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To those living with the weight of regret, you are not alone. For there is no life without lessons and no love without loss. Be kind to yourself as the clouds shall clear.

This one is for you.
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Chapter 1



Payton


Now, July 2


Deaton cries, arching his back and kicking his feet all around, doing his absolute best to fight against the fresh onesie I’m sliding his arms into, his third outfit change of the day. And mine.


“Okay, okay, little man.” I manage to get the two outside buttons done and decide the middle one isn’t necessary. Tickling his tiny, sock-covered feet, I grab ahold, wiggling them back and forth with a big smile to pretend we’re playing a game. It works like a charm, and he stops flailing for half a second, just long enough for me to quickly slide on his cotton shorts.


He screams then, his arms stretched out, fists opening and closing over and over, making grabby hands to let me know he wants me to pick him back up.


“One second, mister.” I turn to my own mess of a wardrobe in search of another clean top, but my drawer is empty aside from the T-shirts I wear to bed, and when I look in my closet, bare hangers stare back. That is, on the side dedicated to the clothes that actually fit. My eyes fall to the clean basket of laundry at the foot of the bed, and I sigh, reaching in and digging around for the least wrinkled one. I still need to shower, so what’s the point of worrying about ironing or, hell, matching.


Ironing. I scoff. Yeah right. The most I’ll take the time to do is throw the entire load back in the dryer and hope it works out the mess I created by tossing them carelessly into the basket in the first place.


“Well, mister man, looks like we’re officially adding laundry back to the never-ending to-do list.”


Deaton cries harder, reminding me why it’s so important to keep him to his normal routine no matter what’s going on outside of it.


“I know, I know. It’s my fault you missed your nap, and we’re all going to pay for it.” I yank the shirt over my head, my lack of finesse causing it to tug the bun I seem to be living in down with it, but I don’t bother to pull the now loose strands out from under the thin cotton, let alone fix the damn thing.


I scoop up the little boy who suddenly hates being put down for any and every reason that doesn’t include water. Foolishly, I thought he’d grow more independent with age, but it seems the opposite is true. Too bad I can only give him so many baths a day to free up my hands, and even then, it’s not to get anything done. It’s the ten-ish minutes of sitting on the tile floor with zero responsibilities that make the fight to dry him off and put on his diaper and clothes worth it.


Well, no responsibilities other than the ever-present fear I’ll mistakenly look away for the split second it would take for him to twist and slip under the water.


Yeah, baths aren’t all that relaxing, but the little smile when he splashes water all over the place is better than any restful moment could be.


I bounce around the room, walking back and forth from one corner to the next, but Deaton continues to fuss, rubbing his face in my chest and playing with the curls of his hair.


“Are you tired, sweet boy?” I kiss his head, cradling him against me, but my little man hates to miss a thing. The moment he recognizes the move for what it is—my attempt to sway him until he’s sleeping—he lifts his little head, blowing air between his lips and sending drool sliding down his chin.


“Oh, we’re blowing bubbles while we cry, huh?” I swiftly snag a bib and snap it into place, not once pausing the bouncing of my body. My eyes catch the clock and widen. “Shit.”


My lips snap closed, and I sigh. I was supposed to be ready an hour ago. Knowing what’s coming this evening, I suck it up and take a deep breath.


“It’s now or never, mister man.” Blanket flung over my shoulder and a toy in my hand, I slide into a pair of flip-flops, doing what I told myself I wouldn’t do today.


I head over to Lolli and Nate’s house next door.


Inside, I pause to listen, the bickering in the hall cluing me in on where to go, and I throw the door open to Lolli’s office.


“Someone, for the love of hot coffee, help. Please.” The words leave me before I fully take in the sight, and sadly, I don’t even have the energy to gape. Or laugh.


Lolli, the girl terrified of marriage and most anything that has to do with acknowledging feelings, though she is getting better at that, stands on a stool in the center of the room wearing a giant, white wedding gown. Her cousin and new roommate, Mia, kneels beside her with a needle and measuring tape in her hand. Mia is lucky Lolli loves her and wants her new business endeavor as a seamstress to work out, or Lolli would never be caught dead in that gown.


My shoulders fall instantly. So much for sneaking away for five minutes.


“Aw …” Lolli’s attention locks on Deaton, and she attempts to step down, but Mia is quick to hold her still.


“Ha! Lolli, get real!” She shakes her head. “Baby puke is another big fat no to be spilled on this dress,” she says, as if they’ve already had this argument.


“Again, Mia, potentially. And you’re getting on my nerves now.” She looks to me, an apology drawing lines to her forehead. “Sorry, she’s being full drill sergeant.”


“It’s fine. I just …” I hesitate, deciding one truth is enough. “Really wanted to shower before Nate’s parents get here. I hate looking like I suck at life when they come.” Again.


I look out the large back window, watching as a few people run by on their way to the ocean, and hope she doesn’t call me out for any other potential reason my stress meter is clearly overflowing today. Thankfully, she doesn’t.


“You don’t suck at life and know that Sarah and Ian would never judge.” Kalani, or Lolli as we call her, reminds me of what I already know.


If she ever decides to give in and let Nate marry her like he wants, she will officially have one of the best sets of in-laws on the planet. Though I have to say, they’re tied with another certain set of parents I know. Not mine, of course. His.


I swallow, shaking away the thought.


“Bright side is they won’t be getting into town until around five,” Mia adds with a grin.


“True!” Lolli agrees.


My brows snap together, and I decide they’re not joking. Seems I’m not the only one time got away from today. “It’s five thirty.” I break the bad news.


Lolli swings her glare to Mia, who laughs loudly, and I watch the two as I move Deaton from one arm to the other, swinging slightly as he grows more and more restless.


Fussy baby or not, I can’t help but smile as I listen to the two bicker like sisters.


Lolli lets out a little growl. “I gotta get out of this before they get back and—”


“We’re back!”


Lolli cuts off at the sudden intruding voice, the shouted words coming from the front of the house, and like being dipped in liquid nitrogen, we freeze instantly.


My stomach drops to my feet, a cool sweat breaking out over my palms.


Oh god. No, no, no …


My eyes snap up, locking with the girls’. The panic whirling its way through me is reflected on both their faces, none of our reactions related to the reasons of the others’, but the reason for mine is secret. Not the best kept one, but a secret nonetheless.


A soft thunk snaps us out of our stupor, and at once, we start moving.


Mia hurries to unzip Lolli while Lolli reaches up, yanking clips from her long, dark hair.


I spin on my heels, doing everything I can to escape, my hand wrapping around the handle of the door, fully prepared to race through the back side of the house so no one sees me.


I’m not ready for this. I thought I could put on a brave face, but it turns out I’m not brave. I feel sick at the mere thought, and I just … cannot.


I need a little more—


The door is shoved open from the other side, and I yelp, nearly knocking myself off balance, but then my eyes snap up to the newcomer. I swallow my tongue.


It’s as if cement is injected into my veins, every inch of me growing heavy before turning to stone. My pulse pounds, then plummets as my eyes lock on a pair of pensive brown ones so familiar, I could pick them out in a lineup of hundreds.


My fingers curl into Deaton’s blanket, and I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.


Those dark eyes narrow, searching, seeing.


Softening.


My stomach flips and twists, and I can’t tell if it’s unease or elation. Or downright dread.


How can they still turn so tender when trained on me?


“What’s wrong?” His words are a low demand, and I want to scream and cry at the same time.


“Nothing.” Everything. “Everything’s fine.”


“She needs help with Deaton,” Lolli says, calling me out.


“Lolli,” I hiss, my head snapping her way briefly. I try to stay focused on her, but it’s too obvious, not to mention hard, so I slowly move them back to the man before me.


And he is a man. I swear, every time I see him, there’s a little something about him that’s changed. Sometimes it’s subtle, a shorter haircut than the time before or a deeper tan than the one his olive skin keeps all year—a result of the endless hours he puts in on the football field or natural, I couldn’t say. Other times it’s more than that. His shoulders have grown wider in the year since I met him, his jaw sharper. His hands …


I swallow, unable to break away from the choke hold of his gaze.


If there is one thing that hasn’t changed, it’s his eyes. The honey-brown irises are as rich as ever, the perfect mix of dark and light, vivid yet grave. A flawless illustration of his character.


Mason Johnson is as fierce as he is tender. He’s yin and yang.


And after nearly nine weeks of sudden silence, he’s standing before me with an expression that threatens to break me down right here, right now.


He doesn’t say a word, but he doesn’t have to. The slight frown blanketing his features says enough—he’s worried, frustrated.


Angry.


It’s deeper than that, though. I can see it in his troubled gaze.


Did something happen? Did I do something wrong? Did you change your mind …


Those are just a few of the questions he’s asking without opening his mouth, none of which I want to answer right now. To be honest, I’m not so sure I could.


Did something change? I ask myself, swallowing the needles that seem to have appeared in my throat.


Still, angry or not, he’s as gentle as ever, shuffling closer, and I know before he so much as lifts his arms, he’s going to reach for Deaton.


I hesitate, if only for a split second, but it’s long enough for him to notice, and his lips press together more firmly than they already were. I look away as I pass him my little boy and all but run from the room. In the hall, I’m ready to go full sprint, but my feet don’t seem to get the message, instead lingering in the hall, out of sight but not earshot.


Mason’s voice reaches me instantly, and I know by the lulling in his tone, he’s swaying my son just as I was. “What’s wrong, little man, hmm?”


A sharp pain stings my chest, and I consider going in and taking him back, but not a second after he speaks, what I couldn’t seem to do is done—Deaton stops crying.


I drop my chin to my chest and speed-walk out of there, softly closing the back door behind me so no one in the front of the house is alerted to my escape. It’s bad enough I’m clearly going out of my way to avoid everyone who has just arrived, but I can’t pause. Pausing will lead to too many thoughts, none of which I’m prepared for right now. At all. In any fashion.


I walk quickly down the deck, across the twenty feet of sand, and back up the deck of the house right next door. Yes, my older brother, Parker, owns the home right next door to his best friend. When Lolli told him she had purchased the home beside this one, it felt like a blessing I didn’t deserve. It’s how he was able to offer me my own room—and his nephew a nursery once he was born—after I ran away from our mother’s place.


It’s times like this, though, I wonder if I should have taken my dad’s offer to move in with him, as out-of-left-field and awkward as the conversation was, considering we hardly know each other these days. But even as I think it, I know I made the right choice when I gave him the swift and instant answer of a hard no way in hell. My refusal had nothing to do with him on a personal level, though I’m not sure he believed me when I told him so, considering I didn’t go into much more details outside of that. If he knew me better, he would have never asked. He would understand living with him would mean going back to Alrick, where my mother lives, where the family that shares my son’s last name lives. The last thing I want is my Deaton anywhere near those vile people. They hated their son as much as much as my mother hates me.


Leaving that place was both the best and worst decision I have ever made.


On one hand, my son will never be exposed to the toxicity that is Ava Baylor. On the other, it is the very reason his daddy died.


I am the reason he’s dead.


Swallowing, I swiftly lock my bedroom door, dropping my head against it. I no sooner close my eyes than hurried footsteps sound on the hardwood floors in the hall. I hold my breath, the sound of his heavy exhales causing my hand to clench the knob I’ve yet to let go of.


I know who’s on the other side. Of course he followed.


“Where you are is where I want to be …”


I squeeze my lids closed tight.


There’s the smallest of raps, as if he lifted his knuckles to knock, to demand an answer or beg for a reason, but changed his mind at the last second. My eyes open, pointed at the floor where the shadow of his shoes sits just inches from my own, watching as it fades into nothing as he walks away a moment later.


I grit my teeth, jump into the shower, and get myself together as quickly as possible, which I’ve found is a lot faster than I ever would have thought now that every minute is one I can no longer waste.


Smoothing my hair back, I take the front pieces and twist them slightly to allow a small center part before tying it up into a high ponytail. I swiftly braid the thick, wet strands, the long blond length still reaching to midback. Using some wax, I smooth my baby hairs down to my skull, opting for a quick bronzer, blush, mascara, and, at the last minute, a touch of lip gloss.


Nearly nothing I own fits, not that my mother sent all my belongings, but the things she did box up are three sizes too small, even eight months after birth. When I was emancipated last year, I was able to drain my bank account before my mom got ahold of it, but she ignored the court’s order to allow me to take my things. In the end, I found material items didn’t mean enough anymore if it meant having to look her in the eye and ask for it. She wasn’t worth the fight, and that is all she was after. A reaction. So I stopped giving her the chance to get one.


The money I had saved from winning pageants she forced me to enter and secret photography contests she knew nothing about was enough to get the things I needed, but only because my brother refuses to accept a penny for rent. Because of that, it should hold me over for another six months or so, longer if Lolli and Parker keep going out of their way to buy things for Deaton and me before I get the chance to do it myself. Not that I want them to, but chances are they won’t.


My lack of clothing mixed with the added weight my body seems to want to keep means I’ve basically been living in stretchy bottoms, loner T-shirts, and lightweight hoodies for the better part of a year. Glancing at myself in the long mirror beside my closet, I sigh at my reflection.


It’s a far cry from the girl I was when I first showed up on my brother’s doorstep in two-hundred-dollar jeans and a purse that cost more than the down payment on his new truck. I was a certified rich girl, shiny and perfect on the outside, suffocating and starving on the inside—literally, thanks to my mother’s need for her version of a trophy daughter. She would let me eat so long as she saw me throw it up after. The only thing I was allowed to keep down was whatever she handed me with the “vitamins” she gave me each morning.


Nothing like an appetite suppressant and a handful of whole natural almonds for breakfast, right, Mom?


Shaking off the thoughts that will do nothing but sour my mood further, I look over my outfit—a sage-green skort and a loose-fitting vanilla, neckless style sweater that hangs off the left shoulder, a matching tank underneath to hide the giant straps of my nursing bra. The built-in shorts suffocate my thighs, but the hem of the skirt mostly hides it, and the waist comes up high enough to smash some of the curves into a hint of a shape.


I couldn’t fit into my old clothes if I starved myself for a year.


My hips are wider, my legs thicker, and every other part of me is right there with it. My ass, breasts, and belly. Even my feet are larger, unable to fit in several of the shoes gathering dust in my closet, or maybe they’re just swollen from carrying around not only a twenty-three-pound baby boy but the extra forty or so I was left with after delivery.


Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and force myself from the room before I lose my nerve and ask Parker to bring Deaton back over with the excuse of nap time. They’re catching on to that, though, if the playpen that Lolli bought for her place, knowing the gang was planning to hang out over there for most of the week, is any indication.


My lips tip up at the thought.


There’s one thing I can say about all the new people in my life—they make me feel like they want to be there, not because they’re friends of my brother’s or family to his girlfriend, and not because I’m always around but because they truly, genuinely care.


They like me, and more importantly, they love my son.


With my head held high and a practiced smile in place, I walk out the back door, waving as everyone on the deck next door shouts their excitement at seeing me.


The fake smile on my face shifts instantly, and a real one takes its place, growing more eager to join the party with each step toward it.


That is until I meet the small scowl of the man with his forearms perched over the edge of the railing as if he was waiting for me to appear.


I have no doubt he was. It’s written in the sharp set of his jaw and tight smash of his full lips. He’s upset with me, and rightfully so.


Everyone is here for the holiday, so he knows my weekend is booked, that there’s nowhere to go aside from shuffling from my house to Lolli’s, to the one he co-owns with his friends down the road, but that doesn’t mean I won’t do what I can to avoid … everything.


His eyes narrow as if reading my thoughts, and the look that takes over his face sends a chill down my spine, whispering words he doesn’t have to speak aloud. The message is as clear as day in those expressive eyes: I dare you to try.


Sorry, Mase, but I will.


The sun set a few hours ago, and with it came a whole new sense of dread.


The afternoon was bustling, no less than five conversations happening all at once, making it easy to stay busy and keep my mind off things, but over the last half hour, couple after couple, group after group, has left, and when my brother and his girlfriend, Kenra, are the next to stand, a knot forms in my throat. Before I can follow and agree to calling it a night, the pair looks my way.


“Stay awhile,” Parker suggests, as I knew he would. “We’ll take Deaton with us and put him in his bed.”


Anxiety spikes, sending a wave of nausea though me, and I look to the sleeping baby nestled beside me on the patio couch, his blankets tucked tight up to his chin, nothing but his little face to be seen and a hint of dark curls along his forehead.


“It’s okay.” I rush to stand, but my brother puts a hand on my shoulder, pressing me back into the seat.


His blue eyes, nearly the exact shade as mine, soften. “Stay, Peep. I’ll turn on the monitors and watch him like a hawk. We’re gonna finish that docuseries we started anyway, so we’ll be up for a while. Relax, visit. Come home when you feel like it.”


I want to argue what if he wakes ups and needs me, but we both know he won’t.


Deaton, while attached to me at the hip and unable to fall asleep without being rocked or patted or hummed to, sleeps through the night, and it’s exactly his bedtime. That, and he will take a bottle if it came to that.


When I hesitate, Kenra nudges my knee with hers, drawing my attention. “I could go get the monitor, and you could watch him from here?”


“No, it’s fine.” I shake my head, smiling from her to my brother. They know I trust them completely with his nephew. She’s only offering because she wants to make sure I have no excuse to refuse the little bit of freedom they’re gifting me. “Thanks.”


It’s all I can say, and I stare as Parker bends and picks up his nephew Deaton, my gaze trailing after them as he carries him to the house beside this one.


As my eyes cut back across the sand, I spot Mason, watching them as I was, and I know what’s coming next. His head turns, attention latching on to me, and whatever he was saying to Brady, one-third of his best friend triangle, dies on his lips. He excuses himself immediately, climbing the stairs leading to the deck at what I would almost consider a run.


My nerve endings tingle, apprehension and more trickling over my limbs as he advances, no one close enough to intercept, though the look on his face tells me he wouldn’t let that happen.


He’s been waiting all day for this, an uninterrupted moment between him and me, just as much as I’ve dreaded it.


Rather than sinking into the vacant seat at my side, Mason loops his ankle around the leg of the small table across from where I’m sitting, tugs it closer, and drops down directly in front of me, accepting nothing less than my full, undivided attention.


He’s quiet a moment, a frown he tries to fight but can’t seem to erase pulling at the edges of his eyes. Several seconds pass, maybe a minute or two even before he opens his mouth, his voice a warm, wounded whisper.


“Hi, Pretty Little.”


My lungs expand with a full breath hearing the nickname he gave me the day we met. It was born of innocence, a tease really from the fun and flirty man living it up on the beach, but it’s become so much more than that, and the affectionate way in which he speaks it pulls me back from the panic threatening to take over. My lips curve into a soft smile, and his follow.


“Hi, Mase.”


He stares, gaze traveling over my face before settling on my single braid. This time, when his eyes come back to mine, there’s a spark there. It’s fleeting, and if I had blinked, I’d have missed it. Something warms in my chest, and I wonder if, subconsciously, I decided on a braid for his benefit or if it really was for the time factor.


My cheeks heat at the thought, but thankfully it’s dark out.


Mason looks to the sky, dewy with the July night air, and when he looks back to me, his entire demeanor softens.


It’s too much, and I drop my gaze to my lap, picking at the little balls of lint on the blanket covering my thighs.


“Payton—”


“I think I’ll go to bed after all.” I push to my feet swiftly, my knees bumping his as I do.


When my feet won’t move and Mason doesn’t either, I chance a glance at him.


A crestfallen expression takes over his features, and slowly he stands. We’re so close, both wedged between the seat and table.


My chest is pressed to his stomach, and if I were to tip my chin the slightest bit, my forehead would rest against his pecs. His hand raises, and I jolt when the heat of his knuckle grazes my cheek. He pulls back, and when I look up at him in question, his smile is forced.


“Just a little water,” he whispers, and only then do I realize a tear slipped.


I didn’t even feel it.


The sound of the sliding glass door opening reaches us, so Mason turns, heading straight to the ice chest. He grabs two beers, popping open a third and finishing it before his feet reach the sand. Walking in the opposite direction of his friends, he disappears under the dark night sky.


Dropping back in my seat, I close my eyes, hoping the deep breath will help hide the turmoil in my mind.


He walked away, knowing I needed him to. I fight the tears threatening to come back, guilt swimming through me for liking how he always knows what I’m feeling and hating that I do. He shouldn’t be able to read me the way he does.


But he’s always been that way, hasn’t he?


The cushion beside me dips, and I drop my head back to the soft pillow behind me, glancing over at my friend.


Arianna Johnson stares in the direction her twin brother just headed before turning to me with a small smile. “Want to tell me what happened between you two?”


Tensing, I swallow the knot in my throat and look out over the moonlit water.


I force my lips to lift in the corners, accepting the can of cream soda she passes my way. “Nothing happened.”


She tips her head a bit, and after a moment, she nods.


Ari doesn’t call me out on my lie, but we both know it is one.


What happened between Mason and me?


God. Where would I even begin …





Chapter 2



Payton


Before, July


This was a huge mistake. I never should have come to California, and I have no idea what possessed me to do so. I mean, I haven’t talked to my brother in who the hell knows how long, and I thought it would be a good idea to show up on his doorstep and drop bombs?


Hey, Parker, I ignored your attempts to talk to me for hella long because I was pissed you left me with that vile woman who gave birth to us, and by the way, I’m a junior in high school, pregnant, ran away from home, and oh! Who’s the baby daddy, you ask? None other than the little brother to the asshole who stole and mistreats the girl you’re in love with.


I scrub my hands down my face.


Jesus Christ, how did he not toss me out on my ass right there, or worse … call our mother to come pick me up? Even if I think it, I know he would never, and while I’m stressing over everything, he’s doing the opposite.


Well, he’s probably stressing just the same, but his big brother instincts are second to none. I’ve been a brat, and he’s been nothing but supportive and encouraging.


What’s crazy, his friends have been the same, including me in every little thing they do, and it doesn’t seem forced or leave me feeling like the shadow they can’t get rid of.


They’re all pretty chill and easygoing. Way more tight-knit and meddling in one another’s business than I’m used to, but from what I can tell, there’s nothing malicious about it. More like a little family of friends who actually give a shit.


Still, as I glance from where Parker’s huddled beside a swing with Kenra to the others splashing around in the water not too far from where I stand, it’s clear I don’t belong here.


I’m not … like them.


They’re in swimsuits with wind-dried hair, and the girls wear not a speck of makeup, the norm for a day at the beach I’d assume.


I’m standing at the water’s edge in a designer jumper that hasn’t even been released in stores yet, my face painted as flawlessly as my hair is curled.


They’re laughing and joking and playing around.


I’m sixty seconds from a nervous breakdown and might vomit on my toes.


I’m not a high school graduate on the cusp of college.


I’m not easygoing and free, and I don’t have my whole future ahead of me.


My life is over.


I close my eyes.


Girl, get a grip. You’re pregnant, not dying.


Pregnant.


Holy shit.


There’s a tiny little human growing inside my body.


What the fuck am I going to do?


My breathing picks up and my chest clenches, panic building in my gut. I can’t do this. I can’t handle it. It’s not just my life, but Deaton’s, too. He was offered a scholarship to wrestle at Penn State. He’s so excited.


My lungs shrivel, and I gasp. A baby will ruin everything. I ruined everything and I can. Not. Do. This. I—


“You know, pretty clothes and prettier hair won’t keep you safe out here.”


My head snaps left, finding the source of the teasing voice.


I should have recognized whose it was instantly, as he’s the one who’s spoken to me the most since I crashed their summer with my drama. He’s grinning playfully as he sweeps a hand through his hair, a darker shade of brown now that it’s dripping wet … as is the rest of his body.


It takes me a moment to realize what he means, and he knows the second I catch on.


That grin on his lips turns wicked, and he circles me like he’s found the perfect prey.


“Mason—”


“You say my name so pretty, Pretty Little,” he chuckles, and then he’s darting forward, his arms locking around my legs and hauling me into the air before I can even think.


A gasp escapes, and I wait for the annoyance and anger to hit, but it never comes.


A strange whirl of relief and excitement flits through me, and I laugh, closing my eyes and clutching on for dear life when suddenly both our bodies are dipping into the water.


I squeal, nearly giggling at the icy absurdity of the water temperature. “Oh my god!” My arms lock tighter. “Why is it so cold?”


Mason chuckles into my ear, spinning in circles and dunking me lower until I scream. “Hold your breath. One …”


“Don’t you—”


“Two.”


“Dare—”


My shoulders pop out of the water, and then we’re lowering again, and I gasp, pulling in a long breath. He submerges us both, but only for a split second before we resurface.


I shake from the cold, but an unexpected laugh bubbles up my throat, and I groan, blinking through the water in my fake lashes as he moves us back until my feet can reach the ground.


My hands unwind themselves, and I slap water his way, but I’m unable to wipe the grin off my face.


“How’s the hair now?” I mock myself.


“Still looks pretty perfect to me.” His eyes meet mine, and he quickly looks away, clearing his throat. Then he looks back with a smirk. “I gotta admit, I was only eighty percent sure you wouldn’t rage on me for tossing you in.”


“Yet you still chose to do so.”


“Hey, I can do about anything with an eighty percent chance. You should see my stats.”


“That’s right.” I nod, dipping low into the water until the waves are softly splashing against my chin. “Big bad football star, huh?”


“Damn straight.” His smile is as cocky as it is teasing. “You ever watch?”


“Not interested.”


He gapes at me, literally gapes, his head whipping around to see if his friends heard. I imagine he was looking for some backup, but they’re too far away, and now I’m laughing.


As my laughter settles, I begin to swim in place, and a long sigh leaves me.


My eyes find Mason’s, and this time, his smile is soft.


“That’s what I was waiting for,” he whispers, but a moment later, he starts to shake his head. “Don’t bring them back.”


Confusion draws my brows in, and he wades closer.


Reaching up, he runs his knuckle down the creases the frown I didn’t know I was wearing created on my forehead. “They only just disappeared.” His gaze meets mine again, and while I can’t quite read his expression, it has something in my chest tightening.


It’s almost like … like he cares. Likes he’s worried and he wants me to know everything I’m feeling is okay. That it will all be okay and my life isn’t over.


That I didn’t ruin everything by running away from home and that I’m not unjustified in hiding the pregnancy from the boy I love, if only for a little longer while I figure out what to do.


But that’s crazy talk, right?


I hardly know Mason, literally met him days ago.


Yet there it is, in the golden hue of his eyes.


A promise from him to me.


My bottom lip trembles, and he extends his arm yet again, the roughness of his knuckle sweeping along my cheekbone.


“Just a little water,” he whispers, erasing the stupid tear that slipped without permission.


We both know it’s a lie, and because of it, my smile seems to slide right back into place.


“So.” I turn away, peeking at him from the corner of my eye. “How boring is football?”


His glare is quick, but his laughter is quicker. “Well, Pretty Little.” He leads me from the water. “Let me tell you all about it …”


And he does.


For hours, he tries all sorts of ways to explain the game. He scribbles lines in the sand, Xs and Os all over the place, and when he hands me the stick, telling me to show him where the ball is going, I slide it across his entire drawing and take off laughing when he gasps in horror.


We play catch, and he shows me how to grip the laces for the perfect throw. The others join, and suddenly there are teams. The competitive nature of each and every male, and Lolli of course, shines through.


By the end of the day, Ari, her best friend Cameron, and I are panting and dropping our asses into the sand, exhausted to the max, but not the boys.


“How are they still able to run? I can hardly talk.”


The girls laugh, leaning back and pointing their faces to the sky, the sun directly above us now.


“Girl, those boys have stamina for days.” Cameron pops an eye open, grinning. “Well, them and Lolli.”


Grinning, I face the group, shaking my head when they go straight from the game to the ground, showing not a single sigh of expelled energy outside the sheen of sweat gleaming across their skin.


Lolli bends, clapping her hands, and starts playing the role of the coach as the boys pair up and start to wrestle—a result of their inability to agree on who won.


Wrestling.


Boyfriend.


Baby.


My smile falls, and I jump to my feet, spinning and heading in the opposite direction of everyone else … but I don’t make it far.


“Sneaking away, are we? You know the girls are about to walk down to the pier for lunch?”


I freeze, swallowing, and force my lips to curve up as I spin around.


Chase, Mason’s best friend, is dusting sand from his knees as he jogs for me.


“Yeah, I’m not hungry. Just going to grab a drink off the deck and sit for a while.”


He flashes me pearly whites and strides forward until he’s ahead, whirling to walk backward so he can face me as he speaks. “Perfect. I’m parched.”


A grin pulls at my mouth. “Parched?”


He chuckles, turning and taking the stairs up the deck two at a time. “Aren’t you all sophisticated and shit.”


“Oh yeah, I’m a real scholar.” I wince at my own words.


Even if I were, which I’m not, it wouldn’t matter now. You can’t exactly go to college with a baby.


Deaton is though. He has a 4.2 GPA and a full-ride offer for athletics. He’s a freaking genius, and I’m the dummy who’s destroying everything.


Chase’s features soften a moment, but he quickly replaces the expression with an easygoing grin. Digging into the ice chest, he comes back with two waters.


He settles in the space at my side, offering me one, and we sit in silence for a little while, doing nothing but watching his friends and the many other people randomly making their way down the sand.


After several minutes, Chase sits back with a sigh. “It’s not usually this busy here.”


I look his way, and he continues, his eyes staying on the passersby.


“Summer always gets a little crazy. Everyone wants to hit the beach at least once, and they drive in from all over to find a spot like this.”


“Not a fan of big crowds?” I wonder.


He shrugs, taking a long drink. “I don’t know, I guess I don’t like … change.” He trails off, like he’s not so sure that’s the right word.


I’m not so sure it makes sense in context, but I do sort of get what he’s saying. If you’re used to something being a certain way, a crowd of strangers will definitely throw that off.


“The best time to be here is, well, about when we have to leave.” He chuckles. “August, September. You should stick around. I think you’ll like it.”


When I glance his way, I find he’s already staring, and around us, the voices of the others grow louder, the boys headed this way.


“If the gang gets to be too much, let me know,” he says before standing up and catching a ball no one warned him was coming. Mason appears then, throwing his arm around his best friend.


“We’re playing heads-up, and you’re on our team. Win and get whatever your little heart desires.” Both boys smile down at me, and I can’t help but smile back.


They step away, setting up to play on the picnic table, so I take a moment to myself, realizing the heaviness that is my life has been absent nearly all day, and in its place is an easy lightheartedness I’m not sure I’ve ever known.


As the day turns to night and I look out over the never-ending blue waters ahead, I can’t help but wonder …


What if … what if coming here wasn’t a mistake?


My gaze travels over the people I’ve met this week, my eyes catching on Mason’s briefly before they continue across the horizon.


Tentatively, maybe even subconsciously, my hand falls to my belly.


What if I’m right where I’m meant to be?





Chapter 3



Payton


Now, July 3


“Knock, knock.” The soft whisper has me looking toward the hall to find Mia sneaking in on her tiptoes.


Deaton whips his head around so fast he almost falls off my lap and instantly starts speaking baby talk as he clenches his hands together in excitement at a new face to play with.


I lift him, spinning him to face her on my lap, and take his hand, waving it at her. “Say hi, Mia.”


“So he is awake,” she singsongs, her feet carrying her faster across the room until she’s stealing him from my arms and lifting him into the air. “And here I thought you didn’t come to brunch because someone was napping.” She points a raised, red brow my way.


“So what’s up?” I ignore her comment, pushing to my feet and using the moment of free hands to pick up the mess of toys, socks, and more.


“Oh, you know, another day, another shitstorm.” Mia follows me into the kitchen, Deaton in her arms.


I give her a questioning look and drop my head back dramatically, laughing when Deaton tries to stick his hand in her mouth.


“So I have a problem. Well, not me, and honestly, I don’t even know why I’m trying to help at this point, but—”


“Mia, come on.” I fight a smile. “Out with it.”


“Fine.” She rolls her eyes. “Ever wanted to photograph a wedding reception?”


My brows snap together. “I’m listening.”


Mia nods and goes into explaining how her client, whose wedding dress Lolli was modeling yesterday for last-minute alterations, was cancelled on and is now in need of a new photographer. “So I thought of you … but I also sort of already told her you would do it …”


“Mia,” I chuckle, shaking my head. “I’ve only been interning with Embers Elite for, what, six months or something. And that’s sports photography.”


“Same thing.”


“Not even a little bit.” I laugh lightly, fighting with the stupid bottle scrubber to work with me. “I take action shots … mostly.”


“See!” She smiles. “Come on. It’s no pressure. The ceremony is covered, so it’s just the reception, and they only want candid shit, no posing. So snap a few pics, no contract, and get a fat paycheck from a spoiled-ass Southern chick. It’s a win.”


I chew my lip, ideas of what moments I would want to capture already flying through my mind at warp speed. My expression must show the internal excitement at the opportunity, because Mia squeals.


“Yes!” she shouts, dancing around with Deaton, making him grin like crazy. “And before you start worrying about not being able to go for this or that reason, Ari and Noah were very quick to offer to babysit.”


Sadness blooms in my chest for the couple that’s been through more than anyone should go through in a lifetime, but before I start comparing their rotten apples to my sour oranges, I shut that train of thought down.


“Yeah, okay. Deal.” I agree before I think too hard about it. It’s not like I’m in a position to turn down work anyway. But honestly … “I’d love to.”


Mia makes a giant, overexaggerated happy face for Deaton’s benefit, and then without a word to me, she heads out the back door, taking my son right along with her.


I don’t wait around to see when she’ll pop back in but take advantage of the moment and run to the shower.


This is good, perfect even.


Today, I’ll be out all afternoon with Mason’s and Nate’s parents. Tomorrow is the holiday, so everyone will be around, talking a mile a minute and taking up every moment I could possibly have. Later that night, when my subconscious fights against sleep, I’ll spend the time getting my camera bag ready. Then the wedding will be here, and it will be the perfect distraction to make it through. I can do this.


I can.


“Isn’t that just the sweetest thing you’ve ever even?” Vivian gushes, the gleam in her eyes one of happiness, but the way her hand raises to her chest at the same time tells me a little part of her is thinking of the loss her family faced not all that long ago.


Mason’s mom, Vivian, is one of the kindest women I have ever met, along with Lolli’s future mother-in-law, Sarah. From the moment we met last year, those two have become something I didn’t know I needed—women to look up to.


I’ve always known my mother was a horrible woman, but I guess I never stopped to think of what it meant to be a good one. Not to your core anyway, and these two? Well, I’d say they were one of a kind, but there’s two of them.


Gracious and forgiving, understanding and caring. Selfless and driven to give their love freely—an entirely new concept for me—and they have, to both Deaton and me.


No one calls me as much as Vivian, and no one sends care packages as much as Sarah, something I’ve asked her not to do because I don’t want her to feel obligated, and the more she does, the more likely she will. Of course, she waves me off every time, and a few days later, there’s a new box on my front porch. I swear, the only time I buy baby clothes is when I see something I want him to have. Thanks to the two of them, Lolli, and Parker, Deaton’s closet is fuller than mine.


I smile down at the little man when he starts making random sounds, his slobbery fingers reaching out to slap on the glass before us. The little bear cub on the other side comes closer and slaps his palm in the same spot.


Deaton jerks, his whole body flailing with one of those baby jump scares, and the three of us laugh as he looks up at us with big blue eyes, seeking confirmation he is, in fact, perfectly fine.


“Oh, sweet boy,” Vivian coos, bending to have a full-on conversation with the infant.


Another cry catches my attention, and I look to the left to find a little boy with blond hair stretching his arms up into the air from where he’s strapped into his stroller. He’s reaching for the man with matching features who I can only assume is his dad. Instantly, the man drops down and frees the little guy from his seat, happily bouncing him around as he turns them back toward the zoo exhibit.


I watch as the little boy drops his head down on the man’s shoulder, and it’s like a boulder bears down on mine in the same second.


Deaton …


“Come, honey.” Sarah’s soft voice wraps around me, and she curls her arm through mine, leading us to where my smiling baby waits with Vivian.


I didn’t even realize they’d continued forward.


Vivian’s eyes find mine, a knowing look within them as she offers a small smile, one that quickly grows when she points at the curly-haired boy now in her arms. “I think it’s time for lunch. What do you say, sweet pea?”


Together, we head for the food court, my phone ringing all the way, but I don’t answer, and I don’t look at the screen. I don’t need to to know who’s calling.


I know it’s him.


It’s always him.



Mason



My leg is bouncing so fast, the headboard of the bed hits against the wall in steady knocks. Later, I’ll likely have Brady down my throat, demanding to know who I snuck in for a bit of afternoon fun. Little does he know I haven’t touched another since—


Swallowing my frustration, I jump to my feet and tug a hoodie over my head.


I’m out the door and jogging down the beach in seconds, making this my third official run of the day.


I can’t sit still, not knowing I’m literal feet from Payton, something I’ve wished for for months now, and I can’t see or talk to her. To be fair, she’s not home. I know because I’ve gone by there the last two times I tugged a hoodie on and went for the same damn run. The second spin around, Parker was home, but she still wasn’t, so I can’t exactly stop—again—and ask if she is back without looking like a possessive jackass.


Not that I care. I kind of am one, if I’m honest, but I’ve been holding in my inner need to flip the fuck out considering everyone is around. And god damn, everyone is always around. I can never get her alone, not during visits like this one.


If it were up to me I’d make a whole-ass scene, knock the doors down, and beat my chest like a caveman. I won’t, though, for her sake and no one else’s.


Still, as I approach Payton’s house, my feet move a little slower, my eyes slicing across every inch of the place. Nothing I can see from here gives away if she’s in there or not. I mean, I could knock, but Parker will just ask what he asked before.


Did I call her?


I scoff.


What kind of question is that?


Of course I fuckin’ called her. Texted her, too.


Been calling and texting without a response for fifty-seven days. Yes, I counted, and you know what? It doesn’t sound as bad as saying months does, but it’s July, and that was May, and fuck me. It feels shitty. Worse than.


I’m caught in quicksand, and there’s no one around to pull me out.


I jog past her house, then Nate’s, and I keep going, running longer than my five a.m. cardio session and farther than round two when I thought I was being the right kind of sneaky and would catch her when I know Deaton would be awake. I didn’t, and if the lack of her answering the knock I couldn’t help but bring down on her window was any indication, she was already gone.


Why is she doing this?


What the fuck happened?


The questions are too daunting, so I block them out. I run until my lungs burn, and only when my legs are jelly do I turn around and drag my ass the five miles back, this time taking the street so I can get a view of the front of the house in case it reveals anything different.


It doesn’t, and now I’m getting pissy.


Sweat pours from my temples as I pant my way up the drive of the beach house I co-own with my sister, her best friend Cameron, and my boys, Brady and Chase, so I tug my hoodie over my head and swipe at it, following the wraparound deck from front to back. I toss my top onto the picnic bench and snag a football from the bucket by the door.


I no sooner toss it in the air than the slider opens, and the man of all fucking men walks out.


His eyes meet mine a moment before dropping to my calves, both tight and twitching. “You’re overdoing it.”


“I’m good.” I flex through it, nearly numb to the ache, and head down the stairs into the sand. Spinning so I’m walking backward, I point the ball his way.


Noah’s hands go open instantly, and I toss him the ball.


“Run some routes for me?”


He hesitates, then nods, joining me on the beach and channeling his old receiver position, or new depending on how you look at it considering he was drafted as a wide receiver, officially retiring his quarterback arm and helping me perfect mine.


The first half hour, we’re just warming up with short distance passes, but the minute we get into running routes, I’m all over the fucking place.


I’m overthrowing and underthrowing, and when a pass I rocket to him, one I could normally make with my eyes closed, lands ten feet to his left, his head whips in my direction.


The concern in his expression isn’t ill placed as he walks back toward me. “Have you been working with your offseason coaches?”


I look off, spinning the ball in my hands. “Every day.”


“Footwork? Mechanics? Hip rotation—”


“Yeah, Noah.” I cut him off. “I’m doing the whole-ass Noah Riley thing. Working my way out of your shadow and all that bull.”


Noah frowns but says nothing. He’s great, but maybe I should have had Chase out here. At least he would let me pick a fight and fight back. Noah’s just too … Noah for that.


I can tell he wants to say something that would be in line with what my dad would say, and it would sound something like I’m not filling a shadow but stepping into a role I was made for as the next starting quarterback of Avix University now that he’s been drafted to the big boys’ game. Of course, he wouldn’t add that last little bit in—the man is far too humble for that.


It’s wild to think my twin sister, baby sister if you ask me, is dating a man who was picked in the first round of the NFL draft. I like to think she has me to thank for that—all those after-school and weekend hours spent on the bleachers paid off in a big way for her, and I’m not talking money.


I’m talking that gravity-defying, soul-defining, epic love story shit.


She has that.


I want that.


Fuck.


Shoving my hand through my hair, I look his way. “I’m just off my game today, that’s all. I’ve been slaying in practice. Doing two a day and ending in an ice bath, rotating to heat packs when called for. I’ve had no offseason and been in all summer so far. Coach says I’m solid.”


Noah nods, eying me curiously. “You do know there is such a thing as overdoing it, right?”


“Yeah, man. I know.”


“Then why are we out here when your calves are spasming? You could pull something if you don’t rehab right.”


“I said I’m doing ice baths.”


“I’m talking about now. Not at school.” He cocks his head a bit, and I know he’s done pretending he isn’t seeing more than an off day of practice. “You know you can talk to me, right?” he asks. “I mean, I’m not Chase or Brady or whatever, but we’re friends, Mason.”


“Come on, man.” I wave that off. “You’re fucking family, and you know it, so don’t start with that shit again.”


He smiles wide, and I can’t help the chuckle that leaves me.


It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask when he’ll propose to my sister. After the year they had and the love they had to fight for, I almost wonder if he already did and they haven’t told us yet. But when he looks back at me, an expectant look in his eye that says we’re not changing the subject, I face away.


He won’t pry. He’s not the type.


Shit, he was in love with my sister for months, listened to her talk about another dude for most of that, and never so much as said a word. He’s got the inner strength and willpower of a saint.


He’s the picture of patience, and here I am with a bobby pin I stole from Ari’s bathroom in my pocket, just waiting for night to fall so I can pick the lock on Payton’s room tonight and force her to talk to me.


Why won’t she talk to me?


A frustrated groan leaves me, and I glance toward Noah, but he isn’t looking at me anymore. A slow smile is spreading across his face, a faraway look taking over, and I don’t have to turn to know who stepped out onto the deck.


“Sister,” I call out to test my theory.


“Brother.”


Grinning, I peek over to find her leaning against the railing, chin pressed in her palm. Slowly, her eyes leave Noah’s and meet mine for a brief smile before sliding back to the man beside me.


The warmth in her gaze fills me with happiness, but just as quickly, the sentiment switches into something else.


He has his girl.


I thought one day, I’d have mine.


Maybe I won’t.


Maybe that’s a pipe dream never to see the light of day.


Maybe I need to work a little harder.


“I’m gonna go see what Nate’s up to.”


“Uh-huh,” Ari teases, like she knows what’s up.


She couldn’t possibly. No one does.


No one but me … and the girl I want to be mine.


“You do know she’s at the zoo with Mom and Aunt Sarah today, right?”


Ari not only proves she’s more in tune than I thought but shocks the shit out of me with her question. Or admission, because no, I did not know that. It should settle me knowing Payton’s spending time with my family, the people who love me most, but it doesn’t.


I want to be the person she spends her time with. I want to be the one to show Little D the monkeys and the bears. Maybe this is good, though, a twisted sort of sign she’s still in reach, if only through those closest to me.


She will be. She has to be.


What the fuck will I do if she won’t be?





Chapter 4



Payton


Now, July 4


I never understood why people enjoyed trips to the beach. Who would want to swim in freezing cold water? Anyone who has so much as put their feet in the ocean off the coast of California knows the one thing this sunny state does not have … is warm ocean water. Sure, sometimes it’s less than freezing, but it’s never warm, and don’t even get me started on the sand.


Dare to swim and you’re gifted with a suit full of it, but not only that, you get ratted hair as a bonus, even if the tips never so much as graze the water’s surface. Oh, and good luck vacuuming the bits that make it back to your car with you. No matter how many times you beat your sandals against the curb or shake your towel out, it’s never enough. The sand demons win every time.


So yeah, who the hell would want to spend a single minute at the beach, right?


God, what a prissy brat my mother raised me to be.


Thankfully, my brother is the furthest thing from his mother’s son and showed me what I wasn’t seeing, encouraged me to open not only my eyes but my mind.


Now?


I don’t understand how anyone could ever hate the beach.


To be honest, I have no idea where I would be right now without it.


The waves, while unforgiving, don’t judge.


The sun doesn’t sear you with worried eyes and taut expressions.


The wind doesn’t push for words when you don’t feel like talking.


The sand doesn’t crunch beneath your feet like the eggshells everyone seems to walk on around me. Metaphorically speaking, of course.


Here, there’s no pity for the poor little thing, and that’s exactly what I have become. To everyone.


Poor Payton lost the boy she loved.


Poor Payton never got to finish her senior year of high school.


Poor Payton is a teenage mom.


Poor Payton is a single mom.


Poor poor pitiful me, right? That’s how the song goes?


It’s not as hard as you’d think to avoid your feelings, but how could it be when everyone around tells you how okay you’re going to be? It’s why I like it better when school is in session and everyone is back in their dorms at their respective colleges, leaving the house empty. There’s no one to hover, no one to pretend to be fine in front of when all you want to do is freak the fuck out every now and then—because it’s not like it’s all the time. Or it was, but then it wasn’t.


It is again, though, isn’t it?


Groaning, I rub my hands down my face. God, maybe I am this little lost soul everyone sees me as.


Well, not everyone.


He doesn’t. He sees so much more than the broken girl with a battered heart. He—no.


I squeeze my eyes closed, pushing away the thought. I can’t think of him. It’s … wrong.


Sighing, I force myself to sit up, glancing back at the swing that sways slightly under the giant pergola thanks to the morning draft Oceanside has to offer, even in July. It’s an old, wooden two-seater with lights twining up the chain securing it to the thick beams above—a gift for Lolli from her man. It’s deep and meaningful and theirs, a tangible item of love.


Jealousy whirls through me like a tidal wave, knocking me in the chest and thieving the air from my lungs. She gets to share the most meaningful thing in her life.


I don’t.


I should be happy about that. I have one of the greatest gifts love could ever offer all to myself, a perfectly healthy baby boy, and in some twisted ways only a girl raised by a vicious mother could reason, I am. But that’s the scared, selfish part of me. The part that doesn’t want the cruel world to touch the innocence I can protect if it’s me and me alone, but the reality of it all is I don’t want to. My choice was taken from me in the blink of an eye, and I’m supposed to deal.


I have no choice but to deal.


My eyes fall to the screen of the monitor in my hand, and I smile at the little man who’s sound asleep in his crib, the little plush football tucked under his arm like he was born to hold it.


He wasn’t. His daddy was a wrestler, not a football player, but he’ll never get to tell him about that or teach him his favorite moves.


Deaton will never even get to hear his daddy’s voice.


Tears fill my eyes instantly, and I close them, letting the hot streaks warm my cheeks, the wind quickly turning the heat to a chill, but I don’t swipe them away.


I welcome the guilt that flows through me, the pain and anger and longing. The regret.


The love for the boy who isn’t here anymore is still there, heavy in my heart, as broken and bruised as it is.


A soft click sounds, and my eyes open, falling back on the monitor, and my pulse jumps into my throat in anticipation.


The door to my son’s bedroom opens ever so slowly, and he slips right inside.


I stare with trembling lips as Mason steps up to the edge of the old crib, peeking in on Deaton with an expression so tender it can’t be mistaken for anything but adoration, but when he reaches out, his hand so large it nearly hides all those dark curls as he gently glides his palm along them, his eyes close on a slow, painful blink. His head hangs the slightest bit, and a choked sob escapes me, the heaviness in my heart doubling in size, the weight of another hovering just above the gaping hole Deaton’s death left behind. It presses there like a needle to the skin, eager to slip right through. To break the surface and burrow deeper than it already has.


I can’t let it in.


I can’t let him in.


As if you have a say.


As if it’s not too late …


Eyes locked on the video monitor, I try not to cry as he reaches into the crib, gently taking Deaton’s tiny hand in his large one. He stares down at my sleeping baby boy with the softest yet saddest of smiles written on his lips.


“Don’t tell anyone, but I’m scared, little man,” he whispers. “Your mama’s avoiding me, and I have no idea what to do about it.”


He goes quiet for a moment, and I struggle to breathe, staring at my son’s hand as it opens, his tiny fingers wrapping around Mason’s thumb.


Mason’s lips spread into a wide grin, a soft, quiet chuckle slipping free. “This your way of telling me you won’t let me go?”


A knot forms in my throat, and I lock my hand around my neck.


Suddenly, Mason’s face falls, and he bends, his forehead now resting on the edge of the crib. “Please don’t let me go.”


Gasping, I cut the camera off. I can’t listen anymore. Can’t watch.


I sit there in the sand for a while longer before I dare to turn the monitor back on. My muscles ease when I find no one but my sleeping baby on the screen.


Closing my eyes, I push to my feet, pulling in a lungful of salty air.


I’ve worn many masks over the years, something my mother demanded in her pursuit for a perfect daughter. It will be no different from that … and no different from the one I’ve worn on and off for almost a year now.


But he saw through that mask.


I wince, glancing up over the small sand hill to the large bay window at the back of my brother’s home. My home.


All our friends and their families will be in one spot today. It’s a whole-ass affair that just a few days ago I was looking forward to. Now I wish I didn’t have a part in the decision to make our house the main point instead of saying we should do it at Mason and the others’ place down the beach. That way, I could make an excuse and stay behind. I can’t do that now.


I wanted to visit with everyone. I need the distraction, now more than ever, but the mere thought of laughing and celebrating with everyone has me as nauseated as the morning sickness used to. That’s the thing about grief and the million other emotions flickering through me, though, right? It messes with my mind in a single blink. It can be a memory or a feeling or a sight. A song, a single word, or even a damn snack. Everything is fine, sometimes better than fine … until it isn’t.


Until guilt dirties it, or anger buries it, or fear wraps its vicious claws around and chokes it.


Get a grip, Payton. Everything is fine. You’re fine.


A few more days.


I just have to fake it, stay busy, and then the day will pass, taking the rope around my lungs with it. They’ll go back to college, and I’ll find all that progress I made but seem to have misplaced.


I can do this.


Besides, not much can happen in a week, right?


If my memory were a person, she would laugh in my face.


If anyone knows how bullshit such a thought can be, it’s me.


“What a royal dick move that would be.” Mia grins.


“What dick move are we talking about?”


We squeal, surprised by the intruding voice, and look up as Mia’s ex walks over, but that’s not what has me swallowing. It’s the person who trails right behind him, an easy, not completely genuine grin in place. Still, it adds to his undeniable appeal.


Mason is effortlessly attractive with messy, dark brown hair he keeps trimmed short, and he chooses this exact moment to run a hand through it, accentuating the tapered muscles of his torso that are in no way hidden by the shirt he’s wearing, if you can even call it a shirt anymore. He has the arms completely cut off, the sides slit down to the waist, where his palm tree–covered board shorts lie low against his hips.
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