.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Right now, I’m with a client measuring each room several times in the past hour, so it’s thrilling. What do you do?

      

      

      

      

      

      The little bubbles pop up right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Caleb: I’m a firefighter. I typically work with the wildfire team, but recently took a position here in town. Why don’t we meet for drinks later? I would love to chat in person, I’m not really fond of small chat over text.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I think I’m done here.” My client stands, finally addressing me. “I’m just not sure. Can we go see that first place again later this week?”

      Sliding my phone in my purse, I pull up the calendar on my work phone. This will be the third time he’s seen the first place.

      “Let me confirm with the selling Realtor and I will book a time.” Shooting off a message, I follow him out and lock up.

      He gets in his car with a wave. Sighing as he drives away, I turn off my work phone and stretch. It’s been a crazy Monday and after all the fires I had to put out between showings, I deserve a coffee and treat from Perk Up. It’s already way past dinnertime and I haven’t eaten since breakfast.

      Things I used to love about my day no longer hold the same appeal they once did. If I’m being honest with myself, my passion for real estate has been waning for a couple years. I long for more stable hours and income. I do well, but I work damn hard for it at the sacrifice of my personal life. Especially in a town as small as Willowbrook Lake. I’ve been trying to balance my life more and have definitely felt it financially. The idea of starting a new career in my thirties is terrifying, which is the only reason I haven’t taken the plunge.

      Breathing in deeply, I recite the positives of my job. Flexible hours, the ability to earn large chunks of money all at once, and the creative side of staging homes. I’ve been repeating these more frequently recently, and they are not as effective as they once were.

      It starts to snow as I drive along Main Street. Big huge flakes. I love each season in my little town, but there’s something so magical about winter. The town gets quieter, the tourist season is over, and everything slows down.

      Parking, I hop out of my car. There’s a freshness in the air that only comes with snow. Closing my eyes, I tilt my head back, the slight breeze biting at my cheeks. All the tension from the day fades. Letting my breath out, I watch as the cloud of air dissipates before making my way into Perk Up.

      Elise looks up from the counter when the bell rings, announcing my entrance, and smiles. Grinning in return, I glance around the packed shop, my smile growing when I see Adeline and Owen sitting at a small table, leaning into each other. Adeline looks a little flustered while Owen watches her intently. That man is falling hard for her. I hope it goes somewhere. Adeline glances my way, flushing even more when I wink at her before making the short distance to the counter.

      “You look like you could use a cup of coffee.” Elise starts on my regular flat white. “Rough day?”

      Nodding, I sigh. My day hit the ground running with a sale falling through because the sellers weren’t willing to meet my clients halfway on the purchase contract. All my clients wanted was for them to make a significant repair found during the inspection or drop the price to cover it. So, we have to start from scratch, and they can only meet in the evenings or on Saturdays.

      “Yeah, started rough with a sale falling through. And this one client finds something wrong with every single house. Like the one house we looked at, he didn’t like that the trim on the main floor doesn’t match the trim on the second floor.”

      She tsks empathetically as she hands me my coffee. “That sucks, I’m sorry. You haven’t been loving work lately and I hate to see it. Have you thought more about transitioning to something new? You used to love graphic design. Or what about that coaching opportunity?”

      “I have been thinking about the real estate coaching, but it doesn’t really get me fired up. I love graphic design, but I would be starting from scratch and I just don’t know if I’m ready to take the leap.” She’s not wrong; both of those are things I’ve been thinking about exploring, but I just haven’t been able to make myself seriously contemplate it, and the fear of the unknown is stopping me.

      She hands me my coffee. “It’s never too late to find your passion.”

      “Thank you.” Taking the coffee, I sip and relax even more. “Can I also get a cream-cheese filled blueberry muffin, please? And you’re right, it’s never too late. It doesn’t mean it’s not scary.”

      As she turns to get the muffin, the bell rings.

      Elise hands it over. “No charge today.”

      Glaring, I shake my head. “If you think I’m leaving without paying, you have another think coming. Ring me up now.”

      She scowls in return but knows better than to argue with me. Bending my head, I select a generous tip and tap my card to pay.

      Looking up, my “thank you” falters when I see Elise’s worried expression as she looks at me and then back at the door.

      Turning, my entire world freezes when I see who’s at the door.

      Cameron.

      His brown hair is buzzed close to his head, vastly different than the last time I saw him. He used to keep it on the longer side, with waves curling around his ears. Closing my eyes for a moment, I let myself remember the feeling of his soft hair running through my fingers. They twitch at the memory before balling into fists, my nails biting into the skin of my palms.

      The threat of tears stings my eyes, so I press my nails harder into my skin and force a smile. It’s been five years, but the hurt and the pain still feel as fresh as the day I ended our relationship. His expression is fierce, an intensity I don’t remember ever crossing his face except for the day I called it quits.

      My stomach sinks, and I glance behind him, dreading meeting his wife under these circumstances, but there’s no one there.

      Every pair of eyes in the room is on me and you could hear a pin drop. I feel their gazes pressing down on me almost as much as Cam’s. Everything around the room blurs as I struggle to stand tall.

      Sipping my coffee, I adjust my purse as I attempt to make my face neutral. I knew this day might come, but after five years, I thought I was in the clear. The man that I tossed aside is burning holes into the top of my head as I stall.

      With a deep breath I meet his gaze and move forward. My feet feel heavy, but I push on until I’m stopped in front of where he blocks the door, not moving to let me pass. “Hi, Cameron.” My voice sounds weak to my ears. “It’s been a long time.”

      “It has, Rae.” His deep voice is quiet, soft. But I feel its weight in my chest. The urge to throw myself in his arms is strong. No other arms have felt as good as his. His hugs were always able to put me back together and part of me wishes this situation was no different.

      Breathing in, I freeze. That was a mistake as his familiar scent takes over my senses. My heart feels the pull it always has in his presence. I’m frozen, words abandoning me as I soak in his presence wanting to stay in this moment while also wishing I could be anywhere else.

      His eyes flick between mine, searching. The tension builds in the silence as everyone in the room stares. Somewhere in the pounding of my heart in my ears, I hear a few people tapping on their phones. That sound helps ground me enough to know that soon the entire town will know he’s here.

      Before we can say anything else, my phone rings. Relief eases the pressure on my chest. “Excuse me, I have to take this.”

      Skirting around him, I rush out the door and run to my truck. The phone cuts out as Elise hangs up, her special ringtone fading.

      My phone beeps as a barrage of messages come in. I know it’s Elise and Adeline, but I throw everything into my car, somehow managing to hold onto my coffee and get in. Blindly, I buckle up and make my way home.

      Why is he here?

      Oh god, please tell me his wife isn’t here too and was just at the inn or something. I couldn’t handle seeing them together, living the life I imagined I would share with him. I’ve seen photos of her. And him. Looking happy and in love. I don’t need to see it in real life.

      Before I can process the drive, I’m parked in my driveway. Head spinning, I gather everything and head into the house.

      My entire body feels weighted, emotions flooding through me as I toss my things onto the table, only thinking to grab my phone when it beeps again. Mocha watches me instead of greeting me like usual until I collapse on the couch.

      Everything I have tried to overcome in the past five years comes crashing down. Not that I’ve made huge strides, I definitely regress with every failed attempt at meeting someone new, but seeing him in person was potent.

      The smell of his cologne, that same soft panty-melting scent he wore when we were together, lingers like he’s still in the room. Memories of our life together are sweet torture as I gather Mocha into my arms and cry into her fur.

      All the regret that’s sat heavy in my mind over the past years spills out. “What did I do? Why does it still have to hurt so damn much?” Sobbing into her fur, I soak in her comfort as she meows in response.

      We had the perfect love, high school sweethearts that fit together like puzzle pieces. Everything was perfect until the toll of trying to conceive broke me down into a shell of the person I used to be. And I could see the pain it caused Cameron to see me struggling. It was too much for us.

      There’s a knock on my door before the keypad beeps and the front door opens.

      James sits next to me, gathering me into his arms before I’ve even processed who it is.

      “Rae Rae.” His voice is soothing.

      He sits with me, letting me cry out all the reawakened emotions until I have nothing left.

      Leaning back, I gaze at my brother through puffy eyes. His dark eyes are worried, the shoulders of his uniform darkened by my tears.

      We’ve always been close, but the past several years have brought us even closer. He knows everything about everything, right down to the way my relationship with Cameron haunts me.

      “It’s okay.” I straighten my shoulders. “This is his hometown. He has every right to be here. My inability to live with the decision I made is my problem. It just reminds me how much work I have to do to let go. I was just surprised to see him.”

      His expression is somber as he watches me blow my nose. Skepticism colors his voice as he stands. “If you say so. I’m going to make you something to eat.”

      Wiping my eyes, I ground myself before joining him in the kitchen. I’m strong. I can handle this.

      “No, it’s okay. I have a date. I just need to make myself presentable—and confirm.” Giving a dry chuckle, I ignore the raised brows.

      Seeing Cam in the flesh and knowing he’s moved on just fuels my need to be okay. Opening the app, I type a quick message to Caleb confirming and sending a time to meet.

      James hands me a glass of water as I put my phone away. “Are you sure you’re in the headspace to meet someone?”

      “Now is as good a time as any.” My voice is surprisingly strong as the reality of what I’ve done sinks in.

      Holy shit, I’m going on a date.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameron

      

      The sign for Willowbrook Lake makes reality set in. I haven’t returned to the town I grew up in since Raelynn ended our thirteen-year-long relationship, crushing my heart in the process. It was too painful to come back. Whenever I contemplated the idea, I would imagine running into Rae and it was too much.

      Yet here I am, five years later. Returning home to the place I both love and loathe. The home that holds my happiest memories and my worst.

      The bright November sun shines in, making the gold band on my left hand glint. Slowing to a stop as a horse and rider cross the road, I slide the band off and toss it into the center console. It’s been on there for months, and I never got used to it. Sarah and I knew early in our marriage that we made a mistake. It took one conversation about our future to decide our fate.

      Parking outside Perk Up, I brace myself for the small town chatter before getting out of my vehicle. I head inside, the sight of Raelynn at the counter halting me in my tracks. Her hair is curly and natural, the way I always loved it.

      After a moment, she turns, seeing me and I can’t tear my eyes away from her as she makes her way over. Those beautiful brown eyes have the same hold on me they always did. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t seen her in five years. My body still remembers. Our interaction is a blip, the sear on my heart stings as the door shuts loudly behind Raelynn. The café is silent, with all eyes on me. Meeting Owen’s gaze, I nod without smiling. He’s looking at me with sympathy, but he’s sitting with a pretty woman, and I don’t feel like exchanging pleasantries with someone I don’t know. Not after that.

      With a sigh, I head to the counter. “Hey, Elise.”

      Her smile is genuine, but I see the worry in her eyes. I haven’t spoken to Rae since we broke up. If I’m being honest, I distanced myself from most of our friends, which was hard. I didn’t want the temptation to ask about Rae, especially once I was dating Sarah. The exceptions were Owen and Young Jae. Even after all the years apart, we managed to stay close.

      It was hard though. Rae unfriended me on all social media platforms when I met Sarah, although I can’t blame her for that. If our roles were reversed, I would’ve done the same.

      “Hi, Cameron. How are you?”

      Returning Elise’s smile, I shrug. “I’ve been better, but it’ll work itself out.”

      Ordering, I drop a twenty on the counter. I can feel all the eyes in the room burning into me, the space eerily silent as Elise makes my coffee. I knew this was coming, but I feel like a caged animal. Living in a big city these past five years made me take anonymity for granted. Elise passes me my coffee, a bit of the worry leaving her gaze when she sees me shifting in place.

      “Thank you.” I nod, turning and escaping with a quick goodbye. A mere five or six minutes have passed since I walked in the door, but it feels like an eternity.

      As resentful as I am that Raelynn gave up on us without even giving me a reason, seeing her up close again reminds me why I came back. I either need closure once and for all, or these feelings aren’t meant to go away and I need to show her we can work through everything from the past five plus years.

      Not wanting to head home, I walk along Main Street. A few people greet me as I walk, but there are some unfamiliar faces too. The town has definitely grown, but its core has not changed at all.

      Finishing my coffee, I toss the cup into a bin and head to the market. Might as well grab some groceries while I try to process seeing Rae again.

      Her familiarity hasn’t faded even after all this time. Her dark hair falling in those beautiful curls around her face a little longer than the last time I saw her, but otherwise she looks almost the exact same. The warmth of her brown skin was complemented by the pink coat she was wearing. I remember how soft her skin always was. Her glistening eyes and emotion-filled voice were a gut punch. I never expected such an expression of hurt to be directed at me. Wasn’t she the one who called it quits? I never wanted to be with anyone but her. She made that choice.

      My chest tightens as anger and sadness fight each other. That expression made me want to pull her into my arms, but I also wanted to ask how she dared to look at me like I was the one who tore us apart when she did that with her own words.

      They still cut like a knife.

      Cam, I can’t. I can’t do this anymore. Trying to get pregnant. Us. It’s not working, any of it.

      Throwing things into my basket, I don’t really pay attention to what I’m buying as a clerk I don’t recognize, scans everything and I pay.

      Leaving the market, I shake my head. I need answers.

      “Cameron?”

      Turning, I see Young Jae holding a bag from Hank’s Hardware. Chuckling, I mutter, “I forgot how small this town is. How are you?”

      “Good. Man, it’s great to see you.” He walks over and gives me a hug. “How long are you here for? We need to catch up.”

      Gesturing to one of the benches that lines the street, we brush the snow off and sit. “I just bought the clinic from Suzanne. I’m here to stay.”

      His eyes widen. “That’s great!” He glances at my bare hand but doesn’t say anything. “Where’s Sarah?”

      “Sarah is at her house. We finalized our divorce this month.” He’s the first person I’ve told, outside my family, but it’s going to come out eventually.

      He claps his hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      I lean back and sigh. “Honestly, it’s for the best. It didn’t take long after the wedding to realize we got married for the wrong reasons. I started the process of buying the clinic and finalized the deal the day after the divorce was done. There’s more for me here and I needed to come home. It was time.”

      He stares at me, his intensity heavy as he reads between the lines. “I see.” He glances at his watch. “I’m sorry. I told my parents I would be back by now to help them with a repair. You should come to my annual winter cabin getaway. The entire crew is coming, but there’s more than enough room for you too.”

      “I don’t know. Do you need an answer now? Or can I think about it and get back to you.” I want to go, being in close quarters with Rae is tempting, but I don’t know if the timing is right.

      He nods. “Of course. Let me know.”

      We say our goodbyes before standing and going our separate ways. A couple weeks away with Raelynn right there would be interesting, but I’m not letting her get away without an explanation again and I don’t want to make things uncomfortable for our friends.

      Glancing at the stores as I pass, I pause at the bank. A flier for the Willowbrook Lake Masquerade Ball fills part of the window, boasting that it’s going to be bigger and better than ever. The charity this year is the animal shelter, a great cause. The annual event is one Rae and I used to love. It might be worth going and reconnecting with my town roots.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Heading back to my car, I make the rest of the way to the vet clinic I just purchased. Suzanne, the previous owner, reached out to me personally when she decided to sell. She was the one who gave me my start in the field, hiring a gangly teenage boy to help around the place and teaching me in the process. I couldn’t say no. Not that I wanted to.

      Pulling into the empty parking lot, I’m glad I decided to wait until the purchase was finalized to arrive. It will help keep me busy as I adjust to being back.

      I eye the attached house, which is also now mine. It’s small, but more than enough for me until I find a more permanent spot. I know exactly the house I want; I just need to find out if the owners will sell it.

      Suzanne comes out, her warm smile a balm to the rawness still stinging from seeing Raelynn. The wild waves surrounding Suzanne’s face are a bit grayer than they used to be. There are smile lines around her brown eyes, but aside from that, she looks almost the same as she did the day I let her know I was leaving.

      Hopping out of my car, I shut the door and stride into her waiting arms. “Suzanne! It’s wonderful to see you.”

      Her embrace feels like coming home as much as seeing the town sign and driving down Main Street did.

      “Cameron, my boy. It’s been far too long.” Her voice carries a small note of admonition, but mostly I hear the barely contained tears. “Welcome home.”

      Squeezing her tightly, I inhale the scent of her floral perfume mixed with the chemicals she cleans the clinic with. “I know. But I’m here to stay.”

      Suzanne releases me, holding me at arm’s length to do her assessment. “Looks like you’ve been taking care of yourself.” Her eyes narrow as she scans my face, admonishing, “Except you’re not sleeping.”

      “It’s been a hard couple weeks wrapping up the divorce and getting all that settled. Then dealing with the purchase of the clinic. I wanted to get here to handle it all in person, but packing up a house and separating things took longer than I anticipated.” Shrugging, I wrap my arm around her waist and we walk into the clinic together.

      It looks exactly the same as I remember. A small waiting room with two armchairs and a loveseat. The nook designated for dog and cat food, over-the-counter medications, and other supplies off to the side of the reception desk.

      The four exam rooms line the hallway to the back, where the operating room, grooming center, bathroom, and office are all housed.

      “It feels like I haven’t been gone a day. This place hasn’t changed at all!” Admiration colors my voice. Incredibly, Suzanne has run this clinic for close to twenty-five years and it’s still in immaculate condition. A huge testament to the love and pride she has put into it.

      We go over the transition plan. Suzanne will stay on for six months before retiring, but she’s already notified the clients of the clinic that she has sold it to me and will be transitioning slowly by reducing her hours and moving into a more supportive role. Since I left, she’s hired three staff; a vet tech, an administrative assistant, and a groomer. I will meet them tomorrow.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to take some time to settle in before getting to work?” Suzanne’s brows knit in worry as she unlocks a door at the very rear of the clinic and leads me into the adjoining house.

      “I’m sure. The moving van with most of my things won’t be here until Friday, so I don’t have much to do anyway.” Kicking off my shoes, I take in the laundry room. It’s a good size and I like that it’s right off the clinic. It will be nice not to walk through the house in dirty scrubs at the end of a hard day.

      Attached to the laundry room is the living room. It’s small but more than enough for my small sectional and TV. I didn’t hang onto much after everything was settled, less to move and easier to start fresh.

      The main floor is open concept, with the kitchen to the front of the house. It has a ton of cabinets and a massive island to prep. A small but functional pantry and a half bath are off to the side.

      Upstairs has a massive primary bedroom with a stunning en suite and a smaller bedroom with an attached bath as well.

      “I was renting it to my old vet tech before she returned to school. She left behind her bedroom furniture because she was moving into a furnished suite. I believe the mattress is fairly new.”
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