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Chapter One
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Eli

It’s a perfect and beautiful day—except it’s not. I curse the fantastic weather. The clear blue sky doesn’t match my mood, which is strange for a gloriously sunny day like today. 

What is surprising is the warmth of the season. 

It should be grey and raining to match the gloominess surrounding me. The moroseness that surrounds my heart is like barbed wire pulled tightly as my broken heart bleeds a little more. Although in the numbness I’m feeling, I know that a sorrowfulness is raging under the surface – a dam ready to burst.

What I know is that today is not it... not yet.

Of all the perfectness of the weather, today is not a good day. 

Maybe I can do that when I find a quiet place to let the tears fall.

Away from everyone.

The world has lost a better person, and I don’t understand why. I scratch my forehead and run my fingers through my buzz cut.

Missing Evan is not something I want to get used to either.

I gaze out the window, trying to hide the sorrow in my heart. Over the wall, the cherry blossom trees line the street, swaying gently in the breeze. They stand majestically among the forest in the backdrop. Their sweet scent floats its way into the house through the opened windows and doors, a smell I’ve grown up with. It’s pleasingly soft and calming. 

Although we have a list of those who said they would come by and pay their respects, this is supposed to be an open house for Evan, an open house for those who knew him. 

My eyes catch Edi as she makes slow progress up the drive; a few steps behind her is Bram. She stops and waits for him by the Cherry Blossom tree firmly planted in the courtyard. They’re chatting intimately but keep a respectable distance between them. She smiles at him as he tucks a golden strand of hair behind her ears. 

I frown at their closeness. 

A few caterers are milling outside, but something behind the gate gets my instant attention. My brows furrow into an angry frown.

What the fuck are they doing here? When did they arrive? There aren’t many homes on this road, so they’re hard not to miss. Plus, I’d asked for them to honour my privacy. On this day, they can’t leave me alone and give me the privacy I need. I crave the solitude and hide from the world.

Five guys are huddling together, chatting with cameras in their hands, and then I shift my gaze to the film crew on the opposite side of the road with their cameras poised strategically at the gate. It’s only a two-person crew.

Fucking paparazzi! 

I let out a slow, long, resigned sigh as my shoulders slump. I know they’re only doing their job, but... I bow my head and let out another sigh.

I briefly close my eyes, shutting out the world. I take a slow intake of breath and then slowly let it out – today is about Evan. 

I square my shoulders and relax slightly because they’re on the other side of the gate. 

Under my breath, I mutter, “As long as they don’t make their way into the house.” 

It’s unlikely, but the thought lingers.

I centre and remind myself that today is for Evan. 

Sadness hits me all over again as I remember the fun we used to have on that driveway. I get angry with myself for remembering our abrupt conversation a few weeks ago, and it was our conversation.

As I watch a few of my parents’ friends make their way into the house, I remember the harsh words we exchanged about me not spending time with my nephews, not spending time with his family, and using my career not to see our parents often enough. 

“And we don’t argue like that, Evan,” I mutter.

To my detriment, I allowed the words to linger instead of apologising. I don’t know what prompted me to behave like a jerk. 

I broke our cardinal rule. 

And that night, a drunk driver came at you head-on before I could take back those words.

I should’ve rang and apologised. I should have done something more and said something. I should have...I – I.

Tears well in my eyes, and I know he’s right. I should do better than I have lately. I have cancelled a few family get-togethers, and I’m a worse brother for that...a worse brother-in-law and an uncle. My excuses are that I live and work across the country. And with that comes the travelling, which takes a lot out of me. And yet Edi manages to bring herself home as often as work will allow her.

I promise to do better, but it's a little too late, but for what it’s worth, I promise. Water wells up in my eyes because Evan isn’t here for me to tell him that.

I shut my eyes to stop the waterworks from falling, but instead, they cascade down my cheeks. 

I wallow in my grief of missing my brother. It will always be with me that we left on bad terms. And I need to come to grips with that and try to forgive myself.

This wasn't how I wanted to say goodbye... and I thought we had more years ahead of us.

It's time to apologise.

I pinch my eyes close to stop the welling up and try to stop the ache, but I feel too much. I bow my head and let the silent tears fall as my shoulders shake with emotion.

I wipe my face silently as I continue my conversation with my brother. And the thing is, I know he’s here with me; I can even hear his responses.

I miss you.

Miss you too.

You know I hate wearing black. And today isn’t the day I wanted to wear black. 

I feel his laughter surrounds me; it doesn’t match you. 

It doesn’t match the vibrant and colourful person that you are. I should’ve visited more.

Yeah, you should. His voice is unwavering but filled with love. We could’ve travelled to you too – be at your games more. The boys would’ve loved that.

My heart aches at his last words. Oh God, my nephews. As I open my eyes, tears well. My lips wobble into an upturned, sad smile. I caress the length of my tie resting on the white shirt. It’s canary yellow - your favourite colour — the one item of colour our parents allowed today. I take a deep breath as emotions overwhelm me.

It’s the colour of sunshine.

“The colour of sunshine,” I repeat softly, a slow side smile touching my face and swiping the tears on my cheeks. 

“And you know what’s the worst part? You’re not here yet. You’re... everywhere,” I whisper.

I furrow my brows further as I glare at Edi and Bram. I don’t know if I like how my sister behaves with our old school friend. Also, I’m not sure I like the way he’s touching her or leans and whispers into her ears. 

He’s too close for my liking. 

I shift back and forth on the ball of my feet as I let out a low, disapproving grunt. Hand in hand, I watch their slow progression into the house.

Maybe it's times like these when you realise that time in this life is short. 

Maybe it’s time to ease up on him. 

Today is proof of that. 

Bram always had a thing for Edi but has always done right by her. Maybe it’s time he took the horns by the hand... test the water.

My brother was right. It’s time to accept that Bram is crazy about Edi, and looking at them, I think she feels the same. But time will tell. Evan and I have seen the way he looks at her when he thinks we’re not looking. He seems to calm her, and Edi is hyperactive, going a hundred miles an hour.

Maybe it’s the caffeine in her bloodstream.

My smile disappears as my mind wanders back to our last conversation. All I can think about is that stupid argument we had before you walked out of the house. 

My final words to you were, “Fuck you. You’re an arsehole, Evan.”

I said those words with venom and hurt because it’s usually you who would pull me up on my shit. 

How I regret those words now. I should’ve said how much I love you and cannot wait to see you in a few weekends. Instead, our final words will always be those, and I know they will haunt me. It’s the regret and guilt when we exchanged those awful words that will live with me forever. 

Regret and guilt that you left earlier than you should have.

Under my breath, I mutter, “I’m going to have to live with that day.”

My mind mulls over all the different ways we could’ve parted a few weeks back, but those words wouldn’t have been one of them if I had known that I wouldn’t see you ever again.

God, Evan, I miss you so damn much already. 

I sigh.

I stand in the middle of the room and gaze at the bright and glorious day, knowing I cannot hide the pain in my heart. It’s written all over my face. My mouth trembles as I hold back a sniffle.

Men don’t cry, right? Maybe today, I’m off the hook.

What are the reasons behind these kinds of gatherings? Are they more for the family and friends to say goodbye? Or a chance to gather all your loved ones in one room and remember the wonderful person that you are. 

You would’ve loved the turnout. I’m even surprised that the high school bully came. And we didn’t even invite him. A humourless chuckle escapes me. I suppose that’s what you get when our parents still live on the same street since high school.

Man, you are truly loved. 

Grandpa had always said that our lives are measured by the people who love us. And it’s pretty apparent, my dear brother, that you are loved.

Mom has put out a good spread. There’s plenty of food, more than enough to feed an army. She always knew how to throw a party, even on a day like today, watching all our family and friends. I know we loved you. I wasn’t expecting to say goodbye to you so soon. I was hoping to watch your family grow. Our kids were supposed to play together. That was our deal. Remember. What am I going to do now?

The voice in my head is silenced.

I glance over my shoulder to the picture of you and me with the baseball bat in our hands.

My eyes wander to my left and catch Mom and Dad chatting to another well-wisher. I can see the strain on Mom’s face. Addison stands beside her, and it stings even more when I see a tear fall down her face. She pats her round stomach, and another tear falls. She looks morose, and her lips tremble, trying to hold back those rampant tears. She faces me and catches me looking at her. Her beautiful face, which has barely any makeup, is pale. Her brown eyes are puffy, and her dark chocolate hair is pulled back, showing off her well-shaped brow, slim nose with an upward tilt at the tip, and full lips bare of lip gloss. She gives me a lopsided smile that doesn’t reach her dejected eyes. I give her a quick nod back and a sympathetic smile.

Between us, Evan always knew exactly what to say, especially at times like these. Or he knew precisely what to do. 

You always did, Evan. You had the knack of making me see the funny side of things. How am I going to do that now that you’re not here? How can I fight Edi on my own? It's nearly impossible without you. You made all the bad things seem...bright. Or should I say, everything shines when you’re around. 

Why didn’t I tell you that?

Why aren’t you here to tell the people to stop talking about you in the past tense? Why aren’t you here to tell Uncle Derek to take his lecherous hands off your wife? You should be here to do that. 

But I’m not. So you have to take care of them all for me.

I don’t know if I can, being so far away.

Make time. You promised me.

I sigh. Yes, I did. And I will.

I take in a deep breath as I loosen my tie. I watch our uncle caress the length of Addison’s arm, and as I’m about to make a move to her aid, Mom swat his hand. Hard. The sound carries into the next room where I’m standing. 

I shouldn’t be laughing, and I hide a snicker behind my hand when my sister instantly mauls me. Tall and stunning, she has men following her like honey to the bees. And who can blame them? My baby sister has grown into a confident and beautiful woman; she handles my career as my assistant, and she is damn good at it. At least she managed to get rid of Bram for a moment. 

I glance about me. 

Where is Bram anyway?

I pull her into a tight hug as her sweet, familiar scent hits my nostrils. She smells of sunshine and honey. Her blonde mass of curls is in a bun with loose tendrils fanning her face. Like Addison, her barely makeup face and dark lashes bring out the green in her light eyes. It’s that beautiful sea green you get in the Indian Ocean. And at five-nine, she rests her head back on my neck. Even in these heels, she’s still short...only just to my six-four. Her green eyes are full of sadness as she smiles at me. 

Another day, we would’ve laughed, but you’re not here.

I unfold her arms from my neck and clasp her tiny hand into mine. We make our way to our parents. I smile down at Mom. She’s petite as she’s sandwiched between Edi and Dad. The rest of the family is tall, and we all know who gave us the tall gene - and it’s sure as hell not our mom.

“Mom, do you want anything?” I mutter as I bend down and kiss her left cheek.

“Neat Scotch baby,” She tells me without taking her eyes off Uncle Derek. 

Unexpectedly, she pulled me into a tight hug. For someone so petite, I have to bend my knees so that at least her head rests on my cheek. 

“I love you, Eli,” She mutters into my shirt.

I kiss the top of her head, “Love you too, Mom.”

I glance at Dad as I let her hold me. He shrugs his shoulders and pats my arm. He gives me a half smile and waits until she lets me go.

“Dad, bourbon.”

He nods in agreement. Today, we all need it. I turn and leave them, and as I go into the next room, where the decanter of bourbon and scotch sits next to the crystal tumbler glasses, I’m accosted by Rachel, one of my brother’s ex-girlfriend from college. 

I glare at her and cannot understand why she’s here and balling out her crocodile tears. She was a royal bitch to you when you were dating her. Her usual glamour is still there; even all that balling her makeup is perfect as she dabs the tears from her eyes. She stands five two in four black inch heels. She’s wearing a yellow dress so tight that it hugs her in all the right places ever so tightly, and with her large breasts desperate to roll out of the dress. It’s so inappropriate for today.

I’m so glad you dumped her arse and glad when Addison came into your life.

“Eli,” She slurs.

Hell, is she drunk? We’ve only just arrived.

“Rachel,” I say her name with such disdain. You didn’t break up on good terms, and to this day, I still feel the pain she inflicted on you all these years ago. Your then-girlfriend wanted to have an open relationship when you went to different colleges, all because she wanted to experience new men and college life. I’m just glad you had the sense to move on from her.

She still has a fantastic rack on her.

Those tits are amazing. But when Addison came along, I saw sense.

Addison. She made you smile brighter. That was a sight to see.

Tears fall on Rachel’s face, and she caresses my arm. She’s such a hypocrite, but I let her deal with her pain. We all deal with grief in different ways.

“I miss him, Eli,” She tells me.

Her voice wobbles at the word, and I frown, thinking she might care for my brother. I miss him too, but I don’t voice that to her. And after a second, I shake my head.

Remember Eli, Rachel is a drama queen. She’s built that way...since high school. High maintenance.

I look around for Uncle Derek; maybe they can console each other. No, I shouldn’t wish her on him.

Her mouth moves as I wait for the next set of words. The words that usually say, my condolences or I’m sorry for your loss. After a few seconds more, nothing bearing any resemblance comes from her. Angry bile rises in my throat, but I swallow it back down. 

“I’m going to miss him, Eli.”

I don’t like the way she said that. It’s as if she’s the only one who knew him.

Like hell, she did.

“We all miss him, Rachel.” I scorn tersely.

The pain of loss is more acute than I care to let the world know. Only my family will truly understand our loss.

Evan. 

He’ll be missed as a brother, a son, a husband and a father. Today, we lost more than Evan. I glance over at Addison as she caresses her large bump, a son who’ll never get to see the happy-go-lucky cheeky man that is Evan Jeremiah.

He’ll be missed by us all. 

“Maybe we can go somewhere private and have a chat.”

I tense. The way she says “chat” makes me straighten my back. I’ve been able to avoid her like the plague in high school, and people like her all the time. I know their kind, especially when my career took off. I don’t need an opportunistic she-devil in my life. No matter how long I’ve known her. I grab her hand and remove it from my arms as her fingers hold on too tightly. I look at the red fingernails digging into my arms.

“Rachel, let go. Maybe you should go home and sleep it off,” I sigh.

I’m desperate to get away from her...itching, in fact.

She sways and mutters, “I need you, Eli.”

I don’t need this shit, especially not today of all days. 

So fucking selfish!

“What you need is for you to go home. I’ll call you a cab.”

I’m in no mood to be a gentleman or to walk her home, so instead, I stir her towards the comfortable cream armchair and plant her into it. Or provide her with the sexual release she’s looking for as a final rump with Evan. In our teens, pretending to be each other was fun, but we stopped when girls caught on. In adulthood, it’s a no-no. 

Her parents still live at the bottom of the road from our old house on Devilstone Way. Can you believe my family live at the farthest northeastern point in Bar Harbor, Maine? 

It’s a beautiful part of the world, and the house is pretty. It looks over the waters to Bald Porcupine Island. After my parents allowed me to buy them this home, Addison and Evan now own it. It’s only a short drive to Evan’s four-bedroom home.

Anyway, it was her choice that things didn’t work out. Usually, I never turn down sex, especially when it’s given so willingly, but today is not the day to disrespect my brother. 

And I’m sure she’ll be her perky self in a few hours.

Having enough, I mutter, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

This is when I need my brother to protect me from unwanted advances from women. In particular, his ex-flame.

I roll my eyes, and at the corner of it, I see Edi sniggering at me. It’s the first time today I've seen a genuine smile on her face, and it reaches her green eyes. A side smile touches my face. I shake my head and make my way to get my parents their drinks.

Before I turn, I catch Addie's lower lips wobbling.

Then, like a freight train, it hits me. It strikes me hard. One person is missing in this tete-a-tete.

Evan. 

It’s missing you, Evan!

Missing in the everyday things that we do as a family. A smile he’d have on his face. His boys.

I miss him so much as I struggle with emotions.

Today is not a good day...of all the days. Sunday dinners with Mom and Dad will never be the same. 

Black is definitely not you!

What a fucking shitty day.

Today, I buried my twin and his two boys.
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Chapter Two
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Larissa

Betrayal by my friend and her demise is my beginning. I’ve finally now been able to live out of her manipulative ways. When I think of it, it reminds me so much of White Single Females. I shudder at the thought. I can’t believe I fell for her shit. 

How she used my generous heart and kindness to manipulate me. The scales have come off my eyes. 

It’s time to be the lead actress of my life. I’m not the supporting actress; that’s not the role in my love life. Erin made me feel like that, and I let her.

Erin Farrows. My good friend since college; I’m such a fool, I should’ve seen through her bullshit. I should’ve seen through Garry’s lie, too. I should’ve trusted my instinct. It told me to run a mile, but every time she got in my way, Garry salivated after her. 

It was my fault; I gave her and him the benefit of the doubt. 

Too much should have, could have! Well, those days are over. 

I’m not that naïve to believe what my ex-boyfriend says and think I’m still in love with him. I’ve truly moved on. 

I’m made of much stronger stuff.

Well, they’re two liars who deserve each other. I don’t need that kind of drama in my life. 

I think it’s more the pain they put me through that dented my confidence, not the truth that love exists or my faith in people. I just chose two people who mean the world to me, and they did me wrong. 

One of life’s lessons learnt. No doubt there’ll be many more to come.

My breakup has been a few months, and I’ve moved on, but Erin just won’t let me be. What makes matters worse is that she lives on the same street as me, and I need to change that. Even though I love San Diego, I need to change my address so she doesn’t find me or that I must see them. At times like these, I needed Livia, my friend since International School in Germany. I can only contend with messaging her and seeing if she’ll reply.

What I need is a week away from my troll friend and ex-boyfriend. Luckily for me, my parents are away. What I need is a week of rest before I start my next gig in Los Angeles. A week of bloody house-sitting is precisely what I need while they tour the fjords and geysers in Iceland. At this moment, I wish I'd taken their offer and gone with them. Instead, I'm with a very talkative parrot. 

I’ve known Charlie for as long as I can remember. He’s a gorgeous blue Macaw with a yellow chest. Over the years, I’ve found that it’s best to stay in the same room as he does his free-flying birds. It’s the free-flying that my parents insist upon. He’s inquisitive and will happily chew the tops of books, the seams of wallpaper, the leaves of houseplants, and anything else he can get his beaks into. Over the years, I’ve tried to discourage him, hoping he’ll get the message. I’ve given up, for I think with me he’s mischievous and will do the things he's not supposed to - for pure devilment. I guess that’s the price I pay for keeping a highly intelligent animal – naughtiness! 

I allow him time out of the room, but I always fear he won't return home. We ensured Mom recorded her call sign, so when I call him, he understands it's time to come home. He has a set day in the week for this, and the first one, I was full of dread, but when he came back, I relaxed the next time I set him free.

My mother adores him, and he’s been in our family since she met my father. Over thirty years ago. And that’s a long time. His softer side comes through when my parents are around, yet with me, he’s as mischievous as hell. I don’t know how I feel about bringing out that side of him.

In one of the rooms in the house, there is a cage that is so significant for him that it takes up most of the wall space. Thankfully, the house is large enough for them to do that. I swear if he could laugh, he’d be doing much of that.

“Pretty Rissa. Pretty Rissa.” Charlie chants, and I smile as he stands atop his cage.

“Hey, Charlie. I’m going out to take some pictures. You’re going to be a good boy?”

“Who’s a good boy?” He chirps back, and then he repeats it.

“Charlie’s a good boy,” I reply and chuckle. 

I wait for him to get back into his large cage. He perches on the wooden branch and looks at me as I latch the cage shut.

I walk out of the room and slide the door close. I glance over my shoulder and look back into the room through the glass door. I hear him whistling a song that my parents always dance to. I can’t place my finger on it, but I know it’s their favourite song.

I grab my trusted rucksack and light waterproofs as I close the front door. I hum the song as I look up at the sky. I’m a few hours away from dusk to set. I remote open the car of my rented red Mini Cooper. My iPhone vibrates in a jean pocket.

I pull it out and slide the screen open. It’s a text from my mother, and I instantly go to the message.

Sweetie, I forgot to mention that you should pick up a new cage from the pet store before the week is out. Love you xx

I open the door and slide into the front seat. I throw my bag onto the back seat and then start the car. I smile and then roll my eyes. My parents have left me many little tasks during the week. Pick this up, pick that up. Go to the boat yard, go to the pet store. Make sure that Charlie has his flying time. Water the plants. And the list goes on. Hell, at twenty-five, I still feel like a five-year-old. 

But hell, I’m going to need a holiday from this holiday. 

My gig for Sports Illustrated may give me the relaxation I need to recuperate from this week. But that’s not for a few weeks from now.

I love my parents, but...

I sigh. I’ll go and see Tom tomorrow about Charlie’s new birdcage. 

I start the car and walk toward Mt. Desert Street from our road. I hit Eagle Lake Road shortly, which will take me toward the bottom of Acadia National Park. I know the exact spot at this time of the evening to take great pictures.

I’ve synced my phone to the car stereo and crooned with Prince about dying for me.

“'Cause you, ... Darling, if you want me to... I would die for you ...”

The music changes to David Bowie singing about a Blackstar. It's such a morose song, and for those three minutes, it matches my mood. I hum along to the music and ponder how I will get home. When I landed at Logan Airport, I should’ve taken the connecting flight to Bar Harbor, but the idea of resting and taking a mini road trip the next day was appealing. And that’s what I did. Now, I’m not so sure about the return journey, but I’ve got a few days before I return to go back to sunnier climes.

Bar Harbor is a town on Mount Desert Island along Maine’s Frenchman Bay. It serves as a gateway to the mountains and cliffs of the neighbouring Acadia National Park. Towering over the park, Cadillac Mountain has trails and views of the town, the bay and the Cranberry Islands. Mountains surround Sandy Beach. From the town pier, the Shore Path winds along the bay overlooking the Atlantic Ocean and the Porcupine Islands. 

The brochures say that Bar Harbor offers so much, and it does. It offers adventure, romance, the rock-bound coast and soaring granite cliffs. There is a special mystique to Bar Harbor. Call it bias. It does provide solitude and beauty. The romance aspect is a love of the beauty of nature. It’s surrounded by Acadia National Park and located at the sea's edge, where visitors have been welcomed for over a hundred years. It is a beautiful part of the world, and I’m glad I came here for the week. I am even more pleased that my parents moved here years ago. They wanted nature and water rather than aiming for sunny climates like Florida—something they both love. And Dad loves the quiet.

My parents were sold on the brochure, and I can see why. 

I’ve been here a few times and love it more each visit. New England is beautiful, but Maine takes my breath away. And in my humble opinion, Maine is the best part. 

Bar Harbor is at the top of the list, as it is one of the best places to visit in Maine and New England. Not exactly a well-guarded secret, but not overrun with tourism either, Bar Harbor is a Maine/New England vacation spot beyond compare. Of course, one of its many attractions is its proximity to Acadia National Park—over 50 square miles of mountains, lakes, hiking, biking, views and dramatic coastline.

I reach the car park and settle my car. There are a few cars still here. I grab my rucksack and walk the dirt tracks to my favourite spots. I pass groves and lush bushes and flowers. I occasionally stop and snap my camera. I follow the trail and rush to the best place before the sun disappears. I’ve timed it well.

I take my camera strap from around my neck and wrap it around my wrist. I check my camera and start shooting. My surroundings are of colour and contrasts, light and dark, as colours of yellow and orange kiss the sky as the sun lowers itself behind the Atlantic Ocean. I catch a spider web in the twilight as the sky becomes a dusk of orange. I fiddle with the nobs until I’m content that the picture will take. I press the button. I check my camera and continue clicking away until I notice the semi-darkness surrounding me. I take a final look at the vista before me. I place the cap back on the lens and let my hand fall to my hips. I take my camera with me and hold the strap tightly. 

I’ve taken almost four hundred photos in a short time. I’m bound to have a few good ones in that.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I should make my way down the trail and back to my car. 

It’s already getting dark.

Pulling the phone out, I read the rest from an unknown number as I walk briskly.

I’m closing the store in twenty mins. Are you coming? It’s Tom, at The Pet Store.

Fuck! I didn’t realise my mother had arranged for me to collect the damn cage this evening. For a microsecond, I’m angry, but then it dissipates as quickly as it arrived. 

Shit! I better get to it.

And my Mom gave him my bloody number. What is it with her, always arranging my life? I’m doing fine organising myself, thank you very much.

I jog down the dirt trails until I reach my car. It’s the only one in the car park. Darkness engulfs me once I get inside my car. I text Tom and tell him I’ll be there in approximately fifteen minutes, but I think I’m lying. I shove my camera into my bag and return to town. 

I give myself a good telling-off as I shove my rucksack and hit the back seat harshly. It has my weapon of choice...my cannon. It also has my EOS 1D, 1 EOS 5D, 24-105 zoom f4, 50mm f1.2, 85mm f1.2, one extra camera battery, one spare card reader, one hard drive, four Sandisk cards, a lens tissue, a baseball cap and swim goggles for my one favourite pastimes, and mints for safe breath. It weighs a tonne, but at least it has all the essential things I need to take a picture of when the mood takes me. But for specific sporting assignments, my mother of all lenses is at home.

My career is in that rucksack.

I should think again about going minimal.

One camera? 

“Pft. Been there, done that. Wore the t-shirt.”

I text Tom again to let him know I’m on my way. I move my car out of the car park. I fly down the hill toward Tom’s Pet Store to collect the new cage for Charlie.

“My life isn’t my own,” I mutter into the darkness as the local radio station plays easy-listening music. The kind that feels familiar.

When I reach the pet store, Tom is about to close it. He’s about five-nine and in his late fifties, with salt and pepper hair sporting a short back and side. He’s dressed in a very new age in tees and jeans, and he shuts the door of his store with his jacket in hand. I park the car on the main street, right outside the store.

I unwind the passenger window and yell from my car, “Tom!” 

He turns to me and then tells me to wait a minute as he goes back inside. I wait in my car. In a few minutes, he comes out with a large cage in his hand.

I exit the car and take the cage from him.

“It arrived yesterday,” he tells me, continuing before I can say anything. “I texted your mother, and she told me you’d be here today to collect it.”

I shrug, “She only told me about an hour ago. Sorry.”

I take the cage from him. “No worries,” I tell him as I place the cage in the back seat.

He says, “It’s all paid for, so enjoy!”

I turn to face him and glare at him. I can’t plant my hands on my hips with the large cage in my hand. I’m not going to enjoy the cage. Charlie is. I’m just the person who will gift it to him while my parents are away.

Tom pulls down the shutter and waves goodbye to me. I watch him as he disappears into this car.

Instantly, I make my way back into my car. I’ve taken some fantastic pictures and desperately need to see them. I remove my jacket and wonder if the cage will fit into the car. 

Charlie is going to love his new cage.

I plant the cage on the ground as I play Tetris in my mind. How am I going to fit the cage inside the car?

The sound of metal rolling on the ground brings me out of my reveries.

I stand aghast at the horror show before me.

Fuck!
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Chapter Three
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Eli

I hit the pavement up the hill toward 2 Cats Bed and Breakfast just off Eden Street. It's miles away from where I want to be - the bicycle shop and boat yard Bram Abraham works at, along with my Dad and Evan. It’s also where they run whale-watching expeditions and kayaking tours. Summer is pretty busy for them. It sits on the corner of Main Street, and the views out to the sea of Mt Desert Narrows are amazing. I almost stopped my run. It’s now Bram and Dad. Well, let’s be exact. It’s mainly Bram, as Dad is semi-retired - if that’s such a thing. 

All three love water and cycling, while Edi and I prefer baseball. Don’t get me wrong, I can handle myself like anyone from Bar Harbor around water. 

But baseball is my first love. And that is odd in itself. Being close to the border of Canada and our winters can be crazy; Hockey should’ve been my thing, but for some reason, I caught baseball fever. 

I must be honest; I’m pretty good at most sports. 

Baseball is my thing.

It was the first game I watched with my dad. He’s a massive Sox fan. Since joining the major league after a year in the minor league, I dare not ask him where his allegiance lies. 

Is he with me or with the Sox? Is he on the Beat LA bandwagon?

Mom always says never to ask questions you never want to know the answers to, especially when you already know the answers. But sometimes, you need to have them confirmed. Right?

Then again, why does there have to be a choice? 

I try to shake off the shadow. But the ghost of Evan lingers. I don’t mind him hanging around because he will always linger. I’ve known him all my life, and just because he’s not around doesn’t mean I’ll forget him.

Evan was more of a numbers guy. They came quickly to him, as sports did for me. This is why the family business was his business side, and he did well with Dad and Bram. Bar Harbor was too small, and my parents ensured I followed my dreams. 

So, I spread my wings wide and far.

And for that, I love them more. They never held us back.

I return my focus to the run. I aim to turn down the block onto Holland Ave, which leads me back to Mt Desert St., a backtrack journey that will take me home. However, before I do that, it’s best to hit the main towards Village Green. At this time of the evening, it’s picturesque, along with the change of seasons. 

It’s a typical American seashore community with its history left behind by the British, such as Victorian gas street lamps that line the street along with the town clock, which has been modernised since then. Along the streets, like Main Street, oaks, chestnuts, and birch trees line the roads like sentries. They’re all part of the town's charm.

Six miles in total should do it, and I’m only halfway, and I’m not even breaking a sweat. I could run faster, but I don’t want to injure myself, as the coaches will push me heavily in a few days. My breathing is still light, but I know I have a few more miles to reach my target. It won’t be laboured and hard as I’m not running at pace, but it's like a steady jog. I’m not pounding up and down the steps of the stadium. It’s the return journey of my designated miles, and my legs still have springs in them. I gaze up at the dark sky. The street lamps are glowing as darkness surrounds me. I take a long breath, bringing air into my working lungs. I should be home in twenty minutes, but if I push myself up these hills, I’d be home in ten minutes. 

This slow jog is taking longer than I wanted. I take a long breath, and as I try to slow my mind, I keep reminding myself that I must take it easy. I don’t want to be at the peak of health when I return to Arizona Glendale. I need to peak and sustain from April onwards. It’s a long season.

I’ve been given a week to mourn the loss of my brother and my two nephews. As well as tidy a few loose ends for the family. It’s been bittersweet. It also doesn’t help when my sister keeps playing Daughtry’s Gone Too Soon. I have to still myself and listen while privately; I quietly bawl my eyes out. 

For Jack and Milo. For Evan.

My eyes well up. Shit! Fuck when did I become such a crybaby?

It’s been great spending time with family and friends. The time with my parents cannot be measured, but the loss of my older brother is still raw. It always catches me when I least expect it. And the ache in my chest won’t go away. It’s also time to put things into perspective.

Away from the game, the person who catches my throws is no longer around. And I miss that. I miss our banter and the chat. I miss my brother.

I have to get my head back in the game.

And although Evan will be missed, life goes on – in this game we call life. 

Baseball regular season starts in a few weeks – the beginning of April, but Spring break started a few weeks ago, a few weeks before I buried my brother and his two boys. Emotions engulf me, and I try to hold them back as warm sweat piles on my face. I turn my cap the wrong way round and let the evening breeze cool my warm skin.

As I drag more air into my lungs, in the corner of my eye, I see a stunning woman chasing an object down the hill on the opposite side of the road from me. I jog on the spot as I watch her chase the metal cage down the hill. 

As I watch her in the street light, I lose my breath. 

Is that possible?

The birdcage rolls down the hill, and she’s chasing after it. Now, isn’t that a sight! 

I smile broadly as she trots down the road. I look around me, expecting to see a TV crew somewhere, but no one is there. A low chuckle leaves me. I shouldn’t be grinning at someone’s misfortune, but I can’t help myself.

I take her in as she passes me from across the street. She catches my eyes briefly and glares at me as she continues her chase. Her thick, unruly honey-blonde hair is placed in a haphazard pile on the top of her head as the loose, curly ringlets dance around her stunning face. Even in the twilight, I can see her pink glossed lips pursed as she growls at the object running further away from her. Those lips have me mesmerised; bee stung more like. She’s slim, delicate and could stand at least five seven. She has this Rose Bertram thing going on. 

Her blue jeans fit her like a glove on her hips, and the red V-neck loose t-shirt with letters printed in white at the front that slides off her shoulders and shows off her flat stomach. I can’t work out if she has a bra underneath it. It does get me all excited thinking that she’s naked underneath that sexy red t-shirt.

She stops and hops on one foot. She removes her shoes and throws them at the cage. For some reason, and as spectacular as it is, she hits the cage, which ricochets towards a red 4X4. A loud thud hits the car’s windscreen, and she stops in shock.

As she gapes at the car and the cage, I’m impressed by her throw. It's a little wild but impressive nonetheless. A bit of practice would stop that. 

After a moment, she yells to no one, “You got to be kidding me!” Followed by, “Shit!”

Oh. Fuck! What a mess. What just happened?

She gasps her hand over her mouth, now in complete shock. I hold back the laughter that’s bubbling inside of me.

I place my hand over my mouth as laughter seeps from me. And I can’t believe I was even critiquing her pitching.

I glance back at the beauty on the opposite side of the road. I drag in a breath.

Wow.

She’s stunning.

She looks around, and her eyes meet mine. She raises her hands to her head, and sheer terror comes across her face. Within seconds, it turns to anger.

“You could’ve helped me instead of gawking!”

I try to hide my smile, “I wasn’t gawking, lady.”

Of course, I was; her beauty completely stopped me in my tracks.

And critiquing her throwing mechanics.

We both know I was, but hell, how is she going to sort out the windscreen? I look at her purposely and then back at the car. Her dazed and angry gaze follows mine.

She looks at the 4X4 and runs down the hill towards the large cage. Guilt and fear are apparent as she picks up her shoe and the large cage. She stares at the damaged windscreen and, for a moment, I’m unsure what to do.

She jogs over to me when the car alarm goes off. I take her in at every step. She’s beautiful, to be sure. Her skin has a natural golden glow. She’s so well put together that my body screams at her. There’s something primal in that, a dark need to have her.
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