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KATE


The home my husband has bought in my absence is a mid-century dump, as far from our ultra-modern townhouse as it could possibly be. I hate it on sight.


It overlooks a lake—another thing I hate. Still, brackish water and the squelch of mud underfoot is something to be suffered through on a survival show, not enjoyed, but given that I had to get Caleb’s new address from the divorce papers he had me served with, I’m not in a position to quibble.


I pick my way over the splintery dock in his backyard until I’ve reached its end. I’ve got no desire to be sitting here, but I could use some sun and I’m guessing I won’t need to wait long. Caleb is heading to Maui today to announce his company’s merger, and even if I had to learn about that from the press, I know my husband—there’s no way he’s showing up on a tropical island in a suit and tie. He’ll come home to change first.


I stretch out on the deck, pulling back my long red hair while trying to ignore the stink of mud and sewage coming off the lake. Why the hell he’d have chosen this place with the Pacific a few miles away is beyond me. We’ll figure it out—if he takes me back.


If, if, if. God, I can’t wait to have this all behind me.


“He’ll forgive you,” I say aloud, not because I entirely believe it, but simply because I don’t know what I’ll do if that’s not the case.


Yes, he hasn’t heard from me since I cleaned out his checking account and skipped town a year ago, but I’m better now, and it was his photo I clutched in my hand all those long nights I spent in rehab, barely holding on. It was the hope of coming back to him that kept me sober at my lowest points. Surely, if I want to fix our marriage this badly, he must too? He’ll be wary at first, but once he hears how long I’ve been clean, once he sees how committed I am, once I’ve reached for his belt and he’s unable to say no…he’ll come around. I know he will.


I close my eyes, relishing the sun on my face—the only place you could sit outside at the halfway house was always occupied by the chain smokers—but no sooner have I begun to relax than the slam of a screen door jars me. I raise up on my forearms and sigh as I spy the girl next door stepping onto her back deck, already staring in my direction.


Ugh. Another part of life at the lake I’m not interested in, above and beyond the gross lake itself: neighbors. Neighbors who want to host potlucks and “game night,” neighbors who stop you every goddamn time you pull up to your house to talk about the weather or comment on how much you work.


I’ll adjust. To the lake. To the fucking neighbors. I’m a shiny new version of Kate, one who’s going to make Caleb happy. The last version mostly sucked at it. She sucked at a lot of things, actually.


The girl who slammed the door is heading my way. Super. She’s younger than me, in her late teens or early twenties, and even from a distance she’s striking—all glowing skin and curves and wide eyes. She’s the sort of female who banks on her looks getting her anything she wants. I shouldn’t fault her for this, since I am precisely that kind of female myself, but I’m not in the mood to be generous right now.


She walks down the dock, her perky ponytail swinging to and fro, and comes to a stop in front of me. “Hi. I’m Lucie. I, uh, live next door.”


I force a smile, because I am the new Kate, the one who doesn’t tell complete strangers to fuck off, especially ones I may be living beside for the foreseeable future. “I’m Kate. Caleb’s wife.”


She bites her lip and her face falls like a child’s might, before stumbling away without a word. A silly little girl with a crush, and I can’t even blame her: Caleb is delicious and smart and wears the hell out of a suit. He could have had anyone, but he chose me, and he’ll choose me again.


He has to.


It’s another thirty minutes before the moment of reckoning arrives. My breath hitches at the sight of my husband, broad-shouldered and lovely as ever, walking down the hill from his driveway. The cocky grin I remember is missing, but I ignore that, just like I’m ignoring those divorce papers he sent.


“Hi,” I whisper, as I climb to my feet. Before he can even reply, I throw my arms around his neck and squeeze. Ah, his size. His smell. This is what I’ve missed, what I wanted all those nights in rehab. I breathe him in, trying to carry us both back to happier times, but his arms don’t come around me the way they once did. He hugs me as if I’m a secretary who’s retiring—one he never especially liked—then steps away.


“You should have told me you were coming,” he says.


I stare up, drinking him in, unable to help myself. His eyes are a color I’ve only seen one other time in my life, hazel near the pupil, green at the perimeter. When I go to sleep at night, that’s what I see. Those eyes of his.


I smile, still hoping to turn things around. “I was worried you’d run in the opposite direction.”


He’s supposed to laugh or deny it. He does neither.


“I guess you got the papers?” He glances at the house to the left before his gaze returns to mine.


I nod as my throat constricts. I’ve pictured this so many times. I’ve imagined his wariness giving way to a slow, uncertain smile once he sees how healthy I am. I’ve pictured him excited to have me home. But there’s not a trace of a smile or excitement on his face. Persuading him might be harder than I’d thought.


“Yeah.” I take a deep breath. “Can we talk?”


He glances over his shoulder again. “Sure. Of course. I’ve got a flight to catch, but—”


“I’ve been clean for three months, Caleb. I know I fucked up and I shouldn’t have left rehab in the first place, but I went back. For you. For us. I want to start over.”


He takes too long to reply, his brow furrowed with concern. “Kate, you were gone for a year. I had no idea where you were or if you were alive until a few weeks ago. I had to move on. I did move on. I’ll help however I can, but anything between us is over.”


I stiffen. No. I’m not sure what he means when he says he moved on, but no. He can’t. He wouldn’t.


“Look, I know I need to re-earn your trust,” I begin. “I’d feel the same way if I were you. So, if you want me to, I’ll take a urine test every hour on the hour. I’ll—”


“Stop,” he whispers, not quite able to meet my eye. “I’m with someone now. Lucie. I wasn’t looking to move on, but we share the dock and it’s just—”


My jaw falls. “Her? You’re with her?”


I’d thought I might need to prove I was clean, that I might need to seduce him into giving me another chance, but I never pictured him replacing me…especially not with some little lipbiting twit.


“You saw her?” he croaks, tugging at his hair, finally showing some emotion.


This is what’s upset him. Not all the shit going down at his company, which I’ve been following in the news, and not that his wife took off for a year without a word. But the pretty little teenager with the big eyes and palpable insecurity—that woke his ass right up. What the fuck?


“She came out here about twenty minutes ago and took off,” I reply. “You can’t be serious. What could you and that girl possibly have in common?”


“We have everything in common. Fucking everything that matters. What did you tell her?”


My shoulders go up—I’m the picture of innocence. Only an idiot would believe that I’m innocent, ever, but Caleb’s clearly too distraught to think things through. “Nothing. I just told her who I was and she took off.” I swallow hard and my voice is barely a whisper when it emerges. “Is it serious?”


His wince tells me this is going to hurt. “Yeah. As soon as this is done, I’m going to marry her.”


My stomach drops and my lungs burn, but I remain very, very still, as if I’ve suffered a grave injury and it’s safest not to move—I can no longer be the version of myself who reacts badly to unfortunate events.


Caleb doesn’t want me back. Caleb thinks he’s in love. With Lucie—rosy-cheeked and pocket-sized, all sweetness and light. She even has dimples, for Christ’s sake. She is the anti-Kate. And I just laid there laughing at her, black-clad and indolent. Staying where I wasn’t wanted, as always.


He glances back again at what is apparently her fucking house. His broad shoulders strain against his perfectly tailored suit jacket as he tugs at his hair. I’ve hungered for the sight of him for months, but right now, looking at him is painful. He’s so worried, so desperate, and I don’t recall him ever worrying like that about me.


“I’m so sorry, but I’ve got to go. I think we’ll need to file the divorce paperwork differently now that you’re back, but I’ll give you a call?”


“Sure,” I whisper, mute with shock. My hand goes to my neck, searching for the cold metal of a locket that is no longer there. How many damn years will it take before I stop searching for it? “I’ll be around.”


He turns and stalks up the hill toward his driveway, already on his cell. That’s how fast I’ve been forgotten. Months and months of rehab to get back to him, to prove I’ve changed…and it’s as if I never came home.


Recovery often feels like a ledge you’ve been clinging to for a little too long, and this is the worst kind of moment—the kind where your fingers begin to slip and you just want the relief of the landing, even if it kills you. It was only Caleb who got me through rehab, that fantasy I had about the two of us. Who am I without it? There is nothing to cling to, nothing to hope for.


I could be at my dealer’s place in minutes, burying my face in a mountain of cocaine. I could feel fucking nothing at all for as long as I wanted to. But I still want Caleb more than I want to use, and there must be a way I can fix this. There must. Because it’s the only outcome I can possibly survive.


There’s a screech of tires as he peels out of the cul-de-sac. How incredibly insecure must this girl be for him to freak out the way he is? If I’d been in her shoes, I’d have called Caleb, put the phone on speaker, and demanded answers, but instead, she stumbled away from me, all sad eyes and despair.


And just like that, I have my answer. Something sick and sweet fills my chest.


No, today didn’t go as planned...but they can’t possibly be as solid as Caleb thinks if one tiny conversation with me could set her off. I’ve already created a fissure in their relationship without even trying, just by existing.


How much more damage could I do if I stayed?


A lot.


I won’t even need to fight to get him back. Sweet little Lucie’s going to do my work for me.
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BECK


CALEB




Kate’s back.





Istare at those words for too long. They could mean a whole lot of things, but for most of the people involved, none of those things are good.




Are you still going through with the divorce?





CALEB




Yeah, but I’ll worry about it later. Lucie met Kate outside and misunderstood so I’ve got to deal with that first.





I grimace. I’m guessing Kate had plenty to do with that misunderstanding.


I’m behind the bar when Liam comes in later, meeting my eye and shaking his head as he takes a seat across from me. “What a fucking disaster.”


I resent this a little, on Kate’s behalf, but I get it. If life in Elliott Springs is like an elegant hotel at teatime, Kate’s the gunslinger who walks in, flips a table, and starts shooting at the chandeliers. Personally, I sort of like agents of chaos—it takes balls to be a villain—but most of the people we know don’t appreciate it much.


I pour him a beer and slide it in his direction. “I wonder if this will fuck up the divorce.”


He pulls the mug closer and takes a sip. “Probably. Trust Kate to swoop in at the last second and cause trouble.”


My jaw grinds. “She wasn’t away at a fucking spa. She was in rehab.”


“She was in rehab some of the time,” he counters. “And God knows what she was doing the rest of it. Are you really going to defend her after she stole his money then disappeared entirely? I mean, how many trips to rehab has he paid for at this point?”


I pull out the inventory checklist and start scanning it, trying to get a grip on my irritation. “She’s had a harder three years than I’d wish on my worst enemy. Cut her some slack.”


He sighs. “Whatever. I should have known you’d be taking her side.”


My head jerks up. “What the fuck does that mean?”


He catches my eye, telling me something he isn’t going to say aloud. “Settle down. You had a bond with her the rest of us didn’t. You were always going to see it from her side instead of his.”


I could argue, but I don’t bother. He could have accused me of worse.


“You think she’ll stick around?” he asks.


I rub my eyes. “I don’t know.”


But if she does, then what Liam said earlier is absolutely true: it’ll be a fucking disaster.
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KATE


Beck’s cabin is deep in the woods and straight out of every horror movie you’ve ever seen. You catch a glimpse of this house during any film—Saving Private Ryan, High School Musical—and you know someone is about to die. The seedy motel I stayed in last night is looking better and better.


He isn’t home yet, which is hardly a surprise. Beck rarely sleeps in his own bed. I wait on his front steps, my legs stretched in front of me, pale in the morning light, and it’s not long before a motorcycle roars in the distance.


As wheels rumble over the gravel lane leading to his house, my heart begins this weird, tripping rhythm—nerves, I suppose. I could take or leave most of Caleb’s friends, but Beck is different. I’ve thought of him a lot this past year, his image often resting behind my eyes like the screensaver on a dormant computer—the dark brows that make him look like he’s glowering any time he isn’t smiling, the wavy hair falling to his shoulders. And his eyes, that strange light brown, glimmering as if backlit by a fire.


The bike purrs to a quiet halt in front of me. Even when he’s seated, the sheer size of him is overwhelming. His arms, his chest—all the parts I’ve seen firsthand—are double that of a normal human’s. I wonder, as always, about the parts I haven’t seen.


He pulls off the helmet and raises a brow at me as he rises. My pulse speeds up in response. There’s something dark and slightly predatory about him, like a housebroken tiger—maybe he plays along, but that thing inside him is always one step removed from violence. It appeals to me more than it should.


He’s got a beard now. That appeals too.


He tucks the helmet under his arm. “I heard you’d come back.”


God, I hate small towns. I should have known they’d all be gossiping. “I’m about to start my period. Were they talking about that too?”


Beck’s smiles are rare and even then, barely noticeable, but his mouth moves slightly upward as he passes me to climb his front steps. It feels like a victory, that almost smile.


He unlocks the door and I follow him inside without waiting to be invited in. Nothing has changed in the year I’ve been gone. Aside from the bathroom and two bedrooms off to the right, it’s just a small kitchen in the back and a tiny living area so empty you’d think he was in the process of moving out. There’s a table with two old chairs and a shitty, ancient couch facing the TV—not a single vase, photo, or lamp.


“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I say with a grin.


He acts as if I haven’t spoken, tipping his chin toward the couch and sitting astride the nearest chair to face me. “Why are you here?”


I deflate a little at his tone. I knew I wouldn’t be welcomed back by everyone, but I sort of thought it would be different with him. It used to be.


“Aren’t we going to make friendly chitchat first?” I ask, curling up on the couch. “You ask where I’ve been and I tell you what a good girl I am now?”


He raises a brow. “You? Good? Unlikely. Tell me why you’re in Elliott Springs.”


“My husband is here,” I snap. “We aren’t divorced yet. Nothing’s been done that can’t be undone.” If he won’t feign civility, why should I? I’ve never had to play nice with him anyway.


“I fucking knew it,” he mutters, running a hand through his hair. “Kate, let it go. She works at TSG with him and she’s a nice girl. They’re happy.”


I roll my eyes. “Girl is the key word. She looks like a Disney princess, just waiting for her magical first kiss.”


There’s a glimmer of amusement in his gaze. “And that makes you...what? The evil queen?”


He meant it as an insult, but I warm to the analogy. Caleb wants an evil queen, whether he admits it or not. When we were together, he appreciated my ruthlessness and he loved my filthy mouth, while Lucie’s the kind of girl who couldn’t resist a photo of kittens in a basket or utter the word cock if her life depended on it. Caleb will be bored any minute now.


“I’m the one he married,” I begin. “I know I fucked up. But if he sees I’ve changed, he’ll—”


“It won’t matter.” His voice is knife-sharp. “He loves her and she makes him happy.”


I let my head fall to the back of the couch with an aggrieved sigh. “He thinks he loves her. There’s a difference. And I made him happy once too.” Though it’s been a long while since I made Caleb happy, and it sure didn’t last long. Beck is kind enough not to point this out.


“He blew off the entire merger to go find her yesterday, you know,” Beck says, his voice gentle. “You want to think this is a fling, but I promise you, it’s not.”


He blew off the merger for her. That might really bother me, if I allowed it to. “Whatever.”


Beck sighs heavily. “Great, we’ve now established that Caleb’s moved on and that you don’t give a shit, so why are you here at my house?”


My heart restarts its nervous, tripping pattern. I’m comfortable arguing. I’m comfortable demanding. But asking . . . begging? It’s not my forte. “I was hoping I could stay with you.”


“It’s probably not the best idea,” he says, prodding his cheek with his tongue.


My stomach sinks. I knew Beck would worry about Caleb’s reaction, but he’s always handled moral ambiguity well. I really thought he’d be the one person who wouldn’t turn me away.


“Fine.” I climb to my feet, shrugging with an insouciance I don’t at all feel. “There are other people I can stay with.”


This is largely untrue. There’s only one person who’d welcome me right now, and he’s the last person I should stay with. Beck knows it as well as I do.


“Stop,” he says. “You can stay. Just until you’re back on your feet. But there are conditions.”


I fight the desire to smile. It’s so cute, the way he thinks he’s in charge.


“Condition one: no drugs.” He waves a hand to silence my protest when I’d barely begun to open my mouth. “Yes, I know you said you’re clean, but I’ve heard that from you about twenty times before.”


My fists clench. This is what I’m in for here—a thousand reminders about how much I’ve messed up in the past. “You have no fucking idea how hard I worked to get to this point, so don’t you dare act like I’m incapable of improvement.”


His expression remains flat, bored. “I know you’re capable of improvement . . . but that doesn’t mean you’re incapable of failure. None of us are. So no drugs.”


None of us are incapable of failure, but you, Kate, are particularly susceptible to it. That’s what I hear and the fact that he’s right doesn’t lessen my irritation. “Fine,” I reply, blowing my hair off my face, trying to be Good Kate. I’m only a few hours in, and being Good Kate is already tedious as hell.


“Number two: you don’t fuck with Caleb and Lucie.”


Anger steamrolls over Good Kate in a second. “Why are you taking her side?” I demand. “You’ve known me for years. You’ve known her for what, a month? A week?”


“I’m not taking her side. I’m taking Caleb’s.” He rises slowly from the chair. “Do we have a deal or not?”


I click my tongue. “Whatever.”


He appears to accept this as agreement, which it really was not—Lucie doesn’t get to keep my husband just because I need a place to stay.


He gestures toward the spare bedroom and I cross the hall to peek in. I’ve never seen either of the bedrooms in Beck’s house—it’s oddly thrilling even if there’s nothing in there but a bare mattress laying on the dusty floor and a light bulb suspended eerily by a cord from the ceiling. “This looks like the room you’d hold a captive in,” I tell him.


His lips twitch. “I’ll have to keep that in mind for the future.”


I picture it before I can stop myself—Beck holding someone down on that mattress—and electricity surges through my blood. It’s not the first time Beck has had that effect on me and I remind myself—as I have before—that it’s probably the effect he has on everyone. I bet even innocent little Lucie fantasizes about Beck holding her down once in a while.


“I’ve gotta get in the shower,” he says, rising from the chair. “I’m already running late.”


A tiny echo of disappointment pings in my stomach. Even if Beck and I mostly argue, I sort of wanted him here. “You’re already going back to work? You just got home.”


He gets this dirty almost-smile on his face. “I wouldn’t call what I was doing this morning work. I’ll try to get back here tonight, but the bar doesn’t close until two.”


It’s kind of him. There’s this weird cavity in my chest anyway. Is it envy? Loneliness? I’m not sure. I fought my way back from the dead, but I still don’t have a life. “Don’t worry about it. I love staying alone in creepy, isolated houses straight out of a horror movie.”


He tilts his head. “You’re the evil queen, remember? This place is made for you.”


“Nothing wrong with being the evil queen. Most men appreciate a little bad with their good.”


I smile to myself. Caleb definitely appreciates a little bad with his good.


I just have to remind him.
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AFTER BECK LEAVES, I drive to the grocery store, having discovered that his warning about there not being “much” in the fridge was the vastest of understatements. It’s not as if ketchup and packets of soy sauce can be turned into a light but nutritious meal.


I climb from the car, doing my best to ignore the pale, jittery guy leaning against the building across the street. If he’s not a dealer himself, he’d know where to get something, and my eyes close as I imagine that first hit. How it would wipe everything away, make anything seem possible. Just once more I want the sensation of floating above it all, of being set free. I want it so badly that my hands clutch the shopping cart handle, knuckles bleached white with tension as I walk into the store.


I go to the produce section, but everything I see looks like it was discarded already by a better store. Lucie probably shops at some fancy fucking place where all the food is organic and has cute handwritten placards. She’s probably a good cook and will have a nice meal waiting for Caleb when he comes home, desperate to prove she’d make a better wife than I did.


It’ll probably be fairly easy to prove.


I throw a few things in the cart and pay quickly before I hustle to my car because any moment now, my negative thoughts could stage a coup. I could find myself walking over to the druggie across the street before I’ve even thought it through. God knows it’s happened before.


Caleb is the reason I won’t. Because I earned this second chance. I suffered for it, and I’m not going to lose him to that stupid girl.


I get in the car and hit Ann’s name on speed dial before I can give it any more thought, though.


“How’s it going there?” Ann’s heavy exhale reeks of concern. “Did you find a meeting?”


I close my eyes and let my head sink against the headrest. I’m really not up for a lecture right now about how meetings are necessary for recovery—a philosophy I’ve never bought into entirely. I don’t need a meeting. I need Caleb back.


“Yeah. There’s one at this church in town.”


I went there, once upon a time. The setting was grim, the coffee was terrible, and I got hit on by two different men old enough to have fathered me.


“How was it?” she asks.


I should feel worse about lying to her but mostly it just makes me tired. “Not really my crowd,” I reply. “What I don’t get is why the coffee sucks at every AA and NA meeting. It’s like someone’s decided we haven’t suffered enough.”


She doesn’t laugh, which means it’s going to be one of those conversations—the kind where she calls me on my shit. “And did you talk to Caleb?”


I swallow. Saying it aloud will make it a little more real, a little harder to pretend it’s not happening. “He’s dating someone. He says it’s serious.”


She does not gasp in response. It’s as if she always expected this turn of events. And why wouldn’t she? Why the hell did I assume Caleb would wait nearly a year for me to return?


I suppose because I’d have waited a year for him.


“How are you doing with that?” she asks gently.


“Bad,” I admit. My voice cracks. “I only got clean for him. If I can’t have him, why am I bothering?”


“Because there are other things to want, honey. And you need to want it for yourself.”


“I just want him,” I whisper. “I don’t give a shit about myself.”


“That,” she says, with a sigh, “has always been the problem. This isn’t the time to be focusing on Caleb. You need to focus on yourself. I wish you’d give my friend Lynn a call. Go to San Francisco, stay with her, get yourself back on track.”


I shake my head. She just doesn’t fucking get it. Leaving here means losing Caleb, and if that happens, there was no point to any of this. None.
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KATE


I wake with a start in an unfamiliar room. Pale morning light pours in through dirty windows, hitting the plain, exposed wood walls around me. I stare at the TV, the single hard-backed chair sitting a few feet from my face, and my breath holds as I try to remember how I got here. Waking up in a strange room with the night before a blank slate is an experience I’ve had a few too many times, and it never turns out well.


Beck’s house. The breath I was holding in releases.


I guess he came home at some point, since the TV is off and I’m covered with a blanket that wasn’t there when I fell asleep.


I go to the kitchen and start his ancient coffeemaker—this thing looks like it predates the discovery of coffee. All his appliances look like they predate the discovery of coffee, actually. I have no idea why he lives like this—that bar of his appears to be making money hand over fist, and if it’s not, he ought to let me go over his financials.


I laugh to myself. No one familiar with my past is trusting their financial health to me.


I start frying bacon and eggs, hoping the smell lures him from his room. It’s selfish, but it’s been nearly twenty-four hours since I spoke to another person. I’m desperate to hear a voice other than my own.


Just as I’m turning the bacon, he emerges, eyes barely open, clad in nothing but shorts. I stare, of course, because he’s beautiful and comprised entirely of muscle, and how could anyone not stare? He’s got a new tattoo on his chest—curves and pointed edges, like a portrait of waves as seen by Matisse, running lengthwise. I like it more than I should. Fortunately, he’s too sleepy and perhaps surprised by the presence of food in his house to notice I’ve been looking at him like a woman who’s gone without sex for the past year.


Which, actually, I pretty much am.


I pour him coffee, and he grunts something that sounds like thanks. Or maybe it was why are you still here?


I’m going to assume it was thanks.


“Didn’t know you cooked,” he says, his voice raspy with disuse.


I turn back to the stove, glancing at him over my shoulder. “Don’t get all excited. One of us doesn’t get fed at the bar.”


He moves around the counter toward me, eyeing the bacon as I remove it from the pan. “That can’t all be for you.”


Joy tickles my chest as I shrug. “You think girls don’t eat?”


“I think girls as skinny as you don’t eat fifteen pieces of bacon and six eggs for breakfast, no.”


Beck and I are like this. Playfully arguing, low-key insulting each other. It makes a friendship with him . . . safe. “Fine. I guess there’s enough for you, but don’t go expecting me to turn into your mom.”


His eyes glide over me, from my chest to my legs, focusing on the point where my shirt ends just beneath my ass. “I’m pretty sure I won’t be mistaking you for my mom anytime soon.”


Our eyes lock, and a pulse flutters low in my belly for half a second. Tick, tick, tick. If this was an action movie, it’d be the first sign shit’s about to explode. I’ve always felt like that around Beck, though, had this uncomfortable suspicion that I was safest not meeting his eye for long.


He returns to the other side of the counter. “So what’s the plan for today?”


I pretend to be deep in thought. “Show up naked at Caleb’s office, then perhaps a movie?”


His nostrils flare. “They went out of town for the weekend, but I was serious before. Leave them alone. No matter what you seem to think, she’s suffered enough.”


I laugh, the sound bitter and joyless. “How the fuck has that girl suffered? Did she not win Prom Queen last spring?”


“For starters, her ex is a cheating sociopath,” he says, “and there’s not a day that goes by without him threatening to take her kids from her.”


My chest . . . caves. I recoil like someone’s punched me as my breath lodges in my throat. Caleb left a few things out when we spoke. He very, very intentionally left a few things out. “She has kids?” I whisper. “She doesn’t even look old enough.”


Beck’s eyes dart to mine. Beneath his tan, he’s paled a little. He wouldn’t have told me either if he’d thought about it. “Twins. She’s about your age.”


I flinch at the sting of tears, digging my nails into my palms to hold myself together. Lucie came home from the hospital with two children and I came home with none. And now she’s got my husband too. “He likes them?”


Beck winces. “That’s not why he’s with her.”


I look away, swallowing hard. Maybe he’s right. Maybe Caleb isn’t with her because of those kids. But the truth is that if I hadn’t lost ours, Caleb would still be with me.
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THE DAY PASSES EVEN MORE SLOWLY than the one before it. I sit at Beck’s small table, dust motes dancing in the air as my laptop slowly fires up. The only place hiring anywhere in Elliott Springs is TSG, Caleb’s company, and I certainly can’t imagine that working out. Even when I expand the search to Santa Cruz, I see no jobs I actually want, but I guess what I want is no longer relevant.


There was a time when it seemed I could do no wrong, when I was the girl who overcame unbelievable odds. Professors adored me. Employers vied for me. That’s the woman Caleb loved—not the one I became here, the one who couldn’t stay clean or remain employed—and he’ll love me when I become her again. Even if I lost my last two jobs because of substance abuse, I am going to claw my way back to the top. And once I’m there, the shadow I cast will stretch so far that it covers Lucie completely. Caleb will forget she’s even there.


I send out resumes and then watch hour upon hour of television, trying not to think about the fact that this is a holiday weekend, one I’m spending alone. Trying not to think about the fact that my husband whisked Lucie away on vacation when he and I never took a vacation together once.


I wake on the couch the next morning, covered by a blanket just as I was yesterday. I’m starting coffee when Beck emerges, his eyes barely open, greeting me with an unhappy grunt as he heads to the door. I don’t seem to be interrupting his life all that much, but I get the distinct impression that he wishes I was not around.


From the window, I watch him moving through the backyard. He’s created this crazy gym out there, where he pulls tires and pushes some big metal thing around, among other activities, because he believes exercise that mimics actual work is better for you. It sounds like nonsense to me, but the sight of him stripped down to his shorts would convince anyone he was right.


He showers and takes a seat at the counter just as I place a stack of four pancakes on his plate.


“So what did you do yesterday?” he asks, spearing several pieces of pancake on his fork, then popping them into his mouth at once.


There’s something very caveman in the way he eats. Fuck your salad forks and polite bites, it says.


I sort of like it.


I shrug. “Sent out resumes and watched TV. Not a lot of other options until I get a job.”


He swallows the bite down with a mouthful of coffee. “What kind of work are you looking for?”


“CFO. Like before.”


I wait for him to challenge this, to point out the utter unlikelihood of anyone placing a company’s financial health in the hands of a recovering addict, even one with an MBA from Wharton, but he does not.


“You always said that there was no job in Elliott Springs you even wanted, so why scrounge around here when you can live anywhere?”


I had my dream job in San Francisco, and I gave it up when I married Caleb. I don’t regret it necessarily. I just wish I could have had both.


“Maybe it won’t be exactly what I want,” I say as I slide the pan into the sink. “But this is home for me now.”


His nod is weak, his eyes flat. Fucking Beck and his built-in lie detector. Even times when Caleb bought my bullshit hook, line and sinker, Beck would sit there with that raised brow, waiting for me to confess.


“I can pay rent,” I add. “I have some money set aside.”


Beck frowns at his empty plate. I’m not much of a cook, but he’s the most appreciative audience I’ve ever had. “I don’t need your money. I just wondered if it wasn’t a little lonely out here for you.”


Loneliness isn’t the kind of thing I’d ever admit to, and I’ve been alone nearly my entire life, so what difference does it make if I’m right back where I started? “I can’t exactly go hang out at the bar with you, and the only friends I made here were the people I used to get high with. What other option do I have?”


He rises and carries his plate to the dishwasher. “The bar’s going to be dead tonight. I’ll come home early.”


Tomorrow’s the Fourth of July, so there’s no way the bar’s really going to be dead. I should tell him he doesn’t need to come home, but for some reason I don’t. I simply hitch a shoulder as if it makes no difference to me, the same way I always have.


Even though it’s always made a difference.
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IT’S a little after nine at night when I hear a bike in the distance. I tell myself it can’t possibly be him—not this early. By the time he walks in the door, I’ve got a smile on my face I can’t quite hide.


He raises a brow. “I’m not used to seeing anyone here. I’m definitely not used to having someone happy to see me.”


“Maybe you should take a captive when I leave.” I pull the blanket around me and settle farther into the couch. “Make a girl go all day with no human interaction and she’s happy to see anyone.”


He pushes my legs out of his way and plops down beside me. “I was joking about you being evil, but the way you keep suggesting I hold someone captive is worrying.”


I hand him the remote. “Fine. Don’t take a captive. But you should know that based on the books I’ve read, it always leads to a ton of really kinky sex, followed by the development of a relationship based on deep, mutual respect.”


He casts me a sideways glance and starts changing channels. “Do me a favor,” he growls. “On a night when I’m not getting laid, try to avoid phrases like ‘really kinky sex’ and discussing your love of captivity porn, huh?”


There’s a sharp pluck of desire in my stomach at the thought of Beck...needy. Though I doubt he’s all that needy. Women have always been amply available to him, and he isn’t one to turn down an offer.


He flips through channels, dismissing anything that might potentially have a plot. A hospital corridor flashes by on the screen as he presses the remote again, and I hit his arm. “Go back.”


He frowns but complies. “Grey’s Anatomy? This is like a million years old.”


I curl up, sliding my toes under his thigh. “I never lived anywhere long enough to watch it consistently when I was younger. Growing up in foster care will do that.”


“Maybe if you weren’t talking about captives all the time, someone would have adopted you.”


I choke out a surprised laugh. People have always tiptoed around my past. They tell me I’m brave when there’s nothing fucking brave about enduring something because you’ve got no choice. Beck is the only one who’s ever acted as if I’m not too fragile to tease. It feels like a sort of respect.


“I almost got adopted.” I grin. “That’s the best I’ve got. I almost got adopted.”


He doesn’t smile back. “What happened?”


I wish I hadn’t brought it up, and I’m not sure why I did. “There was this woman, Mimi, who lived near my foster family when I was little. I used to go to her house after school. She said she was trying, but then she moved.”


He turns to face me, his eyes hard and unhappy. “She said she was trying and then she just moved? Did she tell you why?”


I’d spent almost every afternoon and weekend with her for nineteen months, and then one day she didn’t answer the door. I sat outside until it was dark that afternoon, waiting for her. Fucking pathetic. “She sent me a card later, apologizing. She said she was too old to adopt a kid.”


“That’s...Jesus, that’s shitty.”


I shrug. It hurt at the time, but it’s in the past. “She had good intentions—she pushed for all this academic testing and got me a scholarship at a private school. It could have been worse.”


Beck looks weighed down by my story. His shoulders slump and he leans forward, elbows pressed to his knees. Being with me is a laugh a minute.


“It wasn’t a big deal,” I tell him. “And it was ages ago. I’d almost forgotten about it.”


He frowns, his eyes flat. Beck and his fucking bullshit detector.


At least this is a lie he isn’t holding against me.
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BECK


I get told at least once a day that I’m living the dream, owning a successful bar. Maybe I’m living someone’s dream. Not mine, though.


When my mother would bring me here as a kid and say, “One day, all this will be yours,” it felt like a threat—the hours were long, the staffing issues were constant and she was stuck indoors all day, all night. I had much more exciting plans—Caleb and I were going to become professional surfers or Navy SEALs, something that would allow me to be outdoors and moving around. Neither of us wound up with what we wanted, but Caleb owns a company worth millions and just texted pics of the mansion he and Lucie are renting for the weekend, so I only feel sorry for one of us.


Laura, the day manager, greets me at the door with twisting hands. “Fresher Foods called. Their truck broke down outside Salinas.”


On the fucking Fourth of July.


Once upon a time, a situation like this would have made me panic. Now I just want to go back to bed. “Get one of the line cooks to run to the store and buy what we need.” Paying regular prices for everything means we won’t even make a profit off food today, but it just takes two assholes bitching on Yelp about how they couldn’t get a burger here to ruin everything.


Laura falls into step beside me as I walk toward the office. “Mueller said you asked him to close last night because you had a guest,” she says. “A female guest.”


My shoulders sag. “I never told Mueller my guest was female.”


She winks. “But you’re not denying it, so...is she cute?”


I walk into my office, leaving her behind. “No.”


It’s not a lie. Kate is a hurricane in human form, and no one has ever called a hurricane cute—especially one who walks around my house in nothing but a fucking T-shirt. She clearly thinks being married to one of my closest friends will stop me from doing something I should not.


I’m somewhat less sure. One of many reasons I need her out of my home.
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KATE


It’s the Fourth of July.


Out in the world, people are hosting barbeques. Families are heading to the beach. On Main Street, there’s a parade going on right about now—a group of veterans sweating in their uniforms, the town mayor waving from a car, all the little kids cycling along on their tiny bikes.


Tonight, they’ll gather under the stars on picnic blankets and watch the city’s lame fireworks display. Toddlers will fall asleep in their mother’s laps with popsicle-stained mouths, the sticks still clutched in their grubby little fists.


Do those parents realize how goddamn lucky they are? Do they pull their children close and consider, really consider, all the ways fate could have stolen away everything they love? I’m sure they don’t. I wouldn’t, either, if it hadn’t been stolen from me.


The box I keep in my suitcase calls to me, but I can’t go there now. Not when I’m doing my best to pretend that darkness isn’t still inside me.


I open my laptop instead and expand the job search to San Jose. The commute will suck but employment, in this case, isn’t about happiness or quality of life. It’s about reminding Caleb of who I was. Who I can be.


I email my creatively worded resume to several jobs I don’t want and then the emptiness of my day hits me in the face.


I watched movies nonstop in rehab, but being in rehab was a lot like being stuck at the airport, waiting on a delayed flight—you did whatever you could to avoid losing your shit. I theoretically can do anything now. I never expected it to feel worse. I never expected to still have to fight this gnawing, craving thing inside me that wants something more.


To fill the time, I sweep, knock down cobwebs, scrub grout—and then I stalk Lucie. Beck didn’t say I couldn’t, after all, and it’s a victimless crime.


Correction: at present it’s a victimless crime.


There are loads of pictures of her online—mostly at events with her ex-husband, Jeremy, a smug bastard flashing a Rolex and a smirk in every photo. It’s easy to see why she jumped at the chance to sleep with my husband rather than her own.


To my vast irritation, she’s set all her social media profiles to private, but I’ll get around that soon enough. I send her a follow request from the fake profile I’ve set up—BayLee652 #twinmom #organicbaby. BayLee’s posts, thus far, are all about food (“Yummers, homemade acai bowl for the win!”)


It’s possible I hate BayLee even more than I hate Lucie.


BayLee652 is in the process of posting a cute dog pic (“Meet our first baby, Wilson . . . He thinks he’s one of the twins, LOLz”) when Caleb’s name appears on my phone at last.


My heartbeat triples as I push away from the counter and swipe my index finger over the screen to answer. Is his romantic trip already over? Was it so boring he came home early?


“Hi, Caleb.” It comes out as a purr and I mentally scold myself: Be the new Kate—don’t shit-talk Lucie, don’t flirt unless he flirts first. I clear my throat. “What’s up?”


“Hi. How are you?” He is polite—nothing more.


When we first began dating, he’d say, “I’m coming over. Get undressed,” his voice all command and need. That’s the Caleb I want back, not this merely civil one asking about my health as if he barely knows me.


“I’m—”


There’s echoing noise from his side of the line, the chatter of people walking past. I suspect he isn’t going to listen to my answer, that he doesn’t actually care how I am, but if he’s back in the office, his romantic trip is definitely over, so...silver lining. “You sound busy.”


“Just stopped in the office to grab some stuff.” He says something about quarterly reports that isn’t directed at me. I’m beginning to think this conversation won’t lead to nudity.


“Sorry,” he says, returning to the call. “I just wanted to let you know that Harrison’s drafting the separation agreement. It’ll just need our signatures.”


What? I stagger backward a little, closing my eyes, my hand gripping the counter. This is crazy—what’s the damn rush? For God’s sake, he barely knows that girl, so how the fuck can he really believe he wants to marry her? They haven’t been together long enough for her to bore him. They haven’t been together long enough yet for him to start picturing me when she’s on top, but I guarantee it’ll happen. He isn’t the sort to like vanilla for long.


“Since we’ve already spent a year apart,” Caleb continues, “Harrison thinks we can get a court date in a few months, maybe sooner.”


I slump over the kitchen counter, my eyes squeezed tight. God, it already sounds like a done deal. “I didn’t realize we’d be going to court.”


“It’s just a formality. I’m not going to fight you over anything. Just tell me what you want.”


I swallow. It’s too early to lay all my cards on the table. I wanted him to come to me willingly, but now it feels as if there isn’t time. “I want another chance, Caleb,” I whisper. “I know I don’t deserve one, but I want one anyway.”


A door shuts and his side of the line is quiet at last.


“Kate...” he says, and I can imagine him so clearly, the way he’s pinching the bridge of his nose with his right hand, wanting to do this in a way that won’t cause pain. He’s good like that—the opposite of me. “We weren’t happy together.”
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