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CHAPTER 1
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Olive had three pet peeves: loud chewers, the word “moist,” and . . . in the number one spot . . . love. And yes, she’d given it a try, several times in fact, and still had the occasional eye twitch to prove it, as she’d come out a big loser.


“You’re breathing funny,” Katie said. “You ate something with nuts in it again, didn’t you.”


Another example of how love hadn’t worked out for her. Olive loved peanuts, so of course she was allergic. “No, and I’m fine,” she said into her Bluetooth. Look at her, the master of the little white lie. After years of honing the skill, she could fool just about anyone, even her lifelong BFF. “And actually, I’m great. Totally great. Like one hundred percent great.”


“That’s sarcasm, right?”


Katie Turner-Brooks had an eidetic memory, could solve complicated mathematical problems in her head and recite years-old conversations verbatim, but sarcasm eluded her.


“Excuse me, it’s called manifesting,” Olive said. “Because I really want to be great.” And not halfway to a panic attack . . .


“Then you will be.”


Katie had never understood it wasn’t that easy for Olive. She’d been a seriously awkward kid who’d been desperate to belong, and not much had changed. She exhaled and took in her view as she drove along Lake Tahoe, toward the small mountain town of Sunrise Cove on the north shore, trying not to feel like that lost girl all over again. “At my last stop for gas, I bought salami, an energy drink, and a chocolate cream pie, if that helps explain my emotional state.”


“What are you worrying about? Almost no one remembers that time you ran over the town hero.”


At Olive’s silence, Katie sighed. “Aaaand, I still can’t tell a joke right. I read a book on it and everything.”


“It was a little funny.” Emphasis on little. “But we both know everyone remembers what I did.” Noah Turner, aka the town hero, was a lot of things. Voted most likely to make something of himself. Beloved son. Katie’s twin brother.


And let’s not forget Olive’s high school pretend boyfriend.


“Why do you care what anyone thinks?” Katie asked.


“I don’t. I’m just tired of not having my shit together.”


“Gotta fake it to make it, babe,” Katie said. “You once told me that.”


The memories evoked an emotion that clogged Olive’s throat, so she distracted herself by taking in the view. The sky was so bright and clear, the water such a deep blue, the mountains blanketed by endless pines, topped with caps of snow, all of it so stunning that if all of it hadn’t been humming and teeming with such vibrance, it could’ve been a painting.


Into her silence, Katie said, “You also told me that no matter how many times you break, you can still put yourself back together.”


“Yeah, well, past me had more hope. And it’d be great if you could try and forget all the dumb stuff I’ve said.”


“How do I differentiate?”


Olive laughed. “Look at that, a joke!”


“Who said I was joking?”


“Ha-ha.”


“Whatever.” Katie cleared her throat. “Thanks for coming to help me with little Joey. The library gave me leave for as long as I need, but it’ll still be so helpful to have you so I can spend more time at the hospital with Joe. It means a lot.”


“Of course.” Katie rarely asked for help, even though she’d given Olive everything her own parents hadn’t been able to: safety, security . . . acceptance . . . “I’m all yours, whatever you need.”


Noah and Joe, Katie’s husband, were work partners, both ISB special agents—Investigative Services Branch of the National Park Service under the Department of the Interior—working out of the Yosemite station, about three hours south. They’d been investigating a series of car burglaries and thefts that had culminated in an ugly, dangerous high-speed chase. One of the suspects in the car had opened fire on Noah and Joe, blowing out their windshield and then two of their tires, causing their vehicle to flip.


Joe had been transported by helo to a Tahoe hospital, where a week later he still remained in the ICU. Noah had been released, though he was not cleared for duty, still healing from various injuries including his right leg. Actually, that was a reinjury, from when Olive had accidentally run him over all those years ago. Things she’d put away in the Don’t Think About It Right Now file. “How’s Joe?”


“Still in a coma,” Katie said. “Which is the short story. The long story is that he’s in a state of unarousable unconsciousness due to a dysfunction of the brain’s ascending reticular activating system, or ARAS, which is responsible for the maintenance of wakefulness.”


“He’s going to be okay,” Olive said softly.


“Yes, because if he’s not, I’ll climb into his coma and drag him out myself.”


“I’ll help.”


“Misfits unite.”


Olive laughed softly. “Misfits unite.” It’d been their mantra since she’d moved in with her grandma at age fourteen, right next to Katie’s family. Up until then, she’d been homeschooled on an off-the-grid farm several hours north of Tahoe in a remote wilderness that few ventured into. This meant she’d been able to build a fire in three minutes flat but hadn’t known the first thing about kids her own age. Nor had Katie, which had made them easy targets at school. Poor Noah—not troubled, not a misfit—had been their reluctant protector.


“Are you close?” Katie asked.


Olive eyed the lake on her right. The azure blue water ran so deep, it could swallow up the entire Empire State Building. Massive groves of pine trees climbed so high in the sky they seemed to brush up against the few puffy white clouds floating by. Just taking it all in lowered her blood pressure. “I’m about to pass your work.”


“The library? Great, you’ll be here in ten point five minutes. Don’t get lost.”


Olive laughed. “It hasn’t been that long. And I never get lost.”


“Not true. Remember when you were taking your driver’s license test, and the DMV guy said turn right, but you always mixed up your rights and lefts, and you turned left— ”


“I’ve got that down now,” Olive joked, hoping to ward off the whole tale. Unlikely since Katie had never met a story she wanted to stop in the middle of.


“You ended up on a one-way street going the wrong way and totally freaked out, so you rushed to make a right turn, but it wasn’t a street, it was a trail, and since it was posted everywhere that no cars were allowed, you failed your test— ”


“I remember.”


“Your instructor got chest pains and had to be taken by ambulance to the hospital, but it turned out to be just indigestion because he’d eaten four hot dogs at that food shack at the lake, the one that had been shut down for giving dozens of people food poisoning. Do you remember that part?”


“It’s ringing a bell,” Olive said dryly.


“You made the front page of the local paper. It’s rare to make the front page, but you managed it again a few years later when— ”


“Let me save you some time, okay? I remember all the stupid stuff I did. I’ll see you in a few— ” She broke off when a guy stepped off the sidewalk without looking. Slamming on the brakes, she nearly had heart failure before her car skidded to a stop a few feet from him.


When he turned to face her, she sucked in a shocked breath.


“What?” Katie asked.


Olive’s car was half in the crosswalk, slightly crooked, the smell of burnt tires assaulting her senses. The guy she’d nearly hit yanked out an earbud and lifted a hand up to shade his eyes, clearly trying and failing to see past her windshield into her rental Mini Cooper.


A whoosh of relief escaped her. Noah Turner himself. He mouthed sorry! and then just continued on his way, his gait uneven, clearly favoring his right leg.


“He’s sorry?” she muttered. “I almost had a heart attack, and he’s sorry— ”


“Who are you talking to?”


“I almost ran over your brother.”


“Again? He’s not going to like that.”


She resisted the urge to thunk her forehead against the steering wheel. “I’m pretty sure he couldn’t see my face, and I don’t plan on enlightening him. You can’t either.”


“No worries,” Katie said. “You’re the One Who Shall Not Be Named.”


“What?”


“Crap,” Katie muttered, accompanied by a sound like maybe she’d just smacked herself in the forehead. “Don’t let Olive know that’s her nickname.”


“Oh my God. Seriously?”


“Don’t take it personally,” Katie said. “He’s got a whole list of things Mom and I can’t talk to him about. One is women and/or marriage—all women, not just you.”


Olive choked out a laugh. “Wow.”


“We’re also no longer allowed to ask when he’s going to settle down and have kids. But really, he should’ve made a rule about matchmaking, because Mom’s been trying to set him up with every even vaguely single woman she meets.”


Olive found her first genuine smile for the day. Here she’d been dreading coming back and having to see Noah, but it sounded as if his hands were full.


“Oh, and you’ll be staying with us,” Katie said.


“That’s sweet,” Olive said while thinking hell no. “But I can’t put you out at a time like this. Gram’s got plenty of room— ”


“She’s been renting her extra rooms out to supplement her social security checks.”


Olive felt her heart squeeze. “What?”


“You didn’t know?”


Guilt swamped Olive. Had she been that busy keeping her PR firm afloat that she’d neglected to make sure Gram was okay? They’d always been close, really close, even though Olive hadn’t lived here since the summer she’d graduated high school. She’d gone to New York for college. After that, she’d taken a PR grunt job in London. Her boss had been an asshole, but she’d loved the city, loved how different it was from everything she’d ever known. She’d left the job a year ago but had stayed in London to start her own PR firm. She had only two regrets about that, and Katie was one of them. Her grandma was the other. “No, I didn’t know she was renting out rooms.”


Katie was quiet a moment, as she always was when trying to think about how to say something without being too harsh or blunt. “Maybe she didn’t want to worry you,” she finally said.


Gram had been a nurse for forty years. She had a pension and her house was paid off. Why would she rent out rooms? “You’ve got enough going on, I’ll get a hotel— ”


“No!” Katie lowered her voice. “I need you, Olive.”


Katie had been there for her through thick and thin, and there’d been a lot of thin.


“Promise me.”


Gah. “I promise. And I’m here,” she said, turning into the shared driveway between the Turner house and Gram’s.


“Your ETA was 12:32, and it’s 12:38,” Katie said. “But then again, you did almost hit my brother. That must’ve added a few minutes to your time.”


Olive caught sight of Katie’s face pressed up against the window. Next to her stood a shorter mini-Katie—her five-year-old son, and Olive’s godson—Joey. Her heart warmed at the sight of the house, at seeing Katie and Joey, at everything, including Holmes, the family’s twelve-year-old basset hound, snoozing on the porch, big as a hairy kindergartner and snoring loud enough for her to hear from her car.


“Uh-oh,” Katie said.


“You know I hate an uh-oh.”


Katie sent her a grimace through the window. “Noah just texted that he’s almost here. He wasn’t supposed to get back from his run until 1:24, which would’ve given you enough time to see me before going to visit Gram. He must’ve cut through the woods even though he isn’t supposed to jog on uneven turf yet. That’s going to set his recovery back.”


Olive didn’t want to think about how he’d gotten injured in the first place, as it would make her sympathetic toward him. She really needed to hold on to her self-righteous anger in order to stay sane. As she leaped out of the car, her anger turned to anxiety. She had learned it was important to be flexible in life whenever necessary. “Let me know when the coast’s clear and I’ll come over.”


They disconnected and Olive turned to Gram’s house just as the front door opened.


“You’re finally here!” Gram cried, wiping her hands on the same floral apron she’d worn for as long as Olive could remember. In the blink of an eye, she was being hugged by arms much frailer than they’d ever been, but no less fierce or short of love. She held on tight, smiling because, as always, her grandma smelled like roses and vanilla and childhood dreams.


“Oh, honey, are you a sight for sore eyes . . .” Gram’s face tightened with worry. “But about your room— ”


“It’s okay. Katie told me about your renters. I’ll sleep at her place, but are you okay? If you’re short money, I can— ”


“No, I’m good. Really,” she promised. “The Bunco girls are planning a trip to Hawaii this winter. Renting out the extra rooms seemed like a great way to get the money. I hear about these great mai tais, and how at a luau you can watch hot men dance while they twirl firesticks every night.” She smiled and gently patted Olive’s cheeks. “Oh, I’ve missed you.”


“Missed you more.” The words were woefully inadequate. “Before I forget, have you talked to Mom or Dad? Yesterday was our monthly check-in call, and they didn’t answer or call me back.”


Gram shook her head. “They’re probably traveling to some festival or craft fair to sell their wares and forgot. Remember last year when they went to Burning Man? It was two weeks before they remembered to check in.” Holding on to Olive’s hands, she spread their arms out. “You didn’t have to dress up for me.”


In her sundress, denim jacket, and wedge sandals, Olive wasn’t all that dressed up. But she supposed, compared to the secondhand clothes she used to wear, she looked very different. She’d eventually learned to dress the part of the polished, elegant, self-reliant, successful woman she’d wanted to be. In her line of work, image was everything. Image and confidence. Which, let’s face it, she was still working on.


“You look fantastic, but you also look worried.”


“I am. For Katie.”


“Of course. But it’s also more.”


Olive didn’t bother denying this, it wouldn’t work. She was a grade A plus liar when she needed to be, after all she was in public relations, but she’d never been able to fool Gram.


Proving it, she found herself being pulled through the house and out the slider to the side yard and the patio there, where she took her first true deep breath in . . . she had no idea. She hadn’t realized until this very moment just how much she’d been missing the stability Gram always provided.


“Sit,” her grandma said. “I’ll be right back with the cure.”


“Mew.”


Olive looked down and found herself being stared at by a tiny gray-and-white kitten with slightly crossed blue eyes. “Well, hello.” She reached for her, but the little thing hissed and backed away. “Tiny but mighty, huh? I come in peace.”


“Maybe you do, but she most definitely doesn’t,” Gram said, coming back out. “She’s a stray, just appeared out of nowhere yesterday. I’m calling her Pepper because she’s so spicy.”


“She’s so thin.”


“I know. I’ve been putting out food and water for her. And I’m about to do the same for you.”


Olive turned to Gram and laughed because the woman had a tray of milk and cookies, just like the old days.


Gram grinned. “I do love the strays.”


Olive dipped a cookie into her mug of milk, watching it carefully because it was a fine line between not enough soakage and too much soakage.


“Is it your job stressing you?” Gram asked. “I thought you loved living in the UK, running your own company.”


Olive thought about that as she leaned over her mug, and yet still managed to dribble milk down the front of her dress. Awesome. “I do love it, both London and being my own boss.”


Gram expertly lifted her perfectly soaked cookie to her mouth without getting a single drop of milk on herself. “While you’re here, I could use your skills at the senior center. We’re trying to expand and need funding.”


“Happy to.”


Gram smiled. “And the boyfriend? What’s his name again? Ian? The one who gave you a pretty bracelet.”


No, Ian had given her emotional whiplash and a headache with a splash of trust issues after he’d cheated on her with someone she’d thought was a friend. She’d bought herself the bracelet after she’d dumped him. “I’m . . . seeing someone new.”


“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Gram said. “What’s his name?”


“Matt.” Matt was funny, sweet, kind, loyal, had a great job, great family, and . . . was pretend. Which really made him the perfect boyfriend.


“He didn’t want to come with you?” Gram made a show of looking at Olive’s ring finger. Her ringless ring finger. “I’d have loved to meet him.”


Okay, so there were downsides to a pretend boyfriend. But the plus side? No fielding questions from anyone about why she was still single. Or why she still had trouble trusting people with her heart. Not to mention making her seem even more put together, and she’d take all the help she could get there. “He’s been super busy lately, so— ”


“Poppycock. Who’s too busy for love? You deserve it, more than anyone I know.”


Olive didn’t want for love. She wanted for structure, which had always been missing from her life. As a result, she tended to operate in relationships like that young kid she’d once been, re-creating the chaos she’d lived with growing up.


A truck drove up the common driveway, parking at the very top, on Katie’s side. The man who got out was everything she remembered: tall; leanly muscled; his dark, slightly curly hair peeking out from beneath a ballcap; his eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. Once upon a time, he’d always had a smile, but not today. Today his mouth was grim. He rolled his shoulders like he was in some pain, then stilled at the sight of the Mini Coop.


The one that had nearly hit him less than half an hour ago.


Olive sucked in a breath and slouched in the porch swing. She was still holding that breath when he removed his sunglasses and peered inside the car before lifting his head, unerringly finding her gaze with his own.
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Olive slid as low as she could without falling to the floor, trying to get below the sightline of the white picket fence.


“What are you doing?” Gram asked.


“Hiding. You never saw me. I’m not here— ”


“Could’ve fooled me,” a male voice said.


The unbearably familiar male voice reminded her of some of the best times of her life.


And the worst.


With a grimace, she looked up.


Noah stood there, looking better than a guy who’d once ruined her life should, even with his eyes narrowed, his mouth grim, and those muscles in his jaw all bunched.


“Olive Porter, as she lives and breathes,” he said with absolutely no inflection at all. Which meant she was ticked off on top of being ticked off. Ticked Off Squared.


Except . . . he hadn’t ruined her life. She’d ruined his.


“It’s nice to see you,” Gram told him. “Been a while since you’ve been home.”


Noah used his most charming smile. “Adele. Looking good.”


Gram, being of the female persuasion, fell victim to Noah’s deliciously rugged charm, beaming. “Aren’t you the one.” She glanced at Olive. “Is your Matt this sweet?”


Okay, first of all, Noah had never been sweet a day in his life. Sharp, funny, dangerous, yes. Sweet? Not a chance. And second, why had she thought it a good idea to make up a boyfriend? Why hadn’t she just said she didn’t need a man in her life? Because she didn’t, not even a little bit. Damn hindsight. “Matt’s far sweeter.”


Noah just smirked, the bastard. “I need to talk to you.”


Olive took another cookie. “I’m very busy right now.”


But he already had her by the hand, tugging her upright, leading her in that uneven gait, which gave her a pang straight through her heart.


Stupid heart.


She must’ve made some sound because he glanced back at her, caught the look on her face, and hardened his. “Feeling sorry for me?”


“Not even a little bit.” She took a bite of the cookie she’d managed to hold on to.


“Nice to know the sarcasm didn’t change with the new look.” Out of hearing range, Noah abruptly let go of her hand and stepped back from her like maybe he was trying to avoid the temptation of strangling her.


He could join her club.


Hands on hips, he gave a single shake of his head.


So he was disappointed in her. Well, he could get in damn line, because she was disappointed in herself too. She’d left here an eighteen-year-old country bumpkin who’d taught herself to look and act like a sophisticated, elegant woman who knew what she was doing. And it’d worked, even if she’d sacrificed any sort of personal life. Truthfully, her only boyfriend’s name was Loneliness. She popped the last bite of cookie into her mouth. Priorities. They were important. “So? What did you want to talk about?”


His eyes narrowed. “Are you kidding me?”


“Hey, if you wanted a cookie, you should’ve taken one off the tray.”


He just looked at her.


Okay, so he hadn’t been talking about the cookies and she knew it. But something she didn’t know . . . how had he managed to get even more good-looking with time? Used to be his eyes would warm when she amused him, and catch fire when he was aroused, but with those mirrored sunglasses back over his eyes, she had no idea what he was thinking, much less feeling. “It was all your own fault, you know,” she said.


He crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head, ready to be enlightened.


“You didn’t look both ways!”


“You didn’t slow down before the crosswalk.”


She tossed up her hands in the way she always did when she knew she held some of the blame but wasn’t ready to admit it.


“Why are you even here?” he asked. “To drop off another Dear John letter?”


As she’d never intended to write him the first one, she sure as hell couldn’t have stomached writing another. Or tell him why she’d left here in the first place. It’d only hurt him, and she’d done enough of that for this lifetime. And in any case, how upset could he have been, seeing as he’d never tried to talk to her about it. “Not everything’s about you, Noah. I’m just here to help your sister.”


“Good, because she needs you.”


This gave her a pang of guilt. She hadn’t been back much. She was lucky Katie was still her friend at all. Or that Noah was even speaking to her. “How are you doing with all this?”


Again he ran a hand down his face, like maybe he was fighting exhaustion and losing. “My brother-in-law and best friend is in a coma because of me, so how do you think I’m doing?”


“Sometimes an accident is just an accident. Mistakes happen, Noah.”


He removed his sunglasses, revealing those golden-brown eyes of his, the ones that had always been able to see right through all her crap. “I remember saying that to you after . . .”


She gave him a wry look and he let out a mirthless laugh. “It doesn’t help, does it?” he said. “Empty platitudes.”


“Nope.”


They stared at each other, the air between them filled with recriminations, hurt, and, at least in her case, regrets.


“You’ve changed,” he said.


“If you mean I stopped wearing hand-me-down clothes, then yes. I changed.”


He shook his head. “It’s not what you’re wearing. It never mattered to the people who cared about you what you wore. You’ve changed,” he said again. “On the inside.”


“I grew up.”


“Well, you’re still trying to run people over, so— ”


She narrowed her eyes. “Not funny.”


“Not laughing. You bring . . . ‘your Matt’ with you?”


“No. You bring anyone with you?”


“Don’t have anyone to bring.”


She nodded, then plastered a fake smile on her face. “Well, this has been a whole bunch of fun, but I’ve gotta go.”


“Of course you do.”


She turned back. “Was that supposed to mean something?”


“The going gets tough, you get going.”


That this statement was one hundred percent true didn’t help. She drew a deep breath for a calm that did not come. Maybe because calm was hard to obtain with a lump in your throat the size of a regulation football. The man in front of her had been such a big part of her formative years. His entire family had been. They’d taken her under their collective wing and given her a sense of belonging she’d never had. But the hardened look in his gaze reminded her she’d blown that. Still, she couldn’t stop the question that escaped her. “Have you ever wondered what it’d be like between us now, as adults?”


He looked at her for a long beat. “Sometimes the past is best left in the past.”


She forced a smile. “Something we can agree on.”
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Fourteen years ago


Olive’s stomach rumbled. She’d forgotten to bring lunch, so she got in line in the school cafeteria. But when she searched her pockets, she remembered she didn’t have any money.


“Hey, loser, the line’s moving, keep up.”


Turning, she came face to face with Cindy, her tormenter in both sophomore math and science. Cindy liked to poke at weakness, which made Olive an easy target. Stepping out of line rather than admitting the truth, she ran smack into Noah coming into the cafeteria.


“Skipping lunch?”


He never missed much. It was self-preservation, she knew. His dad expected perfection from him, and his mom needed it, both having to focus all their concentration on getting Katie through school. Olive refused to add to his burden. “Not hungry.”


“You’re always hungry.”


“Not today.”


Something came and went in his eyes before he thrust out his own lunch.


The guy had run track early that morning and had a baseball game later, he needed the calories far more than she did. “No, really, I’m fine.”


“Olive— ”


“Gotta go.” She hightailed it out of there, because she could handle a lot of things, but pity wasn’t one of them.


An hour later, just before her last class, she opened her locker and found a turkey on wheat sandwich and an apple. For a moment she was too choked up to eat, but only for a moment because when she opened the sandwich, it had lettuce and tomatoes—gross—and no mayo. Noah didn’t believe in polluting his body.


He had no idea what he was missing.


Still, she was hungry enough to inhale it all, even the apple. And the warm fuzzies he’d given her almost made up for the lack of chips or cookies.


Present day


Noah watched Olive walk toward the car she’d nearly run him over with. He considered himself the master at navigating the unexpected and unpredictable, but clearly his internal GPS was still broken around her. Or maybe it was the way her dress clung to her gorgeous, curvy bod, scrambling his brain cells.


Olive Porter had most definitely grown up.


Luckily, he needed to focus if he was going to be any help to his family, and the last thing he needed was a distraction.


But the biggest distraction he’d ever met was pulling a big duffel bag from the back of her car and . . . turning toward Katie’s house? “What are you doing?”


When she didn’t answer, probably because she had to stagger under the weight of her bag, he scooped it from her and shouldered it.


“I didn’t ask for your help.”


Right, because she’d rather keel over dead. At least that had been the old Olive. He knew nothing about New Olive. She’d vanished from his life when he’d needed her the most and he’d moved on.


They played tug-of-war over her duffel bag. “Why are you heading toward my mom’s house like you’re staying there?” he asked.


“Because I am.” She was out of breath. “Let go.”


“Why are you staying there?” he asked, letting go of her bag. She nearly fell to her ass. “Sorry.”


She sent him a fulminating look. “Katie insisted.”


He had no intention of sharing space with this woman. He’d already shared his heart and she’d decimated it. “Bad plan.”


“Ya think?” She sighed. “Gram rented out her extra rooms. And it’s Katie’s house now, remember? And for the record, I offered to stay in a hotel.”


With a groan, Noah tipped his head back and stared up at the sky. Once Katie had married Joe and they’d had little Joey, they’d built their mom a brand spanking new apartment above the garage. Free of the big house responsibilities, she’d been able to travel with her friends and enjoy herself. In fact, she’d been on a monthlong adventure in Portugal when Noah and Joe had been in their accident. She’d come home right away, of course, which made it the first time they’d all been in Sunrise Cove together in a long time.


But Noah had been gone the most. He had a house on the south shore and an efficiency studio apartment in Yosemite, but also spent time in D.C. at the NPS—National Park Service—headquarters. Joe, down two paygrades, worked far less hours than Noah, and either stayed on Noah’s couch in Yosemite when necessary or commuted from Sunrise Cove.


Olive eyed him suspiciously. “Where are you staying?”


Noah caught sight of Katie plastered up against the living room picture window watching them. She winced just before she yanked the blinds closed.


At his side, Olive snorted. “Busybody.”


No doubt. “Wait here a sec.” He strode up the front steps.


Holmes the Hound woke with a snort, his long ears rumpled and wrinkled. Seeing Noah, he tipped his head back and let out a soulful but happy howl, tail thumping.


With a smile, Noah crouched down to love up on the old guy, named Holmes because, like Sherlock, the hound could sniff out anything. Well, mostly food, but still. He weighed in at seventy pounds, his belly scraped the floor. So did his ears. He drooled, had gas that could wipe out the entire ecosystem, and could howl until the windows rattled if left alone. He couldn’t see much past his own nose anymore, but he loved his people fiercely and was loyal and devoted. So much so that he’d been depressed for months after losing his best friend when Sassy Pants, the family’s fifteen-year-old cat, had passed earlier in the year.


Noah gave him a quick belly rub. “I’ll be back,” he promised, then rose and reached for the door handle, colliding with Olive doing the same.


He glanced over at her. “I see you still take direction well.”


“And you’re as bossy as ever.” She sent Holmes a sweeter smile than Noah had ever gotten from her. “Hey, boy.” Then, since neither of them had let go of the door handle, she went back to fighting him for it. They were still wrestling when the door suddenly opened, and they tumbled inside.


Olive leaped up so fast, she nearly fell over again. Noah took longer, refusing to acknowledge the stab of pain in his leg, or let anyone see it. His sister clapped her hands together in delight. “I’ve been waiting for this day for years.”


Noah straightened. “So you admit this was planned.”


Katie rolled her lips into her mouth. Everyone knew she was incapable of lying convincingly, so whenever she got cornered, she zipped her lips as if to keep the words from falling right out.


Olive stepped past Noah and pulled Katie in for a hug. As always when confronted with physical contact, she turned into a corpse with rigor mortis. Her phone and glasses fell from her hands and hit the floor. “My phone. My glasses,” she said, while waiting for the hug to end.


Looking amused, Olive pulled back. “Sorry, it’s been too long.”


“It’s never too long to not hug.”


Olive laughed. “Okay, then, how about this.” And she kissed Katie noisily on the cheek.


Katie squirmed. “Worse. Way worse.”


Ignoring all of that, Noah gave his sister a long look.


“Hey,” she said. “My husband’s in a coma, my son’s missing his dad, and I’ve been scrambling to keep my life together. On the surface I might be cool as a cucumber, but on the inside I’m a squirrel in traffic. So sue me for wanting my brother and my best friend here under one roof.” She paused. “Don’t be mad.”


“We’re not,” Olive said, taking Katie’s hand in hers.


True. Noah couldn’t be mad, because he was the reason Joe was in a coma. He’d been trained in evasive driving. He should’ve been able to handle the car. In fact, he should’ve seen it coming. Instead, he’d been arguing with Joe over his choice in music. “Whatever you need,” he told Katie. Money, time, babysitting . . . my jugular. “I’m here for you.”


Olive nodded. “What he said.”


“What I need,” Katie said, “is for the two people I love so dearly to help me with Joey and be there for Joe.”


“Done,” Olive said.


“It won’t be easy. Today alone I said four things I never in a million years imagined saying.” She held up a finger for each point. “ ‘Sorry I flushed your poop before you said goodbye.’ ‘If you’re going to stick your hands down your pants, you have to wash them after—with soap.’ Oh, and let’s not forget ‘Don’t lick the dog’ and ‘Who ate the stick of butter I had on the counter?’ Which, by the way, if Joey says he has to go potty today, I suggest you run, don’t walk.”


Olive had a hand over her mouth, looking both horrified and like she might laugh.


Katie pointed at her.


Olive shook her head and got herself under control.


Noah turned back to the door to get Olive’s duffel bag, and not, as he’d have liked, to get into his truck and keep driving until he was in another state. On the other side of the country.


“Wait—where are you going?” Katie asked in her demanding sister voice.


“Calm down.”


Katie narrowed her eyes and turned to Olive. “My brother just said ‘calm down’ like he wants his own Dateline special.”


Noah rolled his eyes and dropped Olive’s duffel bag at her feet. “I’m going to sit with Joe for a bit.” Where he’d hold his brother-in-law’s hand and try badgering him back to the land of the living.


He caught Olive staring at him, expression hooded, nothing visible except for maybe irritation at having to . . . what? See him?


Ditto, babe. He gave her a curt nod, brushed a kiss to the top of Katie’s head, and then he was on the road, windows down, nearly freezing his brain with the biting spring mountain air, all so he couldn’t think too much.


And yet he still managed to do just that.


Twenty minutes later, he sat at Joe’s side in an uncomfortable chair that had his ass numb and his leg aching unbearably. Ignoring this, he hunched forward, eyes on Joe’s face. “Hey, man.”


Nothing.


He let out a breath. He’d been here every day since the accident and still it was a shock. Awake, Joe was in perpetual motion, usually smiling or laughing, always joking around. The life of the party. Seeing him like this, so damn still, shook Noah to the core. “So, uh, everything’s okay at home. Joey walks around in your favorite Giants hat.”


The room remained silent. Well, with the exception of the whooshing and beeping of various equipment working hard to keep Joe alive. “He won’t take it off, not even to sleep. Katie’s holding up in her usual stoic way. She’s reorganized your closet three times and, don’t hate the messenger, she threw out all your old socks, including your lucky basketball pair. I tried to save them, but the trash guys had already come.” He paused. Maybe he should go with positive stuff. “On the other hand, you know how you’re always after her to check the oil on her POS car that she won’t let you upgrade? Well, she’s finally doing that. Like daily.”


He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “She misses you.” I miss you . . . “I’m doing my best to make sure they have everything they need.” Except you . . . No one can replace you . . . He swallowed hard, keeping a few facts back for himself. Such as how Joey kept crying for his daddy and wasn’t sleeping well. But then again, none of them were. “Oh, and the good news is that you were called up for jury duty last week, but you got out of it, seeing as you’re here snoozing.”


Still nothing.


They’d been told not to expect reactions, not a flicker of an eyelid, not a squeeze of the hand, nothing, but hearing it was one thing, experiencing it was another. He leaned forward. “Listen, man, the truth is that I’m failing Katie. I’m failing Joey. Hell, I’m failing everyone, and I need you to wake up— ” He froze. Had Joe’s eyelids flickered? He stared at Joe for five long minutes but didn’t see it happen again.


A nurse spoke from the doorway. “Sir? I’m sorry, but time’s up.”


He looked at Joe. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” He squeezed his best friend’s hand.


Joe didn’t squeeze back.


Right. Because he was in a goddamn coma.










CHAPTER 4
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Noah turned off his truck in front of Katie’s house, barely remembering the drive from the hospital. Despite the chilly day, a few downstairs windows were open, which meant Katie had cranked the heater and then probably baked something, warming the house up so much that she threw herself into a hot flash, and the rest of them could freeze for all she cared.


The sounds of a full house drifted out to him: talking, the clinking of glasses and dishes, music playing in the background. Shit, he’d forgotten it was their weekly family dinner night, which, if he was in town, neither rain nor shine nor near deadly car accidents could get him out of. He really wasn’t feeling like pasting on a smile and being friendly, but if he left now, the next time he saw his mom she’d give him the look that said once again he’d let her down by not being around enough.


He knew his place in this family, and that was to be the one that everyone could count on. It was a role he knew how to play, as he’d been at it since the day Katie had been born three minutes and thirty-seven seconds after him. He was to show up, never need anything, and be perfect while he was at it.


Only, he’d been far from perfect.


Still was.


But he knew how to pretend, and was good at it. He didn’t even mind it, not really. He knew his mom counted on him to be the glue, especially after his dad had passed away a few years ago. But at the moment, all he wanted was a shower, a beer, and twelve hours horizontal with his eyes closed. He was so done in, he didn’t even care if there wasn’t a woman in the bed with him.


Just get it over with . . .


He started through the living room toward the dining room but stopped at the telltale sound of a tail thumping the floor. Holmes was on his bed near the unlit fireplace, head still down, forlorn eyes open and on Noah, who’d rescued him one day in his senior year of high school, when he’d found a very bedraggled and underfed puppy hiding beneath the school bleachers.


Holmes, who maybe should’ve been named Couch Potato, had been great for Noah’s family, low maintenance and innately lazy. Not much had changed over the years, except for his muzzle going gray with age. “Shh,” Noah whispered, hunkering down in front of the dog before he could lift his head and howl his hello. Noah laughed softly when Holmes rolled over to expose his very round belly for rubs and cuddles, which he of course obliged.


Miraculously, no one had heard him come in, he realized when he turned toward the dining room. Little Joey was sitting in Katie’s lap and grinning at Olive seated next to him.


Grinning.


Since the accident, none of them had been able to get the kid to smile or eat much, but Olive was gently teasing him with food, saying, “A bite for me . . . annnnnd a bite for you.”


And unbelievably, Joey ate everything she fed him.


“You’re good with him,” Katie said.


Olive gently touched her finger to the tip of Joey’s nose. “Maybe he’s good with me.”


Joey laughed and so did Olive, a sound Noah hadn’t remembered that he loved.


Then, as if she sensed him, she looked up. Their gazes collided and held. Everyone else turned to see what had Olive’s attention, and all chatter stopped for the briefest of seconds.


“Honey,” his mom said. “Why are you out there instead of eating with us?”


“He’s probably making sure it’s a safe place,” Katie said.


His mom frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”


His sister waved her fork in Noah’s general direction. “Every time he comes home, you try to set him up like he can’t find a woman. Women find him, Mom. And anyway, maybe he’s still recovering from Molly, who after two years decided she hated his job and his hours and that he wasn’t family material, and he needed to change everything about himself to keep her. Thankfully, he walked away, because who needs that kind of love?”


“You know I can speak for myself,” Noah said mildly. At work, when he talked, people listened. Sometimes he forgot that wasn’t the case at home, and never had been. “I can even form whole sentences on my own. And I’m not still recovering from Molly, that was a year ago.”


His mom ignored him, speaking directly to Katie. “Molly wasn’t The One. The One is still out there, he deserves that much.”


Noah’s left eye began to twitch. Hopefully it was a seizure and he’d get a nice, quiet ambulance ride out of here.


“Uncle Noah’s eye is doing something weird,” Joey said.


“What, is it a crime to need my only son to be happy?” his mom asked the room. “Why won’t he settle down? All my friends’ kids have settled down.”


“Except for the ones who have single daughters, who you keep trying to fix him up with,” Katie said.


Olive was looking amused. Good to know she found this funny.


His mom’s laser eyes landed on him. “What happened to that cute librarian friend of Katie’s that you went out with last summer?”


“She decided to go back to her ex.”


“Okay,” she said. “How about— ”


“Mom, maybe tonight, instead of invading my privacy, we just have dinner.”


“Hey,” she said, pointing at him with her glass. “You came out of my privacy.”


“Oh my God,” Katie muttered. “Mom, no one wants to think about coming out of their mother’s ‘privacy.’ ”


“Missy, check your attitude.”


“For complaints about my attitude, please contact the manufacturer. And do you remember when you made me play soccer? Even though I hate to run?”


“Made you? You begged me to sign you up, said it was a huge dream of yours. And I always let you both follow your dreams—unless I’d already paid the registration fee on your previous dream. Then you had to follow that one for six to eight more weeks.”


Katie rolled her eyes.


“Fine, new subject. After dinner, I need someone to help me update my phone, and also I can’t get to Netflix from my remote.”


“I can help you now,” Noah said. “For Netflix, you hit the home button. I circled it with a red Sharpie so we didn’t have to do this every day. As for your phone, you just hit update.”


“Also, before you ask,” Katie said without missing a beat, “the Wi-Fi password is still your phone number.”


“Don’t you two dare use that patronizing tone with me when I have questions about tech stuff. I once had to teach you both how to use a damn spoon.”


“ ‘Damn’ is a bad word,” Joey said.


His grandma smiled sweetly at him. “You’re right, love, but you should know, my children are rude idiots.”


Joey nodded wisely.


“And will you sit already?” his mom asked Noah. “You’re giving me a neck ache standing there.” She loaded up a plate and pushed it toward the only empty seat.


Right next to Olive.


Joey climbed out of Katie’s lap and into Olive’s, and then reached for Noah, straddling one of his legs and one of Olive’s, his short little legs pulling theirs together so their thighs were touching.


Oh good, and here Noah had thought things couldn’t get more awkward. “Sorry,” he murmured her way.


“Pass the green beans, please?”


“You used to hate all things green.”


His mom shook her head. “That’s not right. Olive’s always loved green foods, especially my green bean casserole.”


Noah, thinking of all the times he’d watched Olive drop anything green into a napkin rather than insult his mom, laughed.


His mom looked at Olive. “You don’t?”


She grimaced and sent Noah a glare.


Katie leaned into Olive and stage-whispered, “I give you permission to run him over again.”


Noah picked up his glass, holding it strategically so that he was flipping Katie off.


“I almost never run anyone over anymore,” Olive muttered to no one in particular.


Amy shook her head at her daughter and looked at Olive. “All those years I served you green beans, I’m so sorry.”


Olive waved that off. “My fault. I was embarrassed to tell you.”


The exchange felt oddly . . . awkward, like they were strangers. The thing was, he knew Olive and Katie had remained extremely close, and he’d assumed the same for Olive and his mom. When had they stopped being close, and why?


“Don’t forget about the ball game on Saturday,” Katie told him.


Olive looked at Noah in surprise. “You’re playing again?”


“No.” He didn’t realize he’d said this harshly until she flushed, making him wish he’d pregamed dinner with a glass of wine the size of his sister’s.


“He hasn’t played at all,” Katie said. “Not since May seventh of our last year in high school, exactly one week before graduation, when on the night of our senior party, you ran him over with your Gram’s old ATV, crushing his leg, requiring three surgeries and a two-week stay in the hospital, after which he ended up working for the forestry department instead of playing D1 baseball.”


The sudden silence was so vast he could hear his own blood in his veins. Olive reached for her untouched wineglass. “I think I’ll have some alcohol now.”


Noah poured her a full glass.


Katie nudged her shoulder to Olive’s. His sister’s version of a hug. “I’m sorry. You don’t like to talk about it. I’ll put it on the list of things I’m not supposed to bring up.”


“Thank you.” Olive then toasted Katie, clearly forgiving. In fact, she was probably the most forgiving person he’d ever met.


“The ball game I was referring to is Joey’s,” Katie said. “Noah’s going to step in for Joe as temporary coach, starting with this week’s game. Assuming he doesn’t choke, since he hasn’t so much as said the word ‘ball’ in all these years.”


Olive took a deep drink.


Katie grimaced. “I did it again. I’m sorry. Did I mention my husband’s in a coma?”


Olive sighed and reached out to hug Katie, who held up a hand to stop her, which meant that hand ran right into Olive’s face.


Olive raised a brow at her. “Did you just smack me?”


“Actually, your face walked right into my hand.” Katie paused, then also let out a sigh. “Fine, I smacked you. I’m sorry! You know how I feel about hugs.”


Olive took another deep drink of her wine.


His mom looked at Noah. “I always thought it was such a shame you gave baseball up altogether, when it was such an important part of your life. We thought you might find other ways to be involved with the sport. Instead, soon as you recovered, you went off to Yosemite Community College and to work for the National Park Service.”
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