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When you can’t trust yourself, how can you ask anyone else to?


It’s been months since Aden Colt left the Army, and still the memories haunt him. When he moved into a tiny boat off the California coast, he thought he’d found the perfect place to escape life. Then Sawyer shows up and turns his simple life upside down.


Beautiful and sophisticated, she seems out of place in this laid-back beach town. Something is pushing her to experience everything she can – including Aden. But as much as he wants her, starting a relationship with Sawyer puts them both at risk. For Aden, the past doesn’t stay there; it shows up unexpectedly, uncontrollably, and doesn’t care whose life it wrecks.


He’s not like other guys . . . Don’t miss J. B. Salsbury’s unique and explosive romance, Split, out now.
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PROLOGUE


ADEN


Three months ago . . .


“Hey, Sarge, can I have a word?”


With my ass on a cot and doubled over lacing up my boots, I avoid looking at LaRoy. If I make eye contact he’ll only take that as an invitation to air his concerns. The same bullshit concerns he’s been airing for the last few weeks. “Not now, Private.”


His boot steps close in, signaling he’s not going to let this shit go. “Colt.”


With a final tug on my shoestrings, I push up to stand and face my brother-in-arms head-on. “As long as we’ve been fighting side by side, how many times have I let you down?”


The trained Special Forces soldier in him stiffens his spine and snaps back a quick “Not once, sir,” but his wary expression betrays his strength, showing the worry of a friend.


“Grant, I said this before and I’ll say it again.” I strap on my gear while I continue. “You have nothing to worry about. The United States government gave us a job, to train Iraqi forces so that they can defend themselves against ISIL. We’ve done that, and we have a formidable team to show for it.”


“I don’t disagree with you, Aden, but . . .” He turns back toward the sound of our men chanting as they prep for our op—the last op of our deployment before we get to go home back to the States.


The air is electrified with a palpable energy reminding me of the days before playoff games in high school when the locker room felt alive with the excitement of a team about to annihilate the competition.


To keep from being overheard, Grant steps closer. “It’s not the men I’m worried about, it’s their leader.”


I resist the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose. “Al-Bishi is intense, but he’s harmless—”


“How do you know that, Aden?” There’s anger in his voice and a flash of something wild in his dark eyes.


“Because he’s a twenty-six-year-old husband and father of two little girls who live in a city that is controlled by evil. He is invested in our mission.”


He scoffs. “Invested. Is that what he told you?”


“No, that’s what my gut tells me and my gut hasn’t failed us yet.”


He steps back with a humorless bark of laughter. “Fine. But I too am invested in our mission, Colt. I’m twenty-eight hours away from a flight home to my wife and baby who I haven’t seen in over a year.”


“This isn’t a meat-eating op, our only job is to provide backup if needed. Al-Bishi and his men are ready to handle this alone, there’s no reason why you won’t make it home to Kim and Eva.”


He shrugs. “I’m keeping my eye on that asshole and if I see so much as a muscle twitch in the wrong way I’m puttin’ a fucking bullet in his skull.”


Now it’s me who steps close. “Grant, I get it. You’re feeling the effects of a fifteen-month deployment. The paranoia, trust me, I fucking get that—”


“You don’t get shit.” He turns to stomp out of the room, but turns back one last time, his eyes blazing with the angst I heard in his voice. “Strap up, Sarge. As much as you can carry. We’re gonna need it.”


“Hadhih laysat munawara.” This is not a drill. I address both the Iraqi team as well as my own in Arabic. “We have intel that there are two ISIL leaders currently hiding in this village.” I turn toward Al-Bishi, who is standing at my left. “You’ll take orders from Al-Bishi. My team has been instructed to provide backup only. Any questions?”


When the group of eighteen stay silent, I nod for Al-Bishi to command his men.


“Shukraan laky a sadiq.” Thank you, friend.


It’s never sat well with me that he refers to me as “friend,” as it implies we’re on equal ground when I’m his commanding officer, but I’ve let it slide for the sake of peace. Feeling eyes on me, I find LaRoy glaring a hole right through me. Twenty-four more hours, Grant. Hang in there, brother.


Al-Bishi runs through the plan to hike the four kilometers to the outskirts of the small village, then to surround the house and when they’re all in position to infiltrate.


With adrenaline coursing through our veins, we make quick work of the hike down into the valley, making sure to say alert and low to avoid being spotted. The only noise we’re putting off is the steady crunch of our boots to the dirt.


The scent of livestock alerts me that we’re close, so I motion for my guys to get down and be on the lookout. Pride fills my chest when I see Al-Bishi give a similar command to his men and they follow his order with ease.


Schmitt pulls up to my side, flashing me an eager smile. I’ve never met anyone as excited for battle as Camden Schmitt. It’s as if he came out of the womb a soldier, and although I dig his enthusiasm, his thirst for combat can make him unpredictable.


“Don’t.”


He chuckles quietly. “Oh come on, Sarge. One last time before I go back to Britney and I’m stuck in civilian life.”


“My job is to get you to your wedding in one piece or Brit will have my balls.”


I know I don’t need to remind him of our team’s role in this op, but I do anyway. “Backup only, Private.”


“Party pooper.” He drops behind me as we edge along the wall that runs the length of the small village.


We spread out behind the Iraqi soldiers and wait for them to enter through the gate. Al-Bishi gives the command and his men pour in like water to surround the house.


I motion with one arm for my team to follow and as we do, I feel LaRoy has my six. Whatever makes him feel better. I make a note to myself to talk to him about getting some help for his delusions as soon as we hit US soil.


Seamlessly my team of eight works like appendages of one well-oiled military machine. Having fought side by side for the past seven years, we’re able to read each other’s body language as we file in behind the Iraqi team. My senses are on hyper-drive as I identify the smell of smoke from a dwindling fire, my vision picking up the tidy kitchen and the sounds of—where is everyone?


My feet freeze. Breathing stills.


The only sound is the rapid beating of my pulse in my ears.


This is a surprise ambush on a residential location. Where are the women and kids?


My mind draws the conclusion just as the sound of rapid fire explodes all around us.


I point my weapon but don’t see the enemy we’re firing at.


The plaster walls burst and shatter.


I drop to the ground. Roll to the kitchen to take cover and that’s when I see them.


Terrorist militia dressed in all black flood in through the doors and windows. Bodies of men dressed in US fatigues drop all around me with the spray of pink mist.


We were set up.


Grant.


Fuck!


“It’s a setup!” I fire my weapon, clearing the way to crawl out in search of my men. “Get out!”


My ears pound as gunfire erupts from every direction. We’re completely surrounded. I grab O’Connor as he’s firing with one hand and dragging a bleeding and unconscious Iraqi soldier with him.


“Take cover!”


“No!” He fires and a body drops. “I won’t hide!” A bullet sings past me and buries itself into O’Connor’s neck.


Blood splatters my face.


He falls, clutching his throat.


“Fuck!” I whirl around and send a bullet through the enemy’s cranium.


Rage overtakes me.


Al-Bishi is a dead man.


Storming through the house I fire at the black-clothed militants, dropping them one by one as I hunt down the Iraqi commander.


The one I trained myself.


The one I fucking trusted with not only my life but the life of my men!


“Al-Bishi!” My throat burns and with the buzz of gunfire in my ears, my voice sounds more like a whisper. “You coward!”


Then he appears almost as if out of nowhere, or maybe he was searching for me too. Those black eyes shine with the joy of death that I’ve only ever seen in the face of pure evil.


“Sadiq!” His blood-covered face lights up with the joy that comes from a successful op. “American pig!”


My death is only seconds away, and as I raise my gun I welcome the burn of the bullet that’ll soon take my life. It’s what I deserve for not listening to Grant.


Oh God, Grant.


I say a silent prayer that he’ll forgive me for what I’ve done.


The pop of gunfire sounds.


A force slams into me.


I fall to my back and groan.


A heavy weight on my lungs makes it impossible to take a full breath.


Thankfully, there is no pain.


Only the warm slick blood that flows around my throat.


I close my eyes, grateful that it’s over, when something smacks my cheek.


“Sarge! Get up!” Schmitt’s over me and for the first time since I’ve known him, he looks scared. “Dustoff inbound!”


Dustoff. Medivac?


The ground shakes.


A bomb dropped.


“Our backup is here!”


He heaves the weight off my chest.


A flash of brown hair coated in blood and gray matter hits my vision.


With renewed strength I push myself up and—oh God . . . “No!” I grip Grant’s vest and shake him, knowing it’s pointless. One side of his head is gone. “No!”


It was Grant who fell on top of me.


He took that bullet for me.


After I ignored his concerns, he sacrificed his life . . . for me.


“Sarge, we gotta go!” Schmitt pulls my arms off LaRoy and I scramble to my feet. Bombs continue to shake the walls and small-round fire is still popping off randomly.


Crouched low, we maneuver over bodies. More fire. We duck behind a flipped-over table.


“You go!” I fire off a round. Feeling numb and sick I push back all thoughts and allow my training to take over. “Al-Bishi is mine!”


“I’m not leaving you!” He lifts his head up and takes a few shots, then falls hard to my side.


I shove him away with my elbow. “Go! That’s an order!”


He continues to press against me.


“Schmitt, dammit! I gave you an or—” He stares up at me with lifeless eyes. Blood forming rivers from his nose and mouth. Smoke curling up from the small bullet hole in his forehead.


Red coats my vision.


I stand to my full height.


The sound of gunfire stopped.


The room is silent.


Dead bodies litter the floor.


Shock overtakes me. My hands shake but I feel nothing.


Only one thought pumps furiously through my mind.


It should’ve been me.




ONE


Present day . . .


SAWYER


“I think we should break up.” I sip from a tangy margarita, wishing it would cool more than my mouth as the sweat that lies between my skin and my pantyhose is beginning to chafe.


Having just shoveled a heaping forkful of meat dripping in red sauce into his mouth, Mark freezes. He glares at me from behind his fork and strings of cheese dangle from his chin. The four-piece mariachi band starts up a few tables down and even the upbeat rhythm doesn’t cut the tension between us.


I probably should’ve eased into it a little rather than dropping it right on the table between us, but I figure it’s like a Band-Aid. The faster the better.


He wipes his chin, chews, and swallows hard before leaning forward to prop his forearms on the table. “You’re kidding, right?”


“Mark . . .” I point to the dollop of red sauce under his pristine white sleeve. “Your shirt.”


He doesn’t take his eyes off mine, as if he didn’t hear me or maybe he’s refusing to. “Things have been so good between us.”


I sigh internally because he only thinks things have been good between us. I’ve been entertaining ending what little we’ve started for weeks now. “I’m sure this seems out of left field but . . .”


He adjusts his position, further rubbing his crisp dress shirt through the offending sauce.


My fingers itch to dig out my Tide stain stick and go to town on what is sure to end up being an ugly and permanent reminder of tonight. “I just don’t think we’re compatible.”


He shoves his plate aside almost violently and I add his emotional outbursts to the list of reasons why I can’t stay with him. “You’ve been living with me for two months, Sawyer. How long have you been thinking about our compatibility?”


“About a month.”


“Fuck.” He leans back and runs two hands through his usually perfect chestnut hair, flashing that red stain that taunts me. “I knew it was too soon to ask you to move in.”


He’s probably right about that. At the time it made logical sense—I should know, I made the list. I checked off all the reasons to against all the reasons against and determined living together solved a lot of our problems. It was more affordable, his place was closer to the office, I was able to make bigger payments on my student loans. The only downside was I wasn’t in love with him. And despite the way he’s looking at me now—the turned-down lips and puppy dog eyes—he doesn’t love me either.


He continues to tug at his hair and the chaos of it has me run my hands over mine in response. “I’m sorry to do this now. I wanted to wait until we got home.”


“Wait until we got home.” He repeats my own words, then laughs, but I fail to see what’s funny so I jut my chin out and wait for him to explain. “Like that would’ve been easier? We’ve been together for six months. We have a great time together. Why are you doing this?” His eyes narrow and I catch a hint of the Mark Abbot, CPA to the filthy stinkin’ rich I see at the office every day. “Is this because I closed on McMillan?”


My fingers dig into the sleek material of my pencil skirt. “Please, Mark. I’m not that petty.” Although his swooping in on my client when I was reeling him in was a Grade-A dickhead move, it’s only one of many reasons I’m ending our relationship.


He throws his hands up in defeat. “Then what is it? Why—”


“Can I get you another margarita?” Our waiter clears the empty basket of chips as he eyes my uneaten food. “Would you like a box?”


“We’re fine, José!” Mark snaps at the man.


I flash the guy a warm and what I hope is an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, but no. Just the check, thank you.”


He gives Mark a warning look that my soon-to-be-ex doesn’t seem to notice or care about, then retreats.


“First of all, his name is Juan. Not José. Second, it’s not his fault we’re breaking up, so don’t take it out on him.”


“We aren’t breaking up, Sawyer. You’re breaking up with me. I get no say in this, do I?”


“My mind is made up.”


“Can you at least tell me what I did wrong? It scares the shit out of me that I’ve been somehow pushing you away and not even known it. Or that I’ve been so delusional to think things between us have been great when the whole time you’ve been miserable.”


If that isn’t the unanswerable question I don’t know what is.


Do I run down the list of things he does that annoy me? That I hate it when he throws his arm over my shoulder in front of people at work as if he owns me and wants everyone to know? How I hate the way he breathes through his mouth, like his perfect nose is only for decoration rather than functional use? I hate that he chews ice. Takes me to dinner at sports bars when a game is on and never takes his eyes off the screen. I hate that he answers his phone while we’re eating. I hate that I have to hold my breath around him every morning because of how much cologne he puts on, that he wears tennis shoes without socks, uses my tweezers to pluck hair out of his nose, doesn’t hang up his wet towels the right way, and eats cereal in the middle of the night but doesn’t rinse out his bowl so it stinks like sour milk in the morning. He’ll think my reasons are ridiculous, but I can’t change the things that drive me crazy, they’re engrained in me.


“Wait a minute.” His voice is softer now. “I know what this is. This is about your sister.”


My mind blanks and fury blooms in my chest and heats my cheeks. “Don’t bring her into this.”


“You’ve been under so much stress.” He rubs his forehead. “I feel like a dick for not seeing this coming.”


Every word he says seems to grate along my skin and zap at my nerves. “If you’re implying my breaking up with you is some kind of relapse—”


“That’s exactly what I’m implying.” The expression on his face softens, but it’s not communicating understanding as much as pity. “It makes sense that with your sister being so sick you’d start to question everything. Anything emotional could send you back . . . inside. I’m just saying I totally get it.”


I clench my jaw trying to hold back an outburst. “Don’t compartmentalize how I feel.”


The waiter returns, dropping the check on the table, and then scurries away probably because of the fire shooting through my eyes aimed directly at the man across from me.


Mark leans to the side to fish his wallet from the back pocket of his slacks. “My mom told me this might happen. She said once Celia took a turn for the worse your compulsions would come back.”


“You told your mom?”


His mom. I’d mentally add his codependent relationship with his mother to my list of reasons why I’m breaking up with him, but I’m too mad to think straight.


“Of course. Good thing too or I might have actually thought you were breaking up with me because of something I did.”


“Mark—”


“Have you considered going back to counseling, ya know, once Celia passes—”


“Seriously, Mark, I’ll say it one more time. Leave my sister out of this.”


He tosses a card into the black folder and peers at me with cold eyes. “Your anger only confirms it. Face it, Sawyer. Celia’s dying. The quicker you accept that, the sooner you can move on with your life and that includes us.”


And just like that all the anger and frustration drains from my body because in this moment I know without a single doubt that I could never stay with a man who doesn’t give a shit about my boundaries.


I warned him.


He ignored me.


I’m done.


I snag my purse from its hanging position on my chair and dig out my phone. With a calmness I didn’t think I was capable of, I hit the Uber app and pinch a twenty from my wallet.


I toss it on the table and stand with all the confidence of a woman who is about to walk away without a single regret. “I’ll arrange to have my stuff out this weekend.”


His cheeks redden and he braces to stand but I stop him with a firm look.


“Don’t. This has been over for awhile, but what you pulled tonight confirms my decision.” I hook my purse over my shoulder. “Bye, Mark.”


“Wait, Sawyer!”


“Señor, you can’t leave until I run your card.”


“Give me one second, I—”


The heavy, carved wooden door of the restaurant closes behind me and I weave through the parking lot to the main road. I check my phone and thankfully the Uber pulls up seconds later.


The driver, an older man with white hair and who has Bing Crosby playing on the radio turns back to me. “Everything okay, miss.” His eyes move over my shoulder to the back window and I don’t have to look to know it’s probably Mark charging the car.


“Yes. Orangewood and Twenty-Second Street, please.”


He steps on the gas harder than I’d expect for a man his age. He’s probably figured out I’m trying to get away from a bad date, and I appreciate him for that.


“Bottled water?” He hands me a four-ounce bottle of cold water that I gratefully accept.


“Thank you.”


I pull out my phone and hit my sister’s phone number. After two rings it goes to voicemail.


“Hey, it’s Celia! I’m hanging off a rock face in Utah and can’t reach my phone. Leave me a message!”


“Cece, it’s me. I’m on my way to Mom and Dad’s and was hoping you’d be awake. If not, I’ll just talk to you tomorrow.”


I slide my phone into my purse and Nat King Cole and Billie Holiday later we’re pulling into my old neighborhood. With a few directions, we end up at my parents’ house, idling in the driveway.


“I’ll wait.” He throws the car into park. “Make sure you get in all right.”


Smiling to myself, I head to the front door, not at all surprised to see the lights in the front of the house on. It’s early on a Friday night. That means movie night. Warmth washes over me at the thought of putting on my PJs and flopping on the couch with my parents and my sister just like we’d do when we were kids. Back when life was easier. Stable.


I knock on the door and soon my dad answers. “Sawyer, what are you doing here?” He wraps me in a hug, but when I pull back I see his excitement bleed from his face and leave worry in its place. “Everything okay?” He looks over my head. “Where’s Mark?”


“I broke up with Mark—”


“Sawyer, we didn’t know you were coming over.” The joy in my mom’s voice makes me think she misses those old days when we were all under one roof too. “Where’s Mark?”


I open my mouth to answer, but my dad beats me too it.


“They broke up, Darlene.”


My mom’s overexaggerated shock almost makes me laugh. “You did? Why? Wait, come in and sit down. Where will you stay? You know your bedroom here is always available.” She guides me to the kitchen while firing off questions. “When did this happen? Are you okay? We’d love to have you stay here, your sister would be so happy to have you home.”


“I was hoping you’d say that.” I drop to a stool at the breakfast bar. “I don’t have anywhere to go and I can’t stand to even look at Mark let alone sleep under the same roof with him.”


My mom and dad stand on the opposite side of the bar, both staring at me with concern. “What did he do?”


I kick off my heels and flex my cramped toes. “He just doesn’t get me and frankly . . . I don’t get him either. It just wasn’t meant to be. I’ve been wanting—”


A song blares from my mom’s pocket, making all of us jump. One, because it’s loud and two because it’s Dr. Dre rapping “Bitches Ain’t Shit.” My mom frantically scrambles to get it before the song clip repeats, but in her fluster drops the thing on the floor. My dad shakes his head and I hide my laughter behind my first.


She finally gets a handle on it. “Celia, what did you do to my phone? I can’t have that, it’s inappropriate.” Her eyes come to me. “He’s not with her.” She sighs. “I guess they broke up. Okay, hold on.” She pulls the phone from her ear and presses speaker. “Go on, she can hear you.”


“Sawyer.” Her voice is soft, but still carries that take-no-shit commanding tone.


“Hey, Cece. Did I wake you up?”


“Wake me up? Bitch, I have a brain tumor, I’m not ninety.”


My parents roll their eyes, but I don’t miss the way my dad flinches slightly.


“Come to my room and tell me why you’re here without that uptight suit of yours.”


“Okay, I’ll be up.”


“Bring some vodka.”


“Celia, no,” my mom chimes in. “You know you can’t mix alcohol with your meds.”


“It’s for Sawyer, Mom. Jeez.”


I mouth to my mom, “I got it.”


“Hurry up.” The phone goes dead.


“Is she okay?” I slide my gaze between my parents, noticing the odd nonverbal exchange they’re having with each other. “Mom?”


“She’s fine, honey.”


My dad scrubs his face with one hand. “She’s been a little cranky lately.”


“Well, then, I better hurry and get up there.” I grab a cold bottle of vodka from the freezer and kiss my parents good night.


“Help yourself to whatever you need.” My mom hugs me a second time.


“I will. Night.”


Dropping my shoes off at the bottom of the stairs, I take the steps two at a time until I’m at the door to the bedroom my sister grew up in. It still has a Foo Fighters sticker on it as well as a biohazard sign that I think she stole from a processing plant the summer of our junior year.


The flickering blue light of the television spills through the crack in the doorway. I push it open and find my sister in the same spot she was in the last time I saw her just a few days ago. Pillows propped behind her back, remote in hand, oxygen tube resting on her upper lip and a bored expression on her face. Her eyes come to mine and she smiles. “Get in here and tell me what happened.”


“I called you from the Uber but you were on a rock face in Utah.” She sniffs like it’s no biggie.


“Last week you were exploring caves in Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park.”


“Yeah, I just like saying Phong Nha-Ke Bang.” She scoots over and pats the mattress. “Sit.”


I close the door, just like I did when we were kids and we wanted to talk about boys without our parents hearing. As I settle in next to her, she mutes the TV and tosses the remote to the foot of the bed.


“You and Mark broke up, huh? Not surprised. The guy has the personality of a sheet of paper.”


Picking at the label on the cold vodka bottle in my lap, I shrug. “He wasn’t right for me, that’s all. I’m not in love with him.”


She sits up and turns her body to face me. “Let me guess . . . he wore socks with his Birkenstocks.”


I stare dumbly back into her face and even though hers is rounder because of the medication and her hair longer it’s still like staring in the mirror.


Celia’s my identical twin sister.


“Real funny.”


Her lips curve into a grin and she shoves my shoulder. “I’m right, aren’t I? You broke up with him because he wore Birkenstocks.”


“No.”


“Crocs?”


“No!”


“Liar.”


“I swear!” Laughter bubbles up in my chest.


“I don’t believe you.” She crosses her arms over her chest. Waiting.


“It wasn’t any of that, it’s just . . .” I stare at my sister’s lifted brow and sigh. “He wore tennis shoes without socks. You could make penicillin off the bacteria living in those shoes.” I shudder.


“I knew it!” She throws her head back, laughing. “You’re sick, Sawyer Forrester.”


“That’s not the only reason.”


“Oh, I’ve gotta hear this.” She grabs the vodka bottle out of my hand, unscrews the top, and moves to take a sip.


I smack the bottle away from her lips. “Celia, no! You can’t drink.”


“Pfft! Of course I can.” She takes a full mouthful of clear liquid and I rip it from her hand.


“Stop it!”


She cringes as she swallows the straight booze, one eye pinched closed and her lips pursed like she just sucked on a lemon. “Your turn,” she grunts out.


I pull a tissue from the box on the nightstand and wipe the mouth of the bottle, earning an eye roll from my sister, then take a healthy swig and cringe as I force the fire down my throat. “Ugh . . . I hate this.”


“I know, it’s awesome, right? Go on.” She settles back in next to me and pats my thigh. “Nice hose, Sawyer. Those are your Friday night hose, yeah? What shade is that? San Tropez tan?”


As if the liquor went straight to my head instantly, I giggle and hold up one stocking-covered foot. “No, it’s called medium buff.”


“Huh . . . it’s about five times darker than your natural marshmallow skin tone.”


“Shut up.”


“Don’t get me wrong, it looks good, but if you want to pull it off you’ll need an extra pair for your arms.” She motions to my neck. “And your face.”


I dissolve into a fit of giggles and she follows.


“All right, either you drink or I do.” She motions to the bottle.


I take a sip and she glares so I take another until she’s satisfied.


“So . . .? What else?”


“We work together and live together. It’s just a lot of together, ya know?”


“Hmm . . .”


“He clips his toenails in bed. Oh, and I’ve caught him scrolling through my text messages, did I ever tell you that? He said he was looking for a message from someone at work, but really . . . who does that?”


She looks thoughtfully at the television, then turns back to me. “I think I know what this is about.”


“It’s not about anything. I’m just not in love—”


“You’re scared.”


I gasp and find myself sitting up a little taller. “I am not.”


“Yeah, you are. This is the first serious relationship you’ve been in since you were ‘cured.’ ” She uses air quotes. “First sign of trouble and you’re running.”


I laugh, loud, because that’s absurd and strangely it makes me feel defensive. “He’s mean to waiters, and he breathes through his mouth, not when he sleeps, but like always. That has nothing to do with fear.”


“I’ll give you that, Mark is kind of a douche, but don’t you see what you’re doing? You’re secluding yourself again.”


“I am not—”


“How many friends do you have? And don’t just throw out a number, I want names.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“Name ’em.”


Taking another sip of vodka gives me a few extra seconds to think. “There’s Dana—”


“Your assistant doesn’t count. She’s paid to like you.”


My jaw drops, but my sister looks unapologetic as she asks me to continue.


“Maggie is my—”


“Your hairdresser?”


“Oh, so I can’t be friends with her either?”


“Fine. Maggie. Go on.”


I chew my bottom lip, thinking. “I still talk to Anna from high school.”


“Commenting and liking on social media does not count as talking to, Sawyer.”


“What, you want me to admit I have no friends? I admit it. I have no friends.” Tears burn my eyes, stupid booze.


Her expression softens and she frowns. “Life is too short to live being afraid of everything, trust me, I know.”


“You’re not afraid of anything.”


“That’s not true.” She seems to sink deeper into the bed. “I’m afraid of what’ll happen to you once I’m gone.”


“Cece, don’t talk like that. You’re not going anywhere anytime soon. And when the time comes . . . I’ll be fine.” It’s not really true. Once this brain tumor takes Celia away from me forever I’ll become completely lost. She’s only four and a half minutes older than me, but she’s always been my big sister in every way. She was the one to go first, to lead, to move ahead and take risks while I hung back, always calculating the consequences.


“You’re a liar. Grandma dying totally messed you up. You haven’t been the same since.”


“Or . . . this is just who I am. Just because we’re identical twins doesn’t mean I don’t have my own personality.”


“You didn’t kill her. She got sick, Sawyer. Old people do that!”


“Yeah, I remember. I’m the one who gave her the flu.”


“You don’t know that.”


“Neither do you.” She huffs out a breath, clearly exhausted by the age-old argument neither of us has ever managed to win. “Remember when we were in school and we’d go to each other’s classes?”


“Yeah, it was always fun to see which teachers we could pull one over on.”


“Mrs. Fleming was the only one who could tell the difference between us.”


“I swear she was clairvoyant.”


She sighs and leans into me, her eyes staring just beyond the bed. “Those were some good times. How many boyfriends did you break up with for me?”


I laugh. “A lot. Remember that James kid who was in love with you kissed me senior year. I almost barfed.”


She shivers. “Ick, yeah, he was a horrible kisser. But he had a sweet Corvette.”


A few seconds of silence pass between us when she turns to me. “Sawyer, I need you to do me a favor.”


At the serious tone in her voice, I set the vodka bottle down and turn to face her. “Anything.”


“I need you to go to San Diego and pack up my place for me.”


“No, Cece . . .” I swallow the lump in my throat.


My sister left home four days after she turned eighteen, never even finishing high school. My parents were furious, but they also knew they couldn’t hold her back. She moved from city to city and never settled in one place for longer than a year. San Diego became her home a few months before she showed up back in Phoenix with the devastating news of her tumor. She refused to let my parents go pack up her beach house because she said if she did, that meant she’d given up hope that she’d ever get better.


All the doctors said there was only one prognosis for the tumor that’s wrapped itself around her brainstem. The pressure would become too much and she’d lose the ability to breathe. That was a death sentence. No one with this type of cancer has ever survived. But we all refuse to believe it, with Celia leading the cavalry.


“Listen . . .” she whispers. “There’s something I need to tell you.”


“What is it?”


“I quit treatment a few weeks ago.”


“What?” My stomach turns to lead. “Why?”


“The tumor isn’t responding to it anymore. It hasn’t for awhile.”


“What does that mean?” My sinuses burn with the tears I refuse to let fall in front of my sister.


“I’m tired of fighting.”


How do I even respond to that? Make a list of all her reasons for living and weigh them against her reasons for giving up? Prove to her that her life is too valuable to just let go?


I sniff and she curls in closer to me.


“Nothing has changed. Don’t waste a single second being upset.”


I can’t dignify that with a response because it’s utterly ridiculous so I just sit and hold on to her.


“I didn’t tell any of my friends back in San Diego about my head. They ah . . . they don’t know I’m sick.”


“Why wouldn’t you tell them?”


“Because I don’t want to be remembered as the sick girl who everyone felt sorry for because she was dying—”


“You’re not going to die.”


“Sawyer.” She stares at me with green eyes that match my own.


“Miracles happen every day. There’s still a chance. I won’t give up hope.”


“Maybe you’re right, but even if I do hang on for another few months or a year I’ll never make it back to San Diego, so I need you to go, pretend you’re me, and pack up my place.”


I sit straight up and glare at her. “Pretend I’m you? Are you kidding? No one will ever buy that.”


“Of course they will!” She smiles big and the sight of her excitement is so intense that I feel it in my chest. “I have a closet full of clothes you can wear, your hair is different, but they’ll just think I cut it.”


“This is stupid.”


“It’s not! Think about it. You go for a short time, a couple of weeks, tops. Enjoy the sun, sand, and my gosh, enjoy the company. It’s about time you had a few friends.” She shrugs. “Even if they’re mine.”


“Why can’t I just go as myself? I can explain I’m your sister and you’re, I don’t know, on an archeological dig in Pompeii or something.”


“Because if you’re you, you can’t be me. You’ll hole up in my beach house and methodically pack my things while pushing everyone away. If you’re me you’ll be forced to interact. I wasn’t even there for six months, they’ll never know you’re not me.”


“I can’t do this, I mean . . . so many things could go wrong.”


“Like what? You’ll have to let loose a little, smile more, stop making those fucking lists you carry around, take some risks, basically . . . pretend you’re me.”


“And then what?”


“And then you come home and anyone who knew me will never have to know what happened to me. They’ll think I’ve moved on, traveling the world, and sucking the life out of living.”


“They deserve to know—”


“Why?” Her brows pinch together. “So they can come visit and cry at my bedside? Send depressing cards accompanied by those fucking white flowers you always see at funerals? You think that’s how I want to go out?”


“No, but—”


“No. I’ve managed to keep my condition a secret from them, and everyone else outside of Phoenix. I need you to help me keep it.”


“I don’t know, Celia. It was funny when we were kids, but we’re twenty-four years old now. We have a responsibility to . . . to . . .” To what?


“It’s all I ask, Sawyer. My dying wish.”


“Don’t say that!”


Her lips hitch in a crooked grin. “So you’ll do it.”


This is absurd. I feel sick to my stomach. Responsibility and loyalty pull me in opposite directions. But . . . she’s my sister, and if she doesn’t beat this life-robbing growth in her body and I lose her, if I don’t do this I’ll never forgive myself. “I guess.”


“Yes!” She throws her arms around me. “Thank you!”


I hug her back, burying my nose in her shoulder with a groan. This is never going to work. “How am I going to pull this off? What if I’m forced to make decisions?”


“Easy.” She reaches over to her bedside table and fishes in the top drawer. “Take this.” She plops a coin into my hand.


“A quarter? How will this help me?”


“Every time you’re forced to make a decision, whatever it is, no matter how simple or complicated, don’t think, just flip the coin.”


“You’re kidding.”


“I’m not. I do it all the time.”


“Celia, that’s . . . it’s . . . immature.”


“No, it’s not. It’s living by chance. Let the fates decide.”


Chance. Fate. These are things I know nothing about. In my experience, all choices, no matter how seemingly simple, have significance. Choose wrong, pay the price.


In a world where I live in black-and-white and absolutes, my sister lives in tie-dye and liberation. All answers are right answers and even negative consequences serve a bigger purpose. It’s insane. Anarchy. Chaos. Everything that makes my pulse race and my palms sweat.


“Life is beautiful and terrifying,” she whispers. “And you deserve to feel that down to your bones.”


“Okay, Cece.” I look her in the eyes and find them glossy with emotion. “I’ll do it. For you.”


“Thank you.” She nuzzles back into my shoulder. “Ya know, my only regret in this life was not taking you with me when I left. I’ve seen the world, Sawyer. You should’ve been there too.”


“I would’ve hated it, you know that.”


“Maybe, but . . . if you were with me you wouldn’t have locked yourself up like you did. Life’s too short to let fear keep you from living.”


“Now you sound like my therapist.”


“You should listen to her. If I would’ve known how it was all going to end, how soon it was all going to end, I’d have wanted less time traveling and more time with you.”


Her words manage to coil around my lungs and they constrict so I’m unable to take a full breath. “Don’t talk like that. We have time, a lot more time.”


“Hmm.” She smiles sadly and drops to her pillow, pulling the down comforter over her body. “Stay with me?”


“Yeah.”


She yawns. “Okay, but go put on some pajamas. I’m not sleeping in the same bed as those pantyhose.”


Her eyes drift closed and a look of peace softens her face. I wonder if it’s my agreeing to tie up her loose ends in San Diego that’s put it there.


I roll the quarter between my fingers.


This should be easy enough. I’ll keep to myself as much as possible, bring Celia’s stuff back, and she’ll be able to live on in the eyes of her friends.




TWO


SAWYER


“What time will you land in San Carlos?” My mom hands me my toiletry bag.


Between what was left in my old bathroom and after raiding Celia’s closet, I was able to scratch up enough for a few days out of town. That plus whatever is already there should be plenty to get me through what I hope will be a short trip. Cutoff shorts and baggy tank tops aren’t what I’m most comfortable in, but nothing about this trip will be enjoyable, let alone healthy.


My hands shake as I shove a pair of Celia’s sandals into my suitcase and zip it up. “Five-thirty, and it’s San Diego, Mom.”


She rubs her temples. “Oh, that’s right.” We never could keep up with my sister’s living situations. At one point her address was a semi-truck working its way across the country driven by a guy named Panda.


“You sure you’re okay with this? I know how much you hate flying. Your dad can go.”


“It’s fine. I want to go.” It’ll do my mom no good to tell her the truth, that I really am scared shitless. There’s a good chance my plane will go down in some remote area and no one will know where we are so we’ll all have to start eating our dead to survive. Or if I’m lucky I’ll get stuck in that germ tube next to a guy who was bitten by a monkey and I’ll die in a hazmat suit three days later. If it would happen to anyone, it would happen to me. Too late now. I made a promise to my sister and shit-scared or not, I intend to keep it.


“Are you sure? It’s not too late to change your mind.” My mom stills my hands that aren’t yet satisfied with the arrangement of clothes.


Turn off disturbing thoughts. Take a breath. Get a handle on my emotions.


The open door across the hallway where Celia is sleeping catches my eye. I have to do this for her. “I’m sure. Besides, I won’t be gone long.” I zip up my suitcase and pull it off the bed to the floor. “A couple weeks at the most. I’ll pack up, tie up any loose ends, and I’ll be back.”


She worries her lip. “What about work?”


“I’m using my vacation time and sick days. Dana will call me if something needs my attention.” I pat my shoulder bag. “I’ve got my computer.”


“And Mark? What about your things?”


“Dana said she’d throw all my stuff in boxes. It’s mainly clothes and small pieces of furniture. Movers are going to pick it all up and put it in storage until I get back.”


She hands me my neck pillow. “Do you have a sweater? It gets cold on the coast at night.”


“Yeah, Mom.” I hug her. “I better get to the airport or I’m going to miss my flight. I’m going to go say bye to Celia.”


She nods and grabs my bag to take down to my dad who is most likely waiting by the door with his keys in hand.


I tiptoe into Celia’s room and sit on the bed next to her. It seems she’s sleeping more and more. Mom said it’s the medication she takes for the headaches, and I want to cry every time I see my usually energetic sister sapped of all her strength.


I run my fingers through the mass of strawberry-blond hair that’s fanned out around her face. “Celia, I’m leaving.”


She whines and her eyes pinch together as if my voice is sending shockwaves of pain through her temple. I lean down and kiss her forehead. “I’ll call you when I get there.” Her face relaxes and she hums. “I love you.”


I take a couple more seconds to watch her sleep and then head downstairs to find my dad exactly where I expected him.


“All set?”


“Yeah.” I turn to get my bags and end up in another hug from my mom. “It’s okay, Mom.” No one’s saying what we’re all thinking, that Celia’s giving up. She’s been our strength and if she loses hope in getting better . . . well, I can’t even go there, not even hypothetically.


She squeezes me tight. “Don’t throw anything out, okay? You know Celia’s going to want to sort through her things once they’re here.”


“I won’t.”


She pulls away and kisses my cheek.


“I’ll be in touch.” And with that, I leave to sort through my sister’s life.


With the coin nestled safely in my pocket.


The coastal city of Ocean Beach is nothing like I imaged it would be.


I’ve seen the movies filmed on southern California beaches, the rail-thin women in string bikinis, tattooed hard-body guys walking around with a surfboard under their arm. So I knew exactly what to expect when I deplaned and hailed a cab to take me to Celia’s house. But with my face pressed to the window as we drive through town I wonder if this green Prius is the modern-day version of a Delorean and I’ve been blasted back to 1972.


This is nothing like The O.C.


The main street that runs through town is lined with palm trees and old storefronts on both sides. Antiques stores, bead shops, tattoo parlors, and those shops that always smell like patchouli and sell pipes for smoking marijuana. There’s even a movie theater that has an old-timey marquee sign boasting the three movies currently playing, none of them new releases.


It’s quirky. Colorful. Perfect for Celia.


I’m so busy staring out the window I hardly notice when the driver throws the cab into park.


“This is it.” He hits the fare meter and eyes me through the rearview mirror. “Eight oh four Sunset Cliffs?”


I blink at the row of cottages that look like playhouses for kids lined up at the cliff’s edge. They’re all identical—small, white slat boards with hunter-green trim—except one. I don’t have to see the number on the door to know that one has to be hers. My sister’s place stands out like a pink flamingo in a sea of pigeons.


“Yeah, this is the place.” I gather my purse to my chest and push open the car door. The briny breeze slaps me in the face and tosses my hair—already frizzing in the humidity—around my face. The driver follows, retrieving my black roller bag from the trunk and placing it at my side. I shove a few extra dollars at him and rub on hand sanitizer while I stare at my sister’s tiny house.


When she left here to come back to Phoenix, she had no idea she’d never be healthy enough to return. My chest grows heavy.


I square my shoulders and the wheels of my suitcase snag on large cracks of jagged asphalt the entire walk to her place. What causes those? Earthquakes? Or maybe the cliff falling slowly into the ocean? My pulse pounds at the thought.


Sure, the view here is gorgeous, just steps away from a small private beach hidden by cliffs on each side, and it’s a balmy seventy-five degrees, but the threat of a natural disaster like a rogue tsunami would make it all impossible to enjoy.


The tiny front porch is decorated in DIY wind chimes made from bottles—and not the cool vintage kind, just regular beer and soda bottles with the occasional string of seashells.


She has a row of colorful rain boots hanging from her porch, each one filled with dirt and the crispy curled-up remains of flowers. I can’t take my eyes off the flower graves, thinking the lack of life growing from them carries a sick irony of her leaving and taking the life of this place with her.


I pull my eyes away and notice my sister has an affinity for repurposing. Lots of seashells, random-sized driftwood, and an old ship’s steering wheel pepper the small beach hut porch.


Thumping up the steps I look around for the red pot the key was supposed to be hidden under. She never did carry a key, even when we were young. She said they held her down. I don’t see a red pot, or any pot. Huh . . . I squat to flip the doormat. It reads No Shoes. No Shirt. No Problem. Typical Celia. I flip it over to see if maybe the key is hidden under there, but there’s nothing. Blowing out a frustrated breath I pull my bag up close to the door where it’ll be safe while I go hunt for help.


My sister had mentioned something about a Mr. Hurtado, the man who rents these cottages and lives onsite. She warned me not to let his gray hair fool me, that he’s as fit as the guys half his age and could build a sailboat out of toothpicks and a paper napkin.


The sun is still high over the ocean, thank goodness for long summer days, but if I don’t get into my sister’s place fast I’ll have to find a hotel and I didn’t see a single one on the drive through town. Granted, I did see the OB Hostel, but judging by the crowd gathered out front and the cloud of marijuana smoke that filtered into the street, I’d rather take my chances sleeping on the beach.


I find unit one easily enough, and thankfully the sign on the door says SUPERINTENDENT with a doorbell and a handwritten note taped above it that reads Ring for assistance.


Here we go. Let the charade begin.


I’m Celia. Be Celia.


I pretend my body is made of jelly and smile like I’ve had two glasses of wine.


That should do it.


With a firm press of the bell there’s a slight buzz from inside as if the contraption is as old as the cottage itself. I contemplate ringing again, but first squint to peek through the windows only to find no movement. I chew my lip and wait some more, then ring again. Still nothing. Exhausted, I’m thinking a hotel for one night might not be a bad idea. I can tackle this in the morn—


“Holy shit!”


I whirl around at the sound of a deep voice to find a tall man wearing shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops barreling toward me with a big smile.


“You’re back!”


I open my mouth to reply but he knocks the wind out of me when he wraps me in a bear hug. My cheek is pressed to his pec and I’m assaulted by his scent—an exotic mix of coconut and cinnamon—strange man, strange germs. My fists ball at my sides to keep from shoving him away.

OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/title1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Wrecked

J B SAlI SBURY





OEBPS/images/9781472238634_FC.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES
BESTSELLING AUTHOR

@ J. B. SALSBURY





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
{

HEADLINE
ETERNAL





